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ii	
Abstract	

	
	
	

Dead	Reckoning	is	a	new	Canadian	musical	composed	by	Scott	Christian,	with	

book	and	lyrics	by	Lezlie	Wade.		

Part	1	of	this	major	research	project	describes	the	four-year	creation	and	

development	process	of	the	musical,	referencing	interviews	with	collaborator	Lezlie	

Wade.		

Part	2	is	based	on	interviews	conducted	with	twenty-three	Canadian	musical	

theatre	composers	and	explores	the	topics:	the	composer’s	role	in	the	planning	

phase	of	a	new	musical,	individual	approaches	to	starting	with	lyrics	or	music	first,	

describing	the	compositional	process	for	musical	theatre,	and	compositional	

approaches	for	the	history	musical.		

Part	3	comprises	an	analysis	of	the	score	of	Dead	Reckoning,	focusing	on	the	

‘flight’	leitmotif,	the	opening	number,	the	songs	rooted	in	the	Western	Art	music	

tradition,	the	songs	which	utilize	elements	of	jazz	music	and	other	music	of	the	

historical	period	in	which	the	piece	is	set,	and	the	songs	which	most	reflect	a	

contemporary	musical	theatre	style.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



 

iii	
Acknowledgements	

	

I	would	like	to	thank	Professors	Stephanie	Marin	and	Marlis	Schweitzer	for	their	

guidance	and	assistance.		

	 I	would	also	like	to	thank	my	collaborator	and	co-creator	Lezlie	Wade,	who	

originated	the	concept	and	wrote	the	script	and	lyrics	for	Dead	Reckoning.	I	want	to	

acknowledge	the	contributions	of	all	of	the	singers	who	have	learned	and	performed	

this	music	since	I	began	the	piece	in	2017:	each	singer	leaves	a	wonderful	mark	on	

the	score.	Thank	you	to	my	colleague	and	fellow	student	John	McKinnon	who	lent	

his	expertise	and	skill	to	the	engraving	of	the	Dead	Reckoning	score.		

Thank	you	to	my	parents	Ron	&	Julie	for	all	of	their	support	and	for	fostering	

my	love	of	music	from	a	very	young	age,	and	for	continuing	to	support	that	love	all	

these	years	later.		

Finally,	the	most	important	thank	you	is	to	my	wife	Tringa	for	her	love	and	

encouragement,	and	for	always	being	the	first	(and	frequently	best)	voice	singing	

my	music.	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



 

iv	
Table	of	Contents	
	

	 Page	
	

Abstract______________________________________________________________________________________________	 ii	
	

Acknowledgments__________________________________________________________________________________	
	

iii	
	

Table	of	Contents___________________________________________________________________________________	
	

iv	
	

List	of	Figures_______________________________________________________________________________________	
	
v	

	

Introduction_________________________________________________________________________________________	
	
1	

										On	Steven	Sondheim’s	Finishing	the	Hat	&	Look	I	Made	A	Hat_____________________________	 3	
										A	Note	About	Dead	Reckoning	Materials_____________________________________________________	 3	
	

Part	1:	Project	Overview__________________________________________________________________________	
	
5	

										Dead	Reckoning	Version	1.0__________________________________________________________________	 7	
										Dead	Reckoning	Version	1.5__________________________________________________________________	 11	
										Dead	Reckoning:	The	Film_____________________________________________________________________	 14	
										Future	Development___________________________________________________________________________	 16	
	 	
Part	2:	Compositional	Process:	In	Conversation	with	Canadian	Theatre	Composers___	 18	
										The	Composer’s	Role	in	The	Planning	Phase	of	a	New	Musical____________________________	 20	
										Which	Came	First:	The	Music	or	the	Lyric?_________________________________________________	 24	
										The	Compositional	Process___________________________________________________________________	 28	
										Compositional	Approaches	for	the	History	Musical________________________________________		 32	
	

Part	3:	Dead	Reckoning	Score	Analysis__________________________________________________________	
										‘Flight’	Leitmotif________________________________________________________________________________	
										The	Opening	Number	–	“Opportunity”	_______________________________________________________	
										Dead	Reckoning’s	Western	Art	Music	Foundation___________________________________________	
										Dead	Reckoning’s	Jazz	Foundation____________________________________________________________	
										Dead	Reckoning’s	Contemporary	Musical	Theatre	Foundation_____________________________	
	
Conclusion___________________________________________________________________________________________	
	

	
37	
39	
42	
48	
56	
64	
	

74	

Bibliography_________________________________________________________________________________________	 76	
Appendix	A:	Interviewed	Canadian	Musical	Theatre	Composers	–	Biographies_________	 80	
Appendix	B:	Dead	Reckoning	Piano/Vocal	Score______________________________________________	 87	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



