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PREFACE BY DAVID AUBURN


Theater production costs are skyrocketing everywhere, and in New York, Broadway budgets and “development” expenses can approach those of the movies. But storefront theater companies can still thrive in Chicago. Or at least they could in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when a company with drive and its own sensibility could reasonably hope to attract the attention of the public and find a space cheap enough to put on a few shows a year without going broke.


A group called Cardiff Giant found two such spaces. One was on Chicago’s North Side, where they performed original plays that they wrote as an ensemble. The other was in Jimmy’s Woodlawn Tap, a South Side bar not far from the University of Chicago, from which most of the group’s members had either graduated or not-quite-graduated. Here they mounted a weekly improvisational show that often generated raw material for the plays.


The improv was more anarchic, the plays highly structured, but in both settings the group created a theatrical landscape with features not to be found elsewhere.


The stories were usually set in a kind of mid-twentieth-century Everytown. They were highly referential, with elements drawn impulsively from old movies, cartoons, dimly remembered TV ads and grade-school educational films, and texts from the required U. of C. humanities and sociology classes. There was a lot of intrigue, scheming, double-dealing. There were a lot of evil or demented geniuses (I remember one who derived his schemes from talking to a peanut), wise waifs (usually played by men), angry mobs, corrupt politicians, and ingenues who turned out to be as obsessive and bent as the villains they were opposing. There were copious flashbacks, flash-forwards, dream and fantasy sequences, visitations from ghosts, etc. Characters even in realistic situations supplied their own sound effects. Plot twists or surprise revelations occasioned huge double takes, accompanied by a baffled “Wha—?”


The shows were dizzying and incredibly funny. I remember many nights walking out of Jimmy’s with my face aching from laughing so hard.


Anyone who has seen Urinetown will be familiar with that sensation. Greg Kotis and Mark Hollmann, the show’s authors, were two of the driving forces behind Cardiff Giant, and for those of us who saw their Chicago shows ten or more years ago, part of the excitement of Urinetown is in seeing that anarchic, bizarre, Chicago storefront sensibility transferred intact, and in some ways enhanced, to the world of the big-budget Broadway musical.


This is something Broadway badly needs. Much of the energy in any art form in any era is supplied by the experiments that bubble up from below. Not very much that’s new or exciting has bubbled up in the Broadway musical during the last few years, probably because of high production costs and the aesthetic conservatism they engender.


Urinetown’s success is a terrific blow to that conservatism. And audiences walking out of the show on Broadway are so giddy and happy that its success there now seems like a forgone conclusion.


But of course it wasn’t at first, not any more than it was obvious a decade ago that Cardiff Giant’s peculiar style could work in the mainstream. It certainly wasn’t obvious to me. Though I loved the shows, my memory of them isn’t particularly sunny. They could be pretty bleak, actually. They put human corruption, weakness, and cupidity on hilarious display. Villains were sometimes punished, but idealism was usually betrayed, not rewarded. The overall effect was oddly, and gratifyingly, hard-headed.


This sensibility, too, is intact in Urinetown. What’s most startling about the musical might be the rigor with which Kotis and Hollmann work through their famously absurd premise. The water shortage that drives the plot produces villains and heroes, corruption and idealism—but the heroes have no monopoly on virtue, and it’s not just the villains who grow corrupt. Though Urinetown mocks the conventions of musicals, it is not primarily a spoof of them, as many reviews have held it to be (actually, it has the most solid, old-fashioned construction of any book musical in recent memory). If it is any kind of satire, it’s not of musical theater but of human corruption—as Cardiff Giant’s work was, and Ben Jonson’s and Brecht’s as well.


Like Brecht, Kotis and Hollmann hammered out a unique sensibility for themselves by performing in bars and tiny theaters. Then they refined and enlarged it to the point where it can entertain and speak meaningfully to a large audience. That accomplishment doesn’t just put them in a great theatrical tradition. It gives hope to storefront theater companies everywhere—and to Broadway, too.
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INTRODUCTION


I


JUNE 2


On June 2, 2002, Urinetown won three Tony Awards (one for book, one for score, and a third for direction), an event that—as of this writing—still feels quite warm and wonderful and difficult to believe. Throughout the evening of the Tony broadcast, people would approach me and ask, “Did you ever think the show would get this far?” to which I would answer, “Well, no, I didn’t.” An obvious answer to an obvious question. Urinetown, as they knew, and as you may know, arrived on Broadway as a ludicrous, harebrained transfer from Off-Broadway, itself an even more ludicrous transfer from Off-Off-Broadway. The show, apparently, was this absurdist musical about a world where people had to pay to pee, appropriate, perhaps, for some fringe festival on the Lower East Side of New York City, but not for Broadway, and certainly not as a nominee for a bevy of Tony Awards. At each leg of Urinetown’s journey from Stanton Street (Off-Off-Broadway) to Forty-third Street (Broadway), the conventional wisdom seemed to mutter, “This must not happen.” And yet, at each leg, it did happen—the show survived, flourished even, and eventually snuck its way forward toward that Broadway night of nights. By the end of the evening’s festivities, these “Did you ever think?” exchanges became something of a ritual, the asker knowing the answer, the answerer welcoming the basically rhetorical question. They took on the verbal equivalent of pinching yourself to see if you’re awake—“Am I dreaming? Apparently not.” The question, to be sure, is still welcome, because the journey isn’t over yet. As of this writing, Urinetown is planning a national tour, as well as a flurry of international productions, including Seoul, Tokyo, London, and more. Urinetown has its very own original cast recording, produced by a large, monopolizing corporation like RCA/Victor, no less. And now the text of the play has been published by a not quite monopolizing, but at least respected, mid-sized publishing outfit like Faber & Faber, complete with an introduction engaging enough to keep the reader reading until this very sentence. Given the origins and original intentions of the play, it all still feels quite difficult to believe, as well as warm and wonderful.


