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Donna McKechnie will play the 
mother of (iin^er Rogers in Ginger 
at (Itterhein College.

File photo

Otterbein musical 
taps into career 
of Ginger Rogers

Ollorhcin Collcgo Thoalrc will (mkI il.s 
sotwoii will) Giiifjrr, a Broadway-bouiul 
mu.si< iil ahoiii ilu' lilo of Hollywood sLir 
(iingc-r Rog('i-s,

'tony winner Donna McKechnie (.1 Chorus 
Line) will play Rogei’s’ motlier in the workshop 
(troduciioti, which will have its world premiere 
in late May (jn the Westerville catnpns.

Choreographer-direiior Itandy Skinner, a 
ColtiinbiLs native and Tony nominee (Ain’t 
Bmadu'(U) Grand), will ci\oreograph the show 
and play Fred Astaire, Rogers' debonair 
dancing partner in a string of romaittic movie 
mnsk’als. Skinner, an Ohio State University 
graduate, assisteti (lower Champion with the 
ilances for -'-(Jnd Street and choreographed and 
directed the' stage premiere of Rodgers and 
Hiunmeistein's State Fair.

Broadway veteran Marshall Mason 
(Redwood Curtain, The Seagidl, As Is, Fifth 
ofJulij) will direct the new musical, wluch will, 
receive its fust production at Otterbein.
Mason's Broadway shows have won five Tony 
awards and 24 nominations, including five 
for best director.

■Mason has described Ginger as a re-creation 
of “the glamour of Ginger Rogers" using the 
songs and dances that “she made famous 
diuing her legendary career.” Rogers and 
Astaire introduced some of the most important 
songs of the 1930s. The show includes music by 
Irving Berlin, Vernon Duke, George and Ira 
Gershwin, Hiury Warren, Sammy Fain, Mack 
Gordon and Vincent Youmans as well as .songs 
that Rogers wrote.

After parting ways with .Astaire, she won the 
best-actre.ss Ctscar in 1940 for Kitty Foyle and 
appetired regularly in films through the late 
19.50s, asually non-nuLsic;ils. She returned to 
the spotlight in 1905 as a replacement star in 
the title role of Hello, Dolly! and later starred in 
Marne for a year in London.

Based on Rogers’ autobiography. My Story, 
the musical is adapted for the stage by Paul 
Becker, Rogers’ close friend, and Robert 
Kennedy, Rt^gers' personal manager for the last 
15 years of her life. Becker tmd Kennedy are 
th(' produceis of the shew undi'r the 
commercial banner irfTYemont Productions. 
The executive producer is .James Cardwell, 
associate pro{lucer for the original production 
of Nunsense and deputy director for the 
Nati(jnal .Jtir.z .Mu.seurn in Harlem.

Tli(' production is being billed as 
“dev('lopmental," with minimal scenery but full 
choreography and music. Audiences will be

invited to give feedhtick to th(' creative team.
Otterbein was si'k'cted as the site' for Ihe project, said aitistic director Dennis 

Romer, because' eef il.s e'xte'iisive' exiee'rience in produe ing new plays anel its 
natieenal re'putafieen feer training out.staneling musical-theater performers sue h as
De'e'lleity, afre'eiue'ntTeeiiyawarelsneemine'e'. ' ~

Ginger will be' lee'rfeenne'el .May 2.5-27 anel .lime 1, 2 and 4 at Cowan Hall, .'ll) 
S. Grove' St., We'ste'iville'. (ttterbe'in's .sewenth commissioned play, Caite'r 
Le'wis' Longeritii .Abhrerinh'd: Jhr those who ilon’t hare time, was originally 
anneeuiee e'el for theese' elale's bill has bi'e-n [lewliiemed to .June 22 as the first play 
of till' siimnie'r.se'ason.

Tie ki'is Id Ginger can In' ri'se'm'el by I'alling the' Otterbein box office at 
(il 1-S23-11(1!'Ill'ginning May 15. For morv infoniititiem,e'all(314-823-1209
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Otterbein to stage world debut of ‘Ginger’
> _____________— . .... nrnduced on London’s W(rflBy TONY GOINS ji:

Opinion Reporter

Otterbein College Theatre 
is reshuffling its summer line­
up to accommodate a brand- 
new musical. ,

Tlie developmental musical 
Ginger will make its world 
debut Friday evening on an 
Otterbein stage.