 

v	
List	of	Figures	

	
	
	

Figure	1	–	Jenny	Weisz	as	Betty	Klenk	at	the	November	27/17	demo	recording	session	 	 9	
Figure	2	–	Tringa	Rexhepi	as	Amelia	Earhart	with	the	composer	 	 	 	 	 9	
Figure	3	–	Writer-director	Lezlie	Wade	working	with	members	of	the	ArtFolk	workshop	cast		 	 12	
Figure	4	–	Kelsey	Falconer	as	Betty	Klenck	in	the	short	film	adaptation	 	 	 	 14	
Figure	5	–	Laura	Larson	as	Amelia	Earhart	 	 	 	 	 	 	 14	
Figure	6	–	(Pictured	L	to	R)	Alicia	Barban,	Sara	Shanazarian,	and	Aisha	Jarvis	as	the	American	Trio	 15	
Figure	7	–	The	first	instance	of	the	‘flight’	leitmotif	composed	occurs	at	measure	154	of	“Portrait	of	Me,”		
	 			page	121	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 39	
Figure	8	–	The	final	‘flight’	leitmotif	in	the	“Inside	My	Dreams	Reprise,”	page	253,	measure	106		 40	 	
Figure	9	–	All	instances	of	the	‘flight’	leitmotif	throughout	the	Dead	Reckoning	score	 	 	 41	
Figure	10	–	“Opportunity”	A-section	accompaniment	ostinato	pattern	(page	92,	measures	13-20)	 45	
Figure	11	–	Khachaturian’s	Toccata	in	Eb	minor,	page	6,	measures	65-67	 		 	 	 46	
Figure	12	–	“Opportunity,”	page	93,	measures	33-34	 	 	 	 	 	 46	
Figure	13	–	A-section	accompaniment	figure	for	“Portrait	of	Me,”	page	112,	measures	1-4	 	 49	
Figure	14	–	Measure	20	of	George	Gershwin’s	Piano	Prelude	#1	 	 	 	 	 50	 	
Figure	15	–	Measure	23	of	“Portrait	of	Me”	(Page	113)	 	 	 	 	 	 50	
Figure	16	–	Measures	3-6	of	“The	Night	Before”	(Page	172)	 	 	 	 	 52	
Figure	17	–	Measures	5-8	of	“You	Don’t	Know	This	Man”	from	Parade	 	 	 	 52	
Figure	18	–	Measures	9-11	of	“As	Time	Goes	Rushing	By”	(Page	181)	 	 	 	 54	
Figure	19	–	Complete	list	of	songs	in	Dead	Reckoning	classifiable	as	primarily	Western	Art	music	 55	
Figure	20	–	“Rose’s	Turn”	from	Gypsy,	measures	48-49	 	 	 	 	 	 62	
Figure	21	–	Measures	49-50	of	“Too	Close	to	The	Sun”	(Page	190)	 	 	 	 	 62	
Figure	22	–	Complete	list	of	songs	in	Dead	Reckoning	classifiable	as	composed	in	a	jazz	style	 	 63	
Figure	23	–	Measures	37-40	of	“Ticker	Tape	Parade”	(Page	109)	 	 	 	 	 66	
Figure	24	–	Measures	22-35	of	“Inside	My	Dreams”	(Page	134)	 	 	 	 	 69	
Figure	25	–	Measures	85-94	of	“Inside	My	Dreams”	(Page	137)	 	 	 	 	 70	 	
Figure	26	–	Measures	38-44	of	“Courage”	(Page	213)	 	 	 	 	 	 72	
Figure	27	–	Complete	list	of	songs	in	Dead	Reckoning	classifiable	as	contemporary	musical	theatre	 73	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



 1 

INTRODUCTION:		
	
Dead	Reckoning,	noun:	the	determination	without	the	aid	of	celestial	observations	of	
the	position	of	a	ship	or	aircraft	from	the	record	of	the	courses	sailed	or	flown,	the	
distance	made,	and	the	known	or	estimated	drift.1	
	

Dead	Reckoning	is	a	new	musical	that	I	began	composing	with	book	and	lyric	

writer	Lezlie	Wade	in	2017.	This	project	synthesizes	the	style	and	techniques	I	have	

been	cultivating	as	a	theatre	composer	since	2008,	and	have	applied	to	this	

composition.	While	Dead	Reckoning’s	musical	‘first	language’	is	a	contemporary	

musical	theatre	one,	the	score	reflects	the	historical	period	of	the	show	(1920’s	

through	the	1940’s).	Dead	Reckoning	tells	the	story	of	famed,	doomed,	aviatrix	

Amelia	Earhart;	and	also	tells	the	story	of	Betty	Klenck	–	a	teenaged	girl	who	picks	