 


 


THE IDEA FOR URINETOWN


The idea for Urinetown first came to me during what might generously be described as a poorly planned trip to Europe during the late winter/early spring of 1995. At the time, I was performing with the Neo-Futurists, a Chicago-based experimental theater company that was taking part in a theater festival in a small Transylvanian (believe it or not) town called Sibiu. On our return flight, I decided to extend an overnight layover in Paris to spend two weeks bumming around Western Europe by myself, to see the sights, and also to try and decide whether I would propose to my girlfriend and fellow Neo-Futurist, Ayun Halliday. For some reason I thought $300 would cover my expenses, and as you might expect, I ran out of money almost immediately. What I had intended to be a meditative, economy-style backpacker excursion through the capitals of France, Germany, England, and Spain quickly devolved into a grim test of endurance, where the defining questions changed from “Am I getting enough culture?” and “How do I really feel about Ayun?” to simply “How can I not spend any money until I can reclaim my ticket to the States and go home?” For me, the answer involved sleeping in train stations, eating cheap but belly-filling foods, and, strangely enough, avoiding going to the bathroom as much as possible. Public bathrooms in Europe are pay-per-use. Some are old buildings in parks complete with towel-distributing attendants; some are state-of-the-art, self-cleaning toilet-pods set proudly near city crossroads. Each involves a fee of some kind, some more expensive than others, all at the time prohibitive to me. I have never been able to just pee in the bushes (or between parked cars, as is often done in New York), nor do I do well under the hostile gaze of restaurateurs who know a bathroom freeloader when they see one. For me, the pay-per-use amenities were it. And so it was that on one particularly cold and rainy afternoon in Paris, while I was making my way past the Luxembourg Gardens, trying to determine how badly I needed to go to the bathroom and whether I should splurge and use one of the toilet-pods I could see looming in the distance (or wait until just before dinner when I could combine two trips into one), that the notion of a city where all public amenities in town were controlled by a single malevolent, monopolizing corporation came to me. And not only would the corporation control all the public bathrooms but, being malevolent and monopolizing, it would somehow ensure the prohibition of private toilets, thus guaranteeing a steady flow of customers to its overpriced comfort stations. With its wealth and influence on the rise, it would pay off politicians and the police, outlaw going in the bushes (and between parked cars), and generally employ all available tools of persuasion to maintain its hammerlock on power. At its head would be an evil capitalist genius controlling the world from behind his corporate desk. But would he really be so evil? For the world he was controlling was suffering from a nearly uncontrollable ecological disaster—a drought that, at the beginning of our story, had already entered its twentieth year. I stood there on the sidewalk for a moment or two, thinking the thing through. The notion seemed like a patently awful one, grand and ridiculous, a career (such as it was) ending embarrassment. And yet, at its core, it would also be a grand, ridiculous reflection of the world as we know it to be, complete with rich and poor, the powerful and the powerless, a government controlled by industry and an industry that exists apart from and above us all. And driving it all would be the disaster, in this case the drought, a fact that trumped all the other facts: the love, the rage, the greed, everything. It would be a musical, yes, a very big musical, and it would be called Urinetown. It might not be performed, perhaps should not be performed, but it would be called Urinetown, and it would take place in a town where everybody had to pay to pee. Such is the thinking that comes from being too homesick, too broke, and too full of belly-filling foods, while inhibiting natural bodily functions for too long.


 


 


MARK


Upon returning to the United States and moving to New York City (with Ayun, then my fiancée) to continue performing with the Neo-Futurists, I approached Mark Hollmann, a long-time friend and past collaborator, and pitched the idea to him. Strangely, he was interested. Mark and I had worked intensively years before with the Cardiff Giant Theater Company, creating new plays with other company members through a process of ensemble improvisation. Since then, Mark had moved to New York to pursue a career as a composer while I stayed in Chicago to continue working with the Neo-Futurists, among other companies. Initially, I presented Mark with a narrative skeleton and a few scenes. Mark took the material away and came back a few weeks later with “It’s a Privilege to Pee,” Penelope Pennywise’s Act I wail about the cold, hard facts of life during the drought. It was angry, pained, an unapologetic march in the tradition of Brecht-Weill. There was Ms. Pennywise laying down the law to the downtrodden, screaming the truth as she knew it, an absurdist Brechtian anti-heroine. The show came alive in Mark’s new song, the colors were clear, the tone pitch-perfect.


