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     According to the American Heritage Dictionary, collaboration means “to work together, especially in a joint intellectual effort” (“Collaboration” 260).  The intellectual efforts of R. Rex Stephenson and Emily Rose Tucker have been geared towards the making of musicals.  They have written three musicals together: The Just So Stories, Jonah and the Big Fish, and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.  They have also created two short children’s scripts: Two Lost Babes and Catskins.  

     Their musical collaboration began accidentally.  While working on The Prince and the Pauper, Stephenson wanted some music to introduce the King, so he asked Tucker (an actor in the show) if she could compose it.  The music she produced suited the play nicely.  During the next season, Stephenson tried to work on a musical by using the Internet.  He sent lyrics to the composer, and the composer sent music to him.  Stephenson found this method lacked immediacy and prohibited his open communication with the composer.  To eliminate these problems, Stephenson asked Tucker if she would consider composing for him when he began writing a play about the biblical character Jonah. 

     The idea was to bring the composer in from the very beginning of the writing process and share all aspects of the completion of the script.  While Stephenson and Tucker did not sit down and say, “This is the way we’re going to do it,” this is the process that has evolved over the past three years. 

     Before delving further into the way Stephenson and Tucker work, one should consider how other writing teams have worked.  Occasionally, collaborators will take joint responsibility for an element of the work, as when George and Ira Gershwin co-wrote the lyrics of “I’ll Build a Stairway to Paradise” (Lerner 77).  Most teams include one lyricist and one composer: W. S. Gilbert and Arthur S. Sullivan, Richard Rodgers and Larry Hart, George and Ira Gershwin, John Kander and Fred Ebb, and Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice. 
     While lyricists, librettists, and composers generally enjoy working together and opt to take joint ownership of a finished product, not all successful writing teams have followed this model.  According to most accounts, Gilbert and Sullivan could not stand one another; they collaborated mostly by post (Citron 117).  Critic Mark Steyn, writing about Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber, has noted that “Tim Rice is a brilliant lyricist, but everyone knows that Andrew doesn’t want to work with    . . . lyric writers who are his equal” (qtd. in Citron 119).  Stephenson and Tucker readily acknowledge that an important element of their success is their respect for each other.  

     Many essays have been written addressing whether lyrics should be written before a show’s music or vice versa.  Richard Rodgers wrote music to which Larry Hart added lyrics; however, when Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II wrote Oklahoma!, Hammerstein wrote the lyrics first (Lerner 153).  While the order of creating music and lyrics seems to be a matter of personal preference, Stephenson and Tucker recommend creating these elements simultaneously. 

The Process

     Stephenson and Tucker begin by agreeing on what to dramatize.  So far, they have chosen to create adaptations of familiar stories.  There is nothing formal about story selection.  They ask each other, “What do you think about this?”  Then they begin the process of writing.  Stephenson dictates the script to Tucker.  He does this because he wants to hear how the words sound aloud.  Tucker likes being involved at this stage of the process because she receives a firsthand look at the needs of the show.  She gains a better understanding of the shape of the plot and the natures of the characters.  She can ask, “What does Rex want this piece to be about?”  She can agree with Stephenson or suggest how to shape the show differently. 

     While the piece is being written, the writers decide where to place songs.  They tend to agree with Harold Arlen that four questions should be asked: 

          1) Does it work theatrically?

          2) Does it motivate the action?

          3) Is the song, in a sense, a part of the dialogue?

          4) Does the music capture character without getting out of the                 

              framework of the show?  (Green 183)
Stephenson and Tucker would add to this list that while most songs should move the action forward, some songs can be reflective, serving the purpose of letting people inside a character’s head.  When an appropriate spot for a song arises, the writers may develop a title, an idea of what the song might encompass, or even a line or two for the song.

     While working on Jonah and writing lyrics for “Be Who You Were Born to Be,” Stephenson remembered some passages in the book of Ezekiel that would fit into the idea of the song.  Tucker suggested some passages from Isaiah that would also work.  After combining these passages, they completed the lyrics for the song in about fifteen minutes.  However, this speedy completion of a song is the exception and not the rule.  When the script is completed, Stephenson begins to work on the lyrics, and Tucker begins to compose. 