up	Amelia’s	final	distress	call	on	her	ham	radio	in	St.	Petersburg,	Florida.	The	

musical	utilizes	a	chorus	of	three	female	actors	who	play	a	number	of	roles	each,	

and	who	augment	the	musical	palette	of	the	score.	The	contrasts	between	the	ages,	

statuses	and	situations	of	the	different	forces	in	the	musical	have	compositional	

implications	in	addition	to	the	dramatic	ones.	The	creation	of	the	score	of	Dead	

Reckoning	began	as	an	intuitive	one,	but	over	the	four	years	of	creation	and	

development	a	clear	map	of	the	genres,	styles	and	compositional	techniques	wielded	

in	the	piece	has	come	into	focus;	elements	that	bring	the	world	of	Dead	Reckoning	to	

life.			

	

 
1	Miriam	Webster	Online,	s.v.	“Dead	Reckoning,”	accessed	March	12,	2021,	https://www.merriam-
webster.com/.		
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This	research	project	comprises	four	sections:		

Part	1	is	an	overview	of	the	concept,	plot	and	themes	of	Dead	Reckoning,	

referencing	a	series	of	interviews	with	lyricist	and	book	writer	Lezlie	Wade.	This	

section	also	includes	the	developmental	history	of	the	project,	including	the	summer	

2020	short-film	adaptation,	as	well	as	our	plans	for	the	continued	trajectory	of	the	

piece.	

Part	2	comprises	a	deep	dive	into	the	creation	and	compositional	process	for	

musical	theatre.	I	interviewed	twenty-three	Canadian	musical	theatre	composers	

and	their	perspectives	highlight	common	elements/practices/themes,	as	well	as	

differences	in	approach.	Their	biographies	are	included	in	Appendix	A	on	page	80.		I	

have	broken	this	section	into	four	component	parts:	The	Composer’s	Role	In	the	

Planning	Phase	of	a	New	Musical;	Which	Came	First	–	the	Music	Or	the	Lyric?;	The	

Compositional	Process;	and	Compositional	Approaches	For	the	History	Musical.		

Part	3	is	an	analysis	of	the	score	for	Dead	Reckoning,	broken	down	into	the	three	

primary	sections:	the	collection	of	songs	rooted	in	Western	Art	music;	the	songs	that	

interface	with	pastiche	and	period	styles	of	the	1920’s-40’s	(such	as	vaudeville	and	

jazz);	and	the	music	that	reflects	post-1990’s	contemporary	musical	theatre	

vocabulary.	This	section	will	also	reference	the	interviews	conducted	with	fellow	

composers,	where	their	experience	and	creative	output	intersects	with	the	creation	

of	Dead	Reckoning.		
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On	Stephen	Sondheim’s	Finishing	the	Hat;	and	Look,	I	Made	A	Hat:	

	 Upon	completing	the	Canadian	composer	interviews,	the	next	piece	of	

research	I	undertook	was	to	reread	Stephen	Sondheim’s	two-volume	collection	of	

lyrics.	Sondheim	(who	is	American)	is	widely	regarded	as	having	greatly	elevated	

the	musical	theatre	art	form2,	a	sentiment	that	was	frequently	echoed	during	my	

conversations	with	Canadian	composers.	In	these	books,	Sondheim	lays	out	a	series	

of	‘ground	rules’	and	‘sins’	which,	taken	together,	form	a	sound	set	of	tenets	for	

theatre	composers	and	lyricists.		

My	first	pass	at	these	books	occurred	in	2012,	when	I	was	the	intern	Musical	

Director	at	the	Shaw	Festival.		Along	with	the	learning	I	absorbed	in	the	rehearsal	

hall,	reading	Sondheim’s	Finishing	the	Hat	&	Look	I	Made	A	Hat	greatly	embellished	

this	education.	Nearly	nine	years	later,	returning	to	these	volumes,	I	am	struck	by	

how	much	my	compositional	ethos	is	reflected	within	these	pages.	As	a	result,	these	

books	became	the	primary	source	of	reference	for	the	analysis	section	(Part	3)	of	

this	project.		

	

A	note	about	Dead	Reckoning	materials:		

	 The	companion	material	for	this	paper	is	the	complete	piano-vocal	score	for	

Dead	Reckoning,	comprising	19	musical	cues.	Screenshots	of	the	score	will	be	used	

throughout	but,	on	occasion,	song	number,	score	page	and	bar	numbers	will	be	

 
2	Adam Kirsch, “Why Stephen Sondheim Is America’s Greatest Living Writer,” The Wall Street Journal, 
March 12, 2021. Accessed March 16, 2021. https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-stephen-sondheim-is-
americas-greatest-living-writer-11615565018			
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referenced.	The	script	will	not	be	included	for	the	purposes	of	analysis,	though	

substantial	sections	of	text	which	occur	within	songs	are	represented	in	the	score.		