The play is still in develop­
ment, but Dennis Romer, artis­
tic director of the Otterbein 
Department of Theatre and 
Dance, said it is Broadway-
bound. -

Ginger tells the hfe story of 
Ginger Rogers, said co-writer 
and producer Robert Kennedy. 
Kennedy was Rogers’ manag­
er and friend for the last lo
years of her life, and satd 
Roaers gave the go-aliead for 
the° biographical play before 
her death in 1995.

“She looked at me and saicT 
‘Well, write it, darling,’ 
Kennedy said. He said Rogers 
originally planned to direct it.

The play came to Otterbein 
because of Romer s conversa- 
tions with Randy Skinner, 
who choreographed the show 
and portrays Fred Astaire. 
Romer said Otterbein was 
interested in bringing Skinner, 
an award-winning director and 
choreographer, and Ginger 
was the project he was associ­
ated with.

Adding Ginger to the 
schedule means Longevity 
Abbreviated: for those who 
don’t have the time will be 
pushed back until June 22,

Staff was concerned about 
adding tire new play, he said, 
but the presence of nationall> - 
known, award-winning talent 
on the project helped allay 
fears.

Both Kennedy and co­
writer Paul Becker are nation­
ally known, Romer said, and 
director Marshall Mason has 
won multiple Obie Awards 
and his plays have won sever­
al Tony Awards.

Donna McKcchnie, who 
plays Rogers’ mother Lela. 
also is a Tony Award winner 
and is “regarded international­
ly as one of Broadway's fore­
most dancing stars,” according 
to release on the play from the 
college.

Rogers’ relationship with 
her mother is a major theme in

■ Ginger will be 
staged through June 4 
in Cowan Hall, 30 S.
Grove St., at Otterbein 
College. Call 823-1109 
for ticket information.

the production. Mason said. 
Unlike many showbiz moms, 
Lela was a stabilizing %ce 
and voice of reason duwng 
Rogers' career. \

Rogers began her showSiz 
career when she was 14, and 
Mason said Lela helped guide 
her ambition, and did no. 
impose her own ambition on 
her daughter.

Ginger skips around 
Rogers’ life, much as memory 
does. Mason said, with no 
stops for scenery changes.

The show begins with ah 
interview with between Lela 
and gossip columnist Hedda 
Hopper, Kennedy said, and 
portrays many of her screen 
accomplishments as well as 
two failed marriages.

Rogers had many talents, 
Kennedy said. While best- 
known for her dancing collab­
orations with Astaire, she was 
also a songwriter, author, 
director, tennis ace and a good 
cook.

“There wasn’t much she 
couldn’t do,” Kennedy said.

Rogers’ many talents made 
casting her a challenge. Mason 
said. Rogers will be played by 
Nili Bassman.

“You’re going to see some­
one who can really act, can 
reallv dance and. can. tei’A'y

sing,” Mason said of Bassmm.
The rest of the parts will be

portrayed by Otterbein 
College students. Romer said 
helping develop the play has 
been a learning expenence for 
his students, and the students 
got good reviews from the out­
side people.

I “I’ll tell you, some ot the 
Skids you see here are more ta­
lented than the kids we see m 
INew York,” Kennedy said, 
i After Otterbein, the next 
step is England, where 
kennedy hopes to get the play

produced on London’s West 
Side. Broadway theaters are 
booked more dim a year in 
advance, he said, and it s 
important to keep a show 
moving to build up a buzz.

Ginger will be performed at , 
8 p.m. Friday, Saturday md . 
June 4; at 7:30 p.m. Sunday 
and June 1; Matinee shows at 
2 p.m. also will be staged 
Simday and June 4. All per­
formances will be in Cowan 
Hall, 30 S. Grove St. at 
Otterbein College in 
Westerville.
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Otterbein postpones ‘Longevity’ for world debut of ‘Ginger’
By TONY GOINS I
Gahanna Ne^s Reporter

Otterbein College Theatre 
is reshuffling its summer line­
up to accommodate a brand- 
new musical.

The developmental musi­
cal Ginger will make its 

.^otld debut Friday evening 
tan Otterbein stage.
Tho.play is still in develop­

ment, but ^Dennis Romer. 
artistic director of the 
Otterbein Department of 
Theatre and Dance,'said it is 
Broadway-bound.

Ginger tells the life story of^ 
Ginger Rogers, said co-writer 
and producer Robert 
Kennedy. Kennedy was 
Rogers’ manager and friend 
for the last 15 years of her 
life, and said Rogers gave the 

i^ead for the biographical 
V before l|er death in 1995.