     Tucker finds that each song suggests its own form.  There are instances when she will take Stephenson’s words in the order he provides.  At other times, she will suggest a chorus or request repetition of a section, or she may ask him to make alterations to the lyrics to match her music.  She finds that the rhythms of the lyrics influence song construction more than any pattern or template.  Once the form of a song is established, the melody—or at least a melodic idea—is its sensible successor. 

     Tucker does not request significant changes to the lyrics of a song.  Each piece experiences several revisions before the opening of a show, and Tucker tries to follow Stephenson’s original lyrics closely.  This respect for his work often pushes her to create new musical ideas.  When she reads lyrics for the first time, the rhythm of the words suggests a tune.  Even when she is writing lyrics, the melody rises from the words on the page.  Generally, she allows a piece to rattle in her head for a few days, but the initial melodic ideas rarely change.

     Having worked with Stephenson for several years, Tucker has a strong sense of his writing style.  She is able to envision a scene as they write, which helps her consider what will suit the scene musically.  Tucker often jokes that she “speaks Rex,” and Stephenson notes that he “trusts Emily.”  For example, if Stephenson is finished with a song—or even a scene—but it lacks dramatic punch, Tucker knows that adjustments will be made during rehearsals.  Similarly, if the music does not fulfill its potential, Stephenson trusts that Tucker will make alterations.  Problems may appear before an audience, and these problems are immediately addressed.  A show is always a work in progress. 

Work in Progress

     Stephenson and Tucker know in early October not only the date a show will open (usually within ten months) but also the exact time of the first rehearsal.  One may assume that this forewarning allows for a period of leisurely creation.  However, writing is often performed in snatches of time.  The official writing does not begin until January, and Tucker prefers to let her ideas develop as the script evolves. 

     Stephenson and Tucker are convinced that creativity and tension go hand in hand, and a down-to-the-wire atmosphere works best for them.  Problems without adequate time for resolution must be approached optimistically and realistically.  They like to view these problems not as obstacles hindering the drama but as issues that can be solved uniquely.  This approach is one of the reasons for their success.  They also have the advantage of working with a resourceful executive producer, Jody Brown, who takes care of a number of ancillary tasks throughout the production process so the writing team can be free to concentrate on solving problems.  Nevertheless, Stephenson and Tucker have learned that composers and playwrights should work together in a manner that suits not only their temperaments but also their artistic sensibilities.  

     This work-in-progress method occasionally yields a product for rehearsal with which the writers may not be completely satisfied.  However, they may then take inspiration from the creative abilities of the actors, singers, and musicians who populate the show.  Stephenson and Tucker have the luxury of working in a theatre that expects them to produce a new musical each year.  In addition, they use many actors repeatedly, so they know a great deal about their actors’ strengths and weaknesses.  Certain parts are written with specific actors in mind.  Since the new musical is always the last show of the season, Stephenson and Tucker can work with the actors for at least six weeks prior to the first rehearsal.  This is a great advantage to Tucker because she can adapt the songs to fit the actors.  She feels that these adaptations are a form of collaboration beyond the standard playwright-and-composer partnership.  

     The rehearsal process profoundly affects the composition of songs.  Tucker feels that giving and receiving musical ideas through personal interaction is a wonderful part of the creative experience.  She likes to score the most important components of each piece and then discuss the stylistic elements with the pianist.  Stephenson and Tucker are blessed to work with an extraordinary pianist, Fair Robey, who has been the accompanist for their musicals.  Her skillful ear and confident hand bring the music to life in new ways.

     Tucker allows Robey and the cast members of a musical to make choices that best suit their abilities.  Tucker does not relinquish artistic control, but she listens to what singers and musicians suggest.  She finds that this open-mindedness stimulates creativity and leads to a more efficient rehearsal process because she need not dictate every nuance of performances.  The show is more important than ownership of words or melodies. 

     In the beginning of the rehearsal process, music rehearsals are designed to teach music and bring interpretations of songs to a performance level quickly.  Only two or three weeks of rehearsal are available, and there are a variety of skill levels in the company.  The company is sometimes supplemented by a large number of young people.  While some people might adopt a business-like approach for the opening rehearsals, Stephenson and Tucker prefer the atmosphere of a casual group sing-along.  Tucker believes that before music is integrated into dramatic action, the technical needs of the music must be ingrained in the minds and vocal muscles of the singers.  This method helps the actors later when characterization and choreography interfere with the singers’ abilities to stop and reflect during a number’s rehearsal. 