The	ongoing	developmental	history	of	Dead	Reckoning	is	detailed	in	Part	1,	

however	it	should	be	noted	that	Dead	Reckoning	has	received	only	a	small	amount	of	

workshop	development	to	date.	The	current	version	of	Dead	Reckoning	tells	a	

complete	story,	and	should	deliver	the	theatrical/narrative/emotional	impact	we,	as	

writers,	envision.	However,	we	are	pursuing	workshop	opportunities	following	the	

COVID-19	pandemic,	which	will	continue	to	shape	the	script	and	score.	The	analysis	

of	Dead	Reckoning	is	based	on	a	version	that	is	the	culmination	of	four	years	of	

creation	and	revision	but	which	is	still	a	living	document	that	will	continue	to	evolve	

towards	its	professional	premiere.		

The	short	film	adaptation	of	Dead	Reckoning	described	in	Part	1	is	available	

to	view	on	YouTube	at	https://youtu.be/-Bo_BV_AhJE		
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PART	1:	Project	Overview	
	
	
	

The	relationship	between	co-writers	is	a	unique,	intimate,	challenging	one.	It	

often	resembles	(for	better	and	for	worse)	a	marriage.	I	met	book	and	lyric	writer	

Lezlie	Wade	as	part	of	the	2014	Theatre	20	Composium	Program.	Theatre	20	was	

founded	in	2011	as	an	artist-driven	theatre	company	with	a	“focus	on	the	

development	of	original	Canadian	musicals,	as	well	as	the	re-imagining	of	traditional	

musicals	from	existing	repertoire.”3	The	Composium	program	was	based	on	the	

CMI/Lehman	Engel	Musical	Theatre	Workshop	in	New	York,	facilitated	by	the	

leading	Canadian	musical	theatre	composer,	Leslie	Arden.4	One	purpose	of	the	

program	was	to	facilitate	creative	‘speed	dating’	for	musical	theatre	writers.	A	series	

of	writing	assignments,	based	on	specific	prompts,	were	doled	out	to	new	pairings	

every	time	the	group	met,	with	the	goal	of	seeding	new	collaborations	and	projects	

that	Theatre	20	might	go	on	to	develop	and	produce.	Sadly,	Theatre	20	ceased	to	

operate	in	2017,	however	many	successful	collaborations	were	fostered	as	part	of	

the	Composium	program.		

Lezlie	Wade	and	I	became	friendly	acquaintances	during	these	meetings	but	

never	managed	to	be	paired	together	as	writing	partners.	However,	Lezlie	recalls:	“I	

remember	having	the	conversation	saying	if	we	can	find	anything	that	we'd	like	to	

 
3 Wayne Leung, “Theatre 20: Artist Led, Story-Driven – A New Venture For Toronto’s Musical Theatre 
Scene,” Mooney On Theatre, January 21, 2011. Accessed March 7, 2021. 
https://www.mooneyontheatre.com/2011/01/21/theatre-20-artist-led-story-driven-a-new-venture-for-
torontos-musical-theatre-scene/  
4 Kelly Nestruck, “A homegrown musical-theatre movement emerges across Canada,” The Globe and Mail, 
October 2, 2015. Accessed March 4, 2021. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-
performance/a-homegrown-musical-theatre-movement-emerges-across-canada/article26634754/. 	
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work	on,	we	can	try	it	out	and	see	how	it	works.”5	And	then	she	approached	me	

about	Dead	Reckoning.			

We	began	to	work	together	on	Dead	Reckoning	in	early	2017,	however	the	

idea	for	the	piece	had	been	germinating	for	Lezlie	for	ten	years	at	that	point:	

In	2007,	when	I	was	Associate	Intern	Director	at	Shaw,	Kate	Lynch,	who	was	
the	other	associate	intern	director,	started	a	playwright	program.	At	those	
meetings,	we	brought	in	stuff	that	we	were	writing.	It	could	be	anything.	I	
found	this	article	about	the	1933	84”	by	48”	oil	on	canvas	portrait	of	Amelia	
Earhart.	There’s	a	little	black	and	white	picture	in	the	corner	of	the	artist	
painting	the	portrait	with	[Amelia]	standing	beside	it	and	it's	half	finished.	
It's	huge.	So,	I	saw	that	picture,	and	got	kind	of	curious	about	it,	because	it	
didn't	look	to	me	like	Amelia	Earhart.	I	didn't	even	know	who	that	was,	but	I	
thought	that	was	interesting.	And	then	I	went	down	the	rabbit	hole	and	
found	this	story	about	Betty	Klenck.	She	had	heard	[Amelia’s]	radio	signal,	
her	SOS	on	the	night	of	her	disappearance.	Some	young	girl	probably	who	
would	have	known,	and	somewhat	idolized	Amelia	Earhart,	was	the	recipient	
of	this	SOS	call.	So,	then	I	just	wrote	a	short	story	about	it,	but	it	really	was	
more	like	a	series	of	paragraphs,	and	each	paragraph	was	the	person's	point	
of	view.	Amelia's	point	of	view,	from	the	point	of	the	takeoff	to	the	crash	
landing.	And	then	Betty's	point	of	view	from	her	childhood	to	the	SOS	call.	
And	so	I	put	them	together.	I	kept	thinking	maybe	this	would	make	a	good	
play.	Maybe	it's	a	series	of	monologues…	I	think	ultimately	it	lends	itself	to	a	
musical	better	than	it	did	to	a	story.6	

