PRODUCTION NOTE

by
Jack Viertel

Co-Conceiver of SMOKEY JOE'S CAFE

Since the actual text of SMOKEY JOE'S CAFE consists of nothing but'song lyrics and stage
directions, it might be helpful for any director and choreographer planning to mount a production to have
some guidelines about the original intent of the evening, which evolved over several years and through an
unimaginable amount of trial and error. There is no conventional story or character development to guide
you, so what makes the show work, and how can you best serve the spirit and style of these great Leiber

and Stoller songs and the era they evoke?

The success of any production of the show will depend as much upon casting as on any other single
element. I don’t mean simply the casting of the best possible people, but a fundamental understanding of
who the people on stage represent and what they must deliver to the audience. Jerry Leiber and Mike

- Stoller didn’t invent rock and roll, but they did create some of the most powerful and recognizable early

icons of the music, and the show must pay homage to them if it is to make any sense. A trip to the record
store is probably essential if you’re not familiar with this era and its sounds. Specifically, Leiber and
Stoller wrote for two famous African-American quartets — The Drifters and The Coasters. The characters
of Victor, Adrian, Ken and Fred should evoke the sound and style of those two quartets. The Drifters, led
by Ben E. King, were smooth as silk, sexy and irresistible; the Coasters were promoted as “the clown
princes of rock and roll” and delivered hectic mayhem onstage, almost an extension of vaudeville clowning,
but entirely in song. Most of the comedy rests with Victor, (the preening bad-boy) some with Adrian (the
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upset about it.

Leiber and Stoller also wrote for two powerful figures of white rock and roll — Dion (of Dion and the
Belmonts) and, of course, Elvis Presley. In the show the Elvis material has been distributed fairly
evenhandedly to the various performers, but it is still essential that a white singer, Michael, be able to evoke
a memory of Elvis (and Dion and Fabian and all those other duck-tailed teen idols) without doing an Elvis
impression or camping his way through a GREASE-inspired parody. Michael should be genuinely suave

. and impressive. Sexy wouldn’t hurt.

As far as the women are concerned, B.J.’s character was inspired by the titanic rhythm and blues shouter

" Big Mama Thornton, who recorded the original version of “Hound Dog” back when Leiber and Stoller

were so young that their mothers had to sign their publishing contract for the song. Big Mama was a
woman of size, arrogance and great good humor. So is B.J. Crosby, who opened the show on Broadway. If
you’re fortunate enough, as we were, to have a big B.J. and a little Victor, so much the better. The

combination works like a charm.

Delee should evoke both the innocence of the teenage girls who fell in love with Elvis and Dion and Fabian
and Frankie Avalon on the Dick Clark Show, and the wild streak that all of us dreamed about such girls
having. She is Brenda Lee, but sometimes she wants to be Jayne Mansfield. Pattie is the throaty voice of
experience; a little older-but-wiser, she anchors the more serious moments, and may even seem to come
from a slightly later period (Janis Joplin, Tracy Nelson, Bonnie Raitt) than the rest of the company. And
Brenda is a combination of savvy, wit, brains ‘and ‘beauty that is born. of the line of stunning rock and. roll
divas which has included Ruth Brown, LaVern Baker, Tina Turner and Patti LaBelle. She must have
timing and sexuality to deliver her big moment, which is called “Don Juan”.
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‘The show’s paralle]l progression can be Seen as one of a single night, beginning with the Jate aftermoon,
when the company is contemplating an evening of limitlesg potential, through what that evening actually
brings — Tomance, laughter, regret heartache and a certain contained recklessness. If it’s 4:30 in the
afternoon when the quartet sings “Youngblood” to Brenda, it’s 4:30 in the morning, after a long night at

Smokey Joe’s, when B.J. gets around to the reprise of “Fools Fall in Love.”

“Neighborhood” suggest them. Questions Like, “How old are they when they do “Yakety Yak?’” or “What §
time is it when they sing ‘Shoppin’ for Clothes’” have no answers, Butif the evening is able to moye ma iF
general way from innocence to experience and from dusk to dawn, from naivete to wisdom, you’ll find the “
audience is right there with you, even if they don’t know why. : el

As far as design choices are concerned, simpler is better, and swift transitions are essential. On
Broadway we have 2 series of sliding panels that can hide performers and the occasional table or chair,
When the panels SWeep across the stage they deliver the next roup of singers to whereyer they need to be.
Heidi Ettinger, the set designer, decorated the panels with a collage of iconography of the period — record
labels, old stills of the Coasters and Elvis and others — and the whole created an evocative atmosphere
without ever becoming a specific place. But I've also seen the show performed perfectly well with
performers éimply emerging from the wings. The panels were aneat device, not a necessity.

that there will be more sets, and soon you’ll need almost forty distinct designs.
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