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Derivative and uninspired: Gunmetal Blues

Book: Scoft Wentworth. Music and Lyrics: Craig Bohmler
ond Marion Adler. Directed by Glynis Leshon. Musical
Director: Craig Bohmier. Setand Costume Design: Char-
lotte Dean. Lighting Design: Luc Prairie. Stage Manager:
Jill Beafty. CAST: Doug Balfour, Marion Adler and James
Carrol. Theatre New Brunswick.

TNB’s latest offering, Gunmetal Blues is not out-
standing for its originality. The premise Is old. It is a
satirical send-off of the Dick Tracy private-eye c-movie
of the forties. We have seen this in a milion Saturday
Night Live, Carol BurnettShows, and SCTVprogrammes.
There Is a slight twist however. Where the book (Scott
Wentworth) appears to be purely spoof-material®
complete with exaggerated cliches, carlcatures of the
private investigator and his blonde bomb of a client,
and a very silly and uninspiring “twist* at the end., the
lyricsandmusic tendtowards an emotional realism. The
songs are rarely throw-offs, and the best of the numbers
seek foinvest the cartoon-like characters with genuine
emotions and thoughts. '

The concept, while refreshing. is highly problem-
atic. The narrative thread is completely inane — and
perhaps intentionally so; but it determines, largely, the
extent to which the viewer will care about what hap-
pens to the characters and what they say. Thus when
the songs of pathos and passion which delve variously
into the psyche of the blonde, sleazy nightciub
singer.(*The Blonde Song*),the street derelict and beg-
gar ("Spare Some Change®) . and the three main
characters who have astrong needto retain a sense of
self ("Gives us back our Lives®), are sung, they Jar our
sensibilities somewhat and seem rather incongruous,
functioning as alienating devices of sorts. | suspect that
thisBrechtian effect ishardly the intent of the artistswho
produced this work.

Gunmetal Blues, apart from this, lacks the kind of
fiair and energy that one has come to expect from
musicals which are destined for Broadway (the play,
according to programme notesisto move to New York
soon). There Is very litle choreography of note to talk
off, and the numbers are extremely derivative. In
“Shadowplay” we hear the typical Webber fare, In
the moving "Spare Some Change® one :
can‘thelp thinking of Oliver,
and the Blues
are
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watered-down, mannered and unconvincing rendi-
tions of what the uninitiated call the blues (*Gunmetal
Blues®). The performances are inconsistent and fail to
sustain the attention of the viewer. Apart from an
extremely funny and off-the-wall spoof of the televi-
sion record marketing network in the “overture” num-
ber "Not Available in Stores,” Doug Balfour's perfor-
mance asthe Lounge Lizardis disappointing. Balfour’s
singing palesin comparison to the othertwo leads. The
limits of his range are constantly being exposed
throughout the plece. His acting Is stiff and contrived.
His plano playing, however, Isimpressive. He performs
the entire musical score for the show on stage, doing
50 with impressive skill.

Marion Adler, the fragmented blonde shows her
talent as an actress in playing multiple roles. She hasto
give credible readings of very sketchily constructed
stereotypes of the “dumb blonde”. Her singing Is often
very strong, but without numbers that demand more
physicai work on stage, one senses that her talents
were not completely exhausted by the production.
Finally, James Carrol as the private eye carrlesthe role
like a pale subdued caricature of Humphrey Bogart,
without explolting the potential for humour inherent in
Bogart‘s self-assurance and sardoinc self-deprecat-
ing wit. His performance was competent if not memo-
rable, hut then that can be a comment made about
the entire production. .

The most refreshing aspects of what waslargely a
lackiuster production were firstly, the wilingness to
aftempt at a three-hander musical, secondly, the
obwviouslyric writing skills of Marion Adler, and finally the
concept of Buddy Toupee the Lounge Lizard, who
while poorly handled by Balfour, could be developed
into a fascinatingly funny character. Gunmetal Blues
must decide where it Is going. for the tension between
spoof, and realism creates more problems than
It displays clever and innovative
writing. Perhaps the
staging of

such small scale productions is the direction that smaller
sizedtheatreswillhave to take whenit comesto produc-
Ing musicals. Clearly, Gunmetal Blues represents an
economical option for smaller theatres today. For
such shows to work however, the casts have to be
incredibly dynamic, and the writing powerful. The
audience will not be easily distracted by the spec-
tacle. Substance will now be demanded and the
actors will be deprived of the trappings that nor-
mally obscure weaknessses in their performances.
Gunmetal Bluesreminds us of how tasking a chal-
lenge this can be.

Gunmetal Blues is hardly challenging theatre
for its audience, nor is it a musical of great spec-
tacle. Invariably its reported move to New York
will require extremely extensive rewrites as
well as a more upbeat staging than that
given by experienced director Glinnis
Leyshon. As a Canadian export it will
simply re-affirm the sad truth that Ca-
nadians are great at doing what
Americanslovetosee anddo.There
Is painfully little that Is Canadian
about this work except that it
demonsirates the Canadian
propensity to imitate, with
uncanny skill, ts American

neighbours.
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