	
	

	

	

	

	

	

 
5	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
6	Ibid.	
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Dead	Reckoning	Version	1.0	

	 Lezlie	Wade	pitched	me	on	the	premise	for	the	piece	and	it	immediately	

resonated	for	me	due	to	its	vibrant	historical	subject	matter	and	feminist	themes.	

She	envisioned	a	song	cycle	for	two	female	musical	theatre	actors,	playing	Amelia	

Earhart	and	Betty	Klenck.7	Musical	theatre	song	cycles	are	generally	collections	of	

songs	connected	by	a	theme	or	character,	but	that	do	not	directly	convey	a	clear	

narrative.	This	initial	concept	for	Dead	Reckoning	would	comprise	a	series	of	songs	

told	alternately	from	the	perspectives	of	the	two	characters.	Only	at	a	few	specific	

moments	would	their	perspectives	align	or	would	they	come	together	and	sing	

together,	such	as	at	the	climax	of	the	story	when	Betty	received	Amelia’s	distress	

call.		

Though	I	was	unaware	at	the	time,	the	first	set	of	lyrics	I	was	presented	with	

was	an	audition	for	our	collaboration.	“Portrait	of	Me”	(page	113)	describes	Amelia	

sitting	for	the	portrait-painter	Howard	Chandler	Christy	as	he	paints	the	iconic	work	

of	art	that	sparked	the	idea	for	the	piece.	It	is	fate	that	composing	the	music	for	this	

first	song	was	effortless	and	came	quickly.	Lezlie	recalls:		

We	wrote	“Portrait”	and	I	thought	it	was	such	a	successful	collaboration	and	
it	is	such	a	great	number.	We	worked	so	well	together	that	I	just	thought,	
well,	this	is	great.	In	my	experience,	it's	not	as	easy	or	as	usual	as	you	think.	It	
seems	like	it	would	be	so	simple	to	find	collaborators,	but	it's	actually	really,	
really	hard	and	really	valuable	when	you	find	them.8		
	

 
7	Musical	theatre	song	cycles	are	generally	collections	of	songs	connected	by	a	theme	or	character,	
but	that	do	not	directly	convey	a	clear	narrative.	This	is	different	from	a	sung-through	musical	which	
also	uses	music	only	(no	dialogue),	but	conveys	a	clear	narrative.		(Luckenbaugh	2014)	
8	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
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Once	we	decided	to	proceed	with	the	piece,	Lezlie	wrote	lyrics	and	I	

composed	music	for	seven	songs.	Extensive	editing	and	revisions	have	happened	

since	this	first	batch	was	written	during	Fall	2017,	but	six	out	of	seven	of	these	

initial	songs	remain	as	part	of	the	score	today.	These	songs	revealed	Betty	&	

Amelia’s	distinct	musical	languages,	and	the	balance	between	art	song,	jazz,	and	

contemporary	musical	theatre	styles	began	to	come	in	to	focus.		

As	the	musical	vocabulary	of	the	piece	solidified,	the	thematic	and	narrative	

elements	of	the	piece	did	the	same.	Dead	Reckoning	focusses	on	exploring	female	

perspectives,	and	on	women	who	step	outside	of	the	mold	defined	by	patriarchal	

societal	norms.	A	notorious,	frequently	asked	question	from	theatre	producers	is	

“Why	this	piece?	Why	Now?”	

Lezlie:	“I	don’t	think	things	have	changed	that	much	since	the	1930s.	You	just	
have	to	look	at	the	2016	election.	What	happened	to	Hilary	Clinton	and	how	
vilified	she	was	–	obviously	it’s	not	easy	being	a	woman,	and	it’s	not	easy	
being	a	strong	woman,	and	it’s	not	easy	being	a	strong	woman	who	wants	to	
do	something	that	men	usually	do	or	that’s	daring.”9		
	

The	theme	of	female	empowerment,	as	seen	through	the	lens	of	Amelia	Earhart’s	

story,	lends	itself	to	a	standard	biographical	musical.	However,	the	crux	of	Dead	

Reckoning	is	when	Amelia’s	story	is	“reflected	onto	a	15-year-old,	and	what	that	

means	to	a	young	girl	growing	up	through	that	era.”10	

 
9	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
10	Ibid.	
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On	November	27th,	2017	equipped	with	our	first	batch	of	seven	songs,	we	

went	into	a	recording	studio	with	singers	Jenny	Weisz	and	Tringa	Rexhepi	in	order	

to	generate	materials	for	a	number	of	grant	applications.	