“She looked at me and said, 
‘Well, write it. darling,’ 
Kennedy said. He said Rogers 
originally planned to direct 
the play.

The play came to Otterbein 
because of Romer's conversa­
tions with Randy Skinner, 
who choreographed the show 
and portrays Fred Astaire. 
Romer said Otterbein was 
interested in bringing 
Skinner, an award-winning 
director and choreographer, 
and Ginger was the project he 
was associated with.

Adding Ginger to the 
schedule means l.ongevily 
'Abbreviated: for those who 
don'tJ\ave the time will be 
pushed back until June 22, 
Romer said.'T^^

Staff was concerned about 
adding the new play, he said, 
but the presence of nationally- 
known, awar^-winning talent

■ Ginger will be staged through June 4 In 
Cowan Hall, 30 S. Grove St., at Otterbein 
College. Call 823-1109 for ticket information.

on the project helped allay

Both Kennedy and co­
writer Paul Becker are 
nationally known, Romer 
said, and director Marshall 
Mason has won multiple 
Obie Awards and his plays 
have won several Tony 
Awards.

Donna McKcchnie, who 
plays Rogers’ mother Tela, 
also is a Tony Award winfrer 
and is “regarded internation­
ally as one of Broadway’s 
foremost dancing stars,” 
according to release on the 
play from the college.

Rogers’ relationship with 
her mother is a major theme 
in the production, Mason 
said. Unlike many showbiz 
moms, Lela was a stabilizing 
force and voice of reason dur­
ing Rogers’ career.

Rogers began her showbiz 
career when she was 14, and 
Mason said Lela helped guide 
her ambition, and did not 
impose her own ambition on 
her daughter.

Ginger skips around 
Rogers’ life, much as memo­
ry does, Mason said, with no 
stops for scenery changes.

The show begins with an 
interview with between Lela 
and gossip columnist Fledda 
Hopper, Kennedy said, and 
portrays many of her screen 
accomplishments as well as 

IWo failed marriages.
The show also is a musical. 

Mason said, with some songs 
arising from the dialogue 
while others are reenactments 
of Rogers’ performances.

The show uses many well- 
known songs by Gershwin 
and Berlin, Mason said, as 
well as The Boy Who Used 
To Be You, a song written by 
Rogers herself 

Rogers had many talents, 
Kennedy said. While best- 
known for her dancing col­
laborations with Astaire, she 
was also a songwriter, author.

director, tennis ace and a 
good cook.

“There wasn’t much she 
couldn’t do.” Kennedy said.

Rogers' many talents made 
casting her a challenge. 
Mason said. Rogers will be 
played by Nili Bassman.

“■ybu’re going to see 
someone who ean really act, 
can really dance and can 
really sing,” Mason said of

Bassman.
The rest of the parts will 

be portrayed by Otterbein 
College students. Romer said 
helping develop the play has 
been a learning experience 
for his students, and the stu­
dents got good reviews from 
the outside people.

“I'll tell yon, some of the 
kids you see here are more 
talented than the kids we see 
in New York,” Kennedy 
said.

Ader Otterbein. the next 
step is Fngland. where 
Kennedy hopes to get the 
play produced on London’s

West Side, Broadway the­
aters arc booked more than a 
year in advance, he said, and 
it's impoilant to keep a show 
moving to build up a buzz

Ginger will be perfonned 
at S p.m. Friday, Saturday 
and June 4; at’ 7;.J0 p.m. 
Sunday and June 1; Matinee 
shows at 2 p.m. also will be 
staged Sunday and .hinc 4, 
All pciformanccs will he in 
Cowan Hall, 30 S. Grove 
St. at Otterbein College in 
Westerville.

Ticket information is 
available at the Otterbein 
ticket office, 82,V1I()9.
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By Mkhaal OroMbOTg
Dispatch Theater Critic

Mnger Rogers struggled to become 
one of t he most versatile and 
durable Hollywood stars of the 
193()s anil '40s.

Best-remembered for her 
dancing with Fred Astaire In 10 
movie musicals, she didn’t receive 
respect as a dramatic actreas imtil 

she won an Oscar in Ifldt) for /fitty Tot/lc.
Writers ami producers Robert Kennedy and Paul 

Becker, who worked with Rogeis toward the end of 
lier life, have spent much of the past decade adapting 
her autotiiography into a musical — called Giitgn:

Broadway director Maishall Ma.son, fony-winiiing 
actress I kmiia McKechnie and choreognipher-dancer 
Riuuly Skinner are impressed enougli with the potential 
to a.ssume leading creative roles.