Over the next three years we met after services at a church where Mark played organ, sometimes infrequently, sometimes intensively, trading notes and sharing the progress we had made in the intervening weeks. The process was slow, unpredictable, a task of exploring the metaphor to its utmost, trying to bring the world of the play into view. At first it was difficult to believe we were putting so much energy into this show called Urinetown; it was a freak show of a musical, a Frankenstein’s Monster best kept in the basement. We wrote it as if we didn’t expect anyone but maybe a few friends to see it, because at first we really didn’t expect anyone but maybe a few friends to see it. We ballooned the cast size out to thirty-six, a comfortably unworkable crowd of actors no producer would ever agree to (if ever one were to agree to our premise in the first place). We devised a ghastly ending where Cladwell’s potbelly (he was originally described as a portly man) was revealed to be an obscenely distended bladder strapped to his body with belts, an unforgivably vulgar costume requirement we felt confident no one could build. We hobbled our monster, sabotaging it with unproducible choices that would keep the work safely off the stage and in our respective desk drawers, where it belonged. And yet, at the same time, the madness of the thing felt strangely joyful and free. Since it was unproducible, we allowed ourselves complete liberty in imagining the play, making choices that were not just bad for the sake of being bad but reckless for the sake of seeing where a story goes when it goes where it probably shouldn’t. What happens if the hero dies, not heroically, but desperately, and alone with his enemies? What happens if the heroine is allowed her anger, then allowed to act upon her impulse to incite a mob to murder her father? And what happens if the play offers no clear prescription for the troubles it imagines, no “Love is the answer” or “Be true to yourself and all will be well”? And here we found the real heart of the play, the sense of fear that had hovered over all our efforts. What had been a vague, uncertain point of view came into sharper relief for us as the play grew bloodier and the stakes of the story rose.


I have never been an environmentalist in any productive sense, nor can I claim to be a social activist, nor would I describe myself as a particularly good citizen. But at the same time, I (like most Americans, I suspect) have this creeping sense of dread that we’re in the process of doing ourselves in, slowly but steadily, and there’s nothing we can do about it. We burn too much oil, build too many roads and too many houses, create too much garbage, and as human beings interested in pleasure, convenience, personal freedom, and individual progress, we’re simply incapable of making the changes necessary to save ourselves. The evidence seems to be everywhere, in the oddness of recent climate swings, in estimates of future population growth, and in the choice of leaders we select to articulate our national response to these facts. These problems seem so huge, so complete, so fundamental as to be unsolvable, and that was the issue Mark and I ultimately hoped to consider with this play. Yes, Urinetown would be absurd, allegorical, ridiculous, unproducible. But, at the same time, it would present a world long past the point where good intentions could do any good, a future we both fear and anticipate in this world, silently for the most part. And perhaps a musical that had deliberately shed the traditional credentials of a happy ending, or even a decent title, might be exactly the right play to present the thought we had in mind. We shrunk the cast down to sixteen, then fifteen. We discovered the true ending of the play, one that kept our villain a human being. And (unproducible choices aside) we stayed true to the formal rules of musical theater writing as best we could, wondering whether they might apply even to Urinetown.


 


 


THE FRINGE FESTIVAL


Mark and I spent the second half of 1998 dutifully sending out first draft scripts and demo tapes to theaters, agents, and producers around the country, who would then dutifully send form letters back to us in response. Our roots were in the do-it-yourself theater world, but our hope was to find an ally in more established circles who could help us put our monster on its feet. Unfortunately (or fortunately, as it turned out), our unproducible choices proved entirely convincing, and by April 1999 we had exhausted all traditional avenues of production and/or development save for an impoverished, upstart theater festival that took place each August in Manhattan called the New York International Fringe Festival. The Fringe, to be sure, was a last resort for us. As Mark and I well knew, the Fringe was not so much a festival as a barely controlled riot where as many as 150 theater productions from across the country and around the world descended on the streets of the Lower East Side for ten days in August, each working ferociously to press-gang as many audience members as they could find to see their show. What we had in mind was a musical, a real musical, that most intricate piece of theatrical machinery, and to trust it to the certain anarchy of the Fringe Festival seemed like folly. But by April 1999 it was the Fringe Festival or nothing, and while we toyed with nothing, we settled on the Fringe. Lucky for us.


Fired anew by the threat of impending production, Mark and I worked through the spring, meeting evenings and weekends in the church where Mark played organ to polish the script into rehearsal readiness. We assembled an intrepid cast of young performers, each stuck in New York for the summer for various reasons, but each game enough to give our show a shot. We rehearsed whenever we could (also in Mark’s church), our director tripling as choreographer and musical director, our assistant director quadrupling as prop master, stage manager, and all-round chief of staff. Mark and I polished the script further, and day by day, the show was whipped, cajoled, and coddled into shape. Our last night in the church we performed a run-through for a few of our friends. They were polite and encouraging, some congratulatory, some quietly but quite obviously concerned for our future. That performance constituted our invited dress rehearsal and entire preview process rolled into one. We were exhausted and terrified, but it began to seem like we had something approximating a show.
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