Based	on	the	strength	of	these	recordings	and	the	premise	

of	the	piece,	Dead	Reckoning	received	an	Ontario	Arts	

Council	Recommender	Grant	from	Theatre	Aquarius	in	

Hamilton	to	support	the	continued	creation	of	the	piece.	

This	support	bolstered	our	momentum,	and	the	piece	

continued	to	grow	and	began	to	change	shape.	The	formula	

of	alternating	songs	between	two	actors	felt	insufficient	for	

the	story	we	were	telling.	Additional	characters	in	the	lives	

of	both	of	the	leads	were	popping	up	and	were	begging	to	

be	depicted.	The	decision	was	made	to	expand	the	cast	to	

include	an	ensemble	chorus	of	three	women	who	would	each	play	a	number	of	small	

roles	throughout,	as	well	as	functioning	as	a	Greek	chorus	commenting	on	the	action	

of	the	play.		

Lezlie:	“I	think	it	was	when	we	started	to	write	the	song	1928	New	York	
Ticker	Tape	Parade	[one	of	the	first	songs	written	after	the	initial	seven],	I	
just	felt	like	there	needs	to	be	more	people	in	this	show.	There	needs	to	be	
other	points	of	view.	What	was	missing	was	the	American	perspective	of	the	
times.	Those	voices	needed	representation.	Which	is	a	little	bit	of	a	devil's	
advocate.	Sometimes	they're	positive	and	sometimes	they're	negative,	but	
they	do	influence	the	perspective.	Without	it,	the	play	is	just	a	‘she	said,	she	
said’	situation.	There	needed	to	be	some	contrast,	some	catharsis	and,	not	to	
say	that	the	trio	are	always	the	antagonist,	but	moments	where	they	can	
be.”11	
	

 
11	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	

Figure	1:	Jenny	Weisz	as	Betty	Klenk	at	
the	November	27/17	demo	recording	
session	

Figure	2:	Tringa	Rexhepi	as	Amelia	
Earhart	with	the	composer		
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Growing	from	two	voices	to	five	had	a	massive	impact	on	the	sonic	potential	for	the	

show.	The	addition	of	a	trio	of	three	female	voices	in	the	context	of	jazz	music	in	the	

1930’s	begged	for	harmony	singing	in	the	vein	of	the	Andrews	Sisters.	The	addition	

of	the	trio	led	to	rearranging	a	number	of	the	existing	songs	and	we	proceeded	to	

write	a	number	of	ensemble	numbers	that	deepened	the	storytelling	and	more	

strongly	evoked	the	historical	period	of	the	piece.		

Lezlie	had	also	expanded	the	piece	to	include	a	series	of	monologues,	and	the	

addition	of	the	trio	lent	itself	to	the	writing	of	some	traditional	dialogue	scenes.	

Encouraged	by	these	developments,	the	way	forward	seemed	clear	-	to	keep	

expanding	and	create	a	full-scale,	large-cast,	two-act	musical.	We	spent	several	

months	working	on	this	bigger,	better	Dead	Reckoning	‘version	2’	and	then	walked	

away	from	the	piece	for	almost	two	years.		
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Dead	Reckoning	Version	1.5	

	 Attempting	to	shoehorn	Dead	Reckoning	into	the	shape	of	a	full-scale	musical	

theatre	piece	proved	unsuccessful	and	frustrating.	The	first	of	three	of	Stephen	

Sondheim’s	core	tenets	is	“Content	Dictates	Form.”12	This	means	that	the	structure	

and	style	of	the	music	and	lyrics	must	originate	from	and	be	shaped	by	the	story	

being	told.	The	structure	of	Dead	Reckoning	used	alternating	song	and	monologue	

with	intermittent	scenes	using	the	trio	to	tell	its	story,	which	reflected	the	content	of	

the	story.	The	expanded	form	of	a	full-scale	musical	was	no	longer	elegantly	aligned,	

and	as	a	result	our	progress	slowed,	and	the	project	stalled.	We	shifted	our	focus	to	

a	new	musical	theatre	writing	project13	and	did	not	return	to	Dead	Reckoning	until	

more	than	a	year	later	in	2019.		