And producer .lames Canlwell. who has collected 
millions of dollars for a Harlem perfonning-arts center 
in New York and other pnyecls, is 
hard at work raising $12 million 
for a l/indon run - the last imvior 
step hi'fore Broadway.

Fiist, however, the team hopes 
to lest and refine the si'ripl at 
I lllerhein College, where a 
workshop production will open 
Friday.

"We needed a iiroteclive place 
that could allow a show to make 
mistakes,” Cardwell said, “tuid see 
the mistakes corrected the next 
night."

Skinner, a Columbus native 
who has forged close lies with Otterhein through 
master clas.ses, suggested the college selling,

“With .so many youthful parts, the show could use 
the college sludenis and he more cost-effective for the 

proiluceis," he said. "And it gives 
us an opportunity to concentrate 
on how the musicitl numbers fit 
into the story."

After a “backers' audition" 
several years ago in Palm Springs, 
Calif, and a staged reading last 
yc:u' in New York, “We needed to. 
.. do a workshop,” Cardwell said.

"'niis allows us to .see it in 
front of im audie ice, get a sense 
of paring and liming, wi'hout the 
cost of t he sets, i:ostume3 and lull 
nrrheslratlons."

Tlrerefore, Ginger will be 
stagerl with inir.imal scenery but 

withoiit any constraints on tire sltiging, acting and 
dancing. .. ■

Skirmer, a Tony-nominated choreographer lAtn t 
Fimadtimj Grand), aims to coryure up the Astaire- 
Rogers dances, without copying them, in the five 
numliers he is choreogra()hing for Uie two-act show.

He al.so plays Astaire, opposite Nili Bassman as the 
young Conger.

"If you’re smart, you try to capture the es,sence of 

Please see OINQER Page C2

Kandy Skinner 
plays Fred Astaire

■ Otterhein College I’healre 
will present a workshop 
production of (linger at 8 p.m. 
Friday and .Saturday, and 2 and 
7:30 p.m. next Sunday — and 
7:.1« p.m. .Iiine 1.8 p.m. .lune 2 
and 2 p.m. .)une 4 — in Cowan 
Hall. .30 S. Omve St.. 
Westersille. 'lickets cost $15 
and $18. For more information, 
t all 614-82.3-1109.

With an Otterhein productionj 
Broadway veterans hone musical 

about Hollywood star

“We needed a procuctive place 
that could allow a show to make mistakes, and 

see the mistakes corrected the next night.”
James Cardwell

producer



GINGER from CJ.

the personality but you don’t try to 
imitate,” he said.

Although he never met Astaire, 
Skinner worked with other MG\l stars, 
Including Cyd Charisse, Ann Miller, 
Mickey Rooney — and Rogers. In 1985 
he choreographed a Rogers-directed 
revival of Babes in Arms in Tany- 
town, N.Y.

“She was gracious, fun and an 
icon with enormous star quality,” he 
Said.

Becker, executor of the Rogers 
estate, met the actress two decades 
ago, when he produced a National 
Public Radio show on her career. He 
traveled with her while she starred 
in Anything Goes and encourt^ed 
her to write an autobiography; he 
served as historical consultant to the 
book, which became the basis for 
Ginger.

“On her book tour,” he said, “I 
joined her in D.C. and said, ‘You 
know, if there’s anyone’s life who 
should be made into a musical, it’s 
yours.’ She said, ‘Write it, darling.’ ”

Becker and Kennedy, her man­
ager for the last 15 years of her life, 
began developing a script in 1994.

“We wanted to put in the conver­
sations, the arguments, the good 
times, the bad'times to make them 
real,” Kennedy said. “Ginger often

was infuriated by the way some jour­
nalists would misquote her, so to 
read the first draft to her at her 
ranch in Oregon was quite a chal­
lenge. But afterward she simply said, 
‘Well, darling, I guess it’s a go.’ ”

In 1995, Rogers agreed to direct 
but died a month later.

“Ginger was a total taskmaster 
and a great friend,” Kennedy said, “a 
person who believed that anything 
she did had to entertain and a person 
who didn’t believe in anything with 
nudity, foul language or violence.”

In condensing her life into two 
acts, Becker and Kennedy focus on 
her joys and sorrows.

“No one can have everything,” 
Becker said, “and Ginger’s career 
cost her two marriages,”

Not a linear biography, the 
Ginger script dwells on two turning 
points: the day Rogers was nominat­
ed for an Academy Award and the 
day she won.