     In order to facilitate an efficient learning process, Tucker focuses on the shapes of melodies and songs’ precise rhythms.  Once these song elements are learned by the company, she encourages the adult singers to harmonize by ear.  She asks Robey to emulate a certain style but allows her to improvise when necessary.  The basic melodies and specific rests and rhythms are observed and learned, and pieces mature swiftly.  During this time, Stephenson makes suggestions relating to lyrics, dramatic emphasis, or length of the pieces.  For example, he has been known to approach the piano and sing something like “bum, de-bum, bum” in Tucker’s ear to indicate a tempo change, a change in melodic direction, a fermata, or any number of other musical alterations.  Because Tucker understands his intentions, she can quickly communicate changes to the cast. 

     A weakness in the drama may rise from many sources.  Is there a problem with the script, the music, an actor’s performance, or the overall interpretation of the show?  Discovering the nature of a problem is difficult because the actors are struggling to remember lines, songs, and blocking.  One example of dealing with a problem occurred during a rehearsal for Jonah.  Stephenson watches rehearsals from a landing above the rehearsal space, and there is a blackboard on which he writes notes or makes corrections during a show’s run.  There is a pivotal point in the show during which Jonah debates with God inside the belly of the whale.  The role of Jonah was being played by Mike Trochim, a talented actor with whom Stephenson and Tucker have had a long and productive relationship.  Stephenson asked that the scene be replayed.  He began scribbling on his blackboard.  Everyone at the rehearsal knew he was writing new or revised lines or a new song.  At the end of the scene, Stephenson came down from his landing and said to Tucker, “Give them a fifteen-minute break.  We need a song in place of Jonah’s debate with God.”  Stephenson had already written most of the lyrics, and Tucker began working on a melody immediately.  The new song was added by the next day. 

     Each piece is continually evolving with the input of both the playwright and the composer.  Stephenson and Tucker’s involvement throughout the entire process may be unique.  Stephenson does not feel the need to direct performances.  He has often used other directors such as Pat Whitton, Joe Ray, and the late Nellie McCaslin, all of whom created successful productions.  Many of their ideas were incorporated into the finalized scripts.  Tucker, on the other hand, needs to work with each cast, and she enjoys adapting the material to feature strengths and hide weaknesses.  She always asks, “How does it need to sound?”  While attending a performance of one of their plays, Stephenson held Tucker back so she would not rush up to the pianist and correct the tempo of a song. 

     While the importance of the rehearsal process in creating a finished product has been noted, this does not mean that the work-in-progress philosophy applies to the production the audience sees.  Allowing for changes until the final performance does not indicate that the show should have an unfinished quality.  Stephenson and Tucker strive to match the show as closely as possible to their joint vision.  There have been times when they have had to address problems in later productions or when revising a show for a publisher.  

     Respect for the work is crucial when crafting a successful show, but the librettist, the lyricist, and the composer must also respect their audiences.  Stephenson and Tucker have become aware of the various tastes of audience members after working for many years with Stephenson’s Blue Ridge Dinner Theatre.  Show-writers must remain aware of the needs and preferences of their preferred spectators.  For example, Stephenson writes funny lyrics and what he calls “discovery songs” (songs driven by character epiphanies) that appeal to children.  Tucker writes ballads with child-friendly lyrics.  Their creative abilities have been honed by remembering their audiences.  

Synthesizing the Process

     Mark Twain stated that one cannot reach old age on another man’s road (“Age”).  Each person must find his or her own road.  This sentiment applies to collaborations between writers and composers.  Nonetheless, there are some basic guidelines to follow when completing a collaborative musical. 

     First, the composer and the playwright should share the same artistic vision.  This vision must encompass the original material (if the piece is an adaptation), the style and range of the music, and the work-in-progress nature of the process.  Second, the collaborators should share the same artistic temperament; if they do not have similar work habits, they should be tolerant of each other’s idiosyncrasies.  Tucker does not mind receiving scribbled lyrics on a restaurant napkin, and Stephenson enjoys hearing Tucker play a new song on her mini piano.  Finally, collaborators must trust each other and abandon their egos.  Both parties must be willing to accept, distribute, and use criticism.  If a problem cannot be solved during the writing process, then fresh inspiration must be sought from the performers during the rehearsal process.  Theatre must always remain collaborative. 
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