	 We	rolled	back	the	changes	to	the	five-person	version	of	the	musical	and,	

with	a	renewed	sense	of	clarity	and	direction	for	the	piece,	arrived	at	a	complete	

first	draft	of	the	script	and	score	in	late	2019.		

This	roughly	coincided	with	being	approached	by	actor-producer	Alicia	

Barban,	who	had	recently	formed	the	ArtFolk	Collective.	Part	of	her	company’s	

mission	is	to	produce	workshops	of	original	Canadian	musicals,	where	“focusing	on	

an	original	piece,	artists	come	together	to	explore	the	work	–	through	readings,	sing-

throughs,	physical	explorations,	staging”.14	Alicia	assembled	a	cast	of	five	actors15	

and	facilitated	a	two-day	workshop	process	for	Dead	Reckoning	across	two	

 
12	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	the	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	XV	
13	Nobody’s	Children,	a	TYA	(theatre	for	young	audiences)	musical	about	the	British	Home	Children	
14	Alicia	Barban	“About”	The	ArtFolk	Collective,	2021.	Accessed	March	12,	2021.	
https://theartfolkcollective.com/about		
15	The	cast	comprised	Laura	Larson	as	Amelia	Earhart;	Kelsey	Falconer	as	Betty	Klenck;	and	Alicia	
Barban,	Aisha	Jarvis	and	Sara	Shanazarian	as	the	American	Trio	
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weekends.	The	first	session	consisted	of	teaching	the	music	to	the	cast.	The	second	

day	(the	following	weekend)	was	broken	into	two	parts	–	the	first	section	was	a	

read-through/sing-through	of	the	complete	draft.	This	was	the	first	time	we	had	

heard	Dead	Reckoning	in	its	entirety,	which	laid	bare	‘the	good,	the	bad,	and	the	

ugly’	about	the	draft.		

The	second	part	of	that	day	was	utilized	by	Lezlie	to	get	the	material	on	its	

feet.16	Since	beginning	to	write	the	piece,	we	had	wondered	about	how	active	and	

visually	stimulating	our	show	(which	consisted	primarily	of	solo	songs	and	

monologues)	would	be.	The	resultant	learning	from	the	afternoon,	spent	staging	and	

physicalizing	the	first	three	numbers	in	the	show,	went	a	long	way	towards	

assuaging	our	fears.		

				

	

	

	 	
	

	

	

	 	

	

	

 
16	The	reading	had	been	performed	seated	with	music	stands,	whereas	‘on	its	feet’	means	to	add	
staging	and	movement	elements	

Figure	3:	Writer-director	Lezlie	Wade	working	with	members	of	the	ArtFolk	
workshop	cast	
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	 The	same	week	as	the	ArtFolk	workshop	in	January	2020,	Lezlie	received	an	

invitation	from	LaMaMa’s	Experimental	Theatre	Club17		to	present	something	in	

NYC.	Lezlie	had	been	part	of	a	writer’s	retreat	offered	through	LaMaMA	in	Italy	the	

previous	summer18.	Since	the	ArtFolk	workshop	cast	had	already	delved	deeply	into	

the	material,	Lezlie	decided	to	use	the	opportunity	to	present	Dead	Reckoning.	Lezlie	

has	worked	extensively	in	the	US	and	in	New	York,	but	this	opportunity	represented	

my	first	showcase	as	a	musical	theatre	composer	in	New	York	City.			

	 On	March	12,	2020,	five	actors	and	I	packed	a	van	and	crossed	the	US	border,	

driving	three	hours	into	New	York	State.	By	early	afternoon	we	began	to	receive	

texts	about	the	New	York	Subway	system	being	shut	down;	the	NBA	being	shut	

down;	and	finally,	Broadway	theatres	being	shut	down	-	all	due	to	the	COVID-19	

pandemic.	This	instigated	a	surreal,	same-day	return	trip	to	Toronto.	Lezlie	was	in	

the	midst	of	directing	the	musical	Spamalot	for	the	Stratford	Festival,	but	had	

arranged	to	leave	rehearsals	and	to	fly	down	to	participate	in	the	reading	and	to	

deliver	a	talkback.	She	recalls:	

…the	LaMama	opportunity	would	have	been	brilliant	and	it's	just	too	bad.	I	
was	planning	on	being	there	with	you	guys	and	then	with	COVID	and	me	
being	at	Stratford,	I	just	didn't	want	to	bring	COVID	back	to	the	festival.	I	
wasn't	even	worried	about	being	sick.	So	canceling	my	flight,	you	guys	
heading	out	and	then	getting	the	text	from	you	that	Broadway	closed	in	the	
middle	of	rehearsal.	Once	Broadway	closed,	I	was	like,	“you	guys	got	to	turn	
around”	and	then	the	whole	world	shut	down.19		

	