Cardwell, like the other members 
of the creative team, was excited by 
the well-known score.

“Ginger, the nuyor female star of 
her day, introduced songs that have 
become standards in the musical- 
theater genre,” he said.

Among them; But Not for Me, 
Cheek to Cheek, The Continental, 
Did You Ever .See a Dream Walk­
ing, Embraceable You and They 
Can't Take That Away Emm Me.

The show includes music by Rog-
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ers, Irving Berlin, Vernon Duke, 
Sammy Fain, George <md Ira Gersh­
win, Mack Gordon, Harry Warren 
and Vincent Youmans.

Still, Cardwell had to overcome 
initial doubts.

“My first gut reaction was ‘WTy 
am I going to come see this?’ An 18- 
to 45-year-old audience may not 
have heard about Ginger.”

In exploring her life, however, he 
found elements with contemporary 
appeal: the female stru^le to sur­
vive in “a very male-dominated mov­
ie world” and an unusually congenial 
mother-daughter relationship.

The latter attracted McKechnie to 
the role of mother Leila

“I’ve never seen this kind of rela 
tionship dramatized in quite this way 
in a musical,” she said. “It was a 
lifetime love relationship, very synv 
biotic but not dysfunctional in the 
way of Gypsy's Mama Rose.

“Leila, a writer and journalist 
who wrote film scripts before Ginger 
went to Hollywood, had tenacity and 
independence that she gave to 
Ginger. She was always there as a 
mother to pick Ginger up and pro­
tect her, but when Ginger-put her 
foot down and said, ‘I want this,’ l^i-' 
la would step back and give her C9n- 
fidence and support.” ■

McKechirie — who in the 196ps,

at age 15, performed in summer 
stock with the “glamorous, statu­
esque” Rogers — made an unusual 
commitment: 'While appearing in A 
Little Night Music in Cincinnati, she 
traveled every Monday to the Colum­
bus area to work on Ginger.

“It’s so rare these days to be in on 
the ground floor of a new musical 
and to work with creative talents of 
such ability,” she said.

The producers asked Mason to di­
rect Ginger based on his expertise 
with serious drama, especially the 
Tony-winning plays of Laivford Wil­
son.

Despite having staged only two 
musicals, including an unlikely Lon­
don version of The Elephant Man, 
he relished the prospect.

“With plays, the playwri^t is pri­
mary,” he said. “With musicals, the 
director has to have the overall con­
cept because it’s not just the book, 
the music or the dance but how it all 
comes together.”

Musicals, however, typically take 
longer to develop. “We’ve been 
working on this one for three years,” 
he said. “It’s taken us aU this time to 
get the script into positioa”

THE BIG^HUNA 111 U;30-1:45-4:00-7JS-M5

UP AT THE VILLA IPO-UI 11:15-1 JH-SiJS-HS+Jj 
VIRGIN SUICIDES HI ll:4S 5.30-7:M.t:3C 
MY DOG SKIP IPGI I
ASUNDER (II 3:25 i;4S
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Mason and the rest of the team, 
who expected to make changes after 
the workshop, have already begun 
revising.

On the first day of rehearsal. May 
3, the director moved Let Yourself 
Go, a McKechnie song, from the sec­
ond act to the first.

“It was my new idea to have 
Ginger sing it as the movie Follo^v 
the Fleet (1936) is being shot,” he 
said. “It’s hot and sexy, and it gets 
people involved in the show right at 
the top.”

McKechnie will sing four songs, 
then, instead of five.

“She feels very good about it,” 
Mason said, “because she had an in­
tuition that it was not right for her to 
sing that song in the second act. And 
that’s what made me start thinking 
that it shouldn’t be hers; it should be 
Ginger’s.”

After the Otterbein run. Ginger 
will be rewritten and restaged 
further for a full workshop produc­
tion in London.

Later, the producers hope to 
mount Ginger as a British touring 
show before opening in London by 
next spring.

• »
“Ginger was truly loved in Eng­

land,” Cardwell said, “and Donna 
McKechnie is a mqjor London star.” , 

Meanwhile, McKechnie, who won 
a Tony for A Chorus Line, is ei\joy- 
ing her first experience working 
closely with college students. ,

“Everybody is coming from a dif­
ferent point of view and bringii^ 
their own energy,” she said. “The q^- 
gemess of the kids is contagious; 
they’re not jaded yet

“For people who want to develop 
musicals or plays, I think this is thq 
future.”
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