 
17	“A	multicultural	hive	of	avant-garde	drama	and	performance	art.	La	MaMa	is	a	remarkable	
springboard	for	an	impressive	roster	of	promising	playwrights,	directors	and	actors.”	–	The	New	York	
Times	(About	La	MaMa	2020)	
18	“La	MaMa	Umbria	International	Playwright	Retreat	provide(s)	opportunities	for	artists	from	
around	the	world	to	come	together…housed	in	a	700	year	old	monastery	just	ouside	Spoleto,	Italy.”	
(La	Mama	Umbria	International	2021)	
19	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
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Dead	Reckoning:	The	Film	

What	was	first	projected	as	a	one-to-three-month	disruption	became	more	

than	a	year	of	lockdowns	and	uncertainty,	shuttering	the	live	performing	arts	

industries	around	the	world.20	Domestically,	one	

measure	taken	by	the	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	in	

response	to	this	was	the	creation	of	the	Digital	Originals	

initiative.	In	association	with	the	RBC	foundation,	$5,000	

micro	grants	were	made	available	to	artists	to	“adapt	

their	existing	work	or	create	a	new	work	for	digital	

dissemination	to	the	Canadian	public	during	the	COVID-

19	pandemic”21.	Lezlie	and	I	applied	for,	and	received	a	Digital	Originals	grant	to	

adapt	Dead	Reckoning	into	a	short	film.		

The	adapted	screenplay	included	six	songs	from	the	first	

third	of	the	musical22,	as	well	as	three	short	musicalized	radio	

commercials	and	underscoring.	The	recording	project	for	the	

musical	elements	of	the	film	were	undertaken	between	May	and	

July	2020	to	be	completed	for	the	August	film	shoot	dates.	The	

instrumental	tracks	were	generated	in	Logic	and	then	sent	to	the	

singers.	Due	to	COVID	safety	protocols,	the	performers	

 
20	Kate	Taylor,	“When	the	music’s	over:	COVID-10	decimated	the	arts	in	Canada,	and	the	worst	may	
be	yet	to	come,”	The	Globe	and	Mail,	March	11,	2021.	Accessed	March	15,	2021.	
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/article-when-the-musics-over-covid-19-decimated-the-
arts-in-canada-and-the/		
21	“Digital	Originals,”	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts,	2020,	https://canadacouncil.ca/initiatives/digital-
originals		
22	By	2020,	the	completed	first	draft	comprised	25	musical	cues	which	is	also	true	of	its	current	form		

Figure	4:	Kelsey	Falconer	as	Betty	
Klenck	in	the	short	film	adaptation	

Figure	5:	Laura	Larson	as	
Amelia	Earhart	in	the	short	
film	adaptation 
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individually	recorded	their	vocal	parts	in	isolation	from	each	other	using	their	home	

studio	setups.	For	songs	which	featured	ensemble	singing,	Alicia	Barban	(who	was	

part	of	the	ensemble	trio)	sang	her	part	first,	creating	a	guide	vocal	for	everyone.	

This	enabled	the	group	to	match	each	other’s	vocal	timbres	and	vibrato,	dynamics,	

and	cut-offs.	Bass	player	Ross	McIntyre	tracked	and	emailed	acoustic	bass	parts,	and	

percussion	elements	were	added	digitally	to	flesh	out	the	instrumentation.				

	 The	film	shoot	lasted	two	and	a	half	days	in	and	around	Niagara-on-the-Lake,	

Ontario.	It	was	filmed	primarily	outdoors	with	social	distancing,	but	a	small	handful	

of	scenes	were	shot	indoors,	permitted	because	of	our	small	cast	and	crew	size	(nine	

people	total).	An	intensive	editing	period	commenced,	and	the	short	film	premiered	

and	ran	online	for	a	week,	being	viewed	by	more	than	1,500	households.	The	film	

adaptation	was	then	accepted	and	shown	as	part	of	the	prestigious	USA	Film	

Festival/KidFilm	Family	Festival	in	Dallas	Texas	on	January	23	&	24,	202123.					

	 	

	

	

	 	

	

	

	

	

 
23	“KidFilm	Family	Festival,”	Dallas	Film	Commission,	2021,	
https://www.dallasfilmcommission.com/events/37th-annual-kidfilm-family-festival-all-free-
admission/		

Figure	6:	(Pictured	L	to	R)	Alicia	Barban,	Sara	Shanazarian,	and	
Aisha	Jarvis	as	the	American	Trio	in	the	short	film	adaptation	
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Future	Development	

While	Dead	Reckoning	was	not	originally	conceived	for	film,	the	act	of	

adapting	it	to	film	informed	the	concept	of	the	stage	version	going	forward.	The	use	

of	video	projection	has	always	been	intended	for	the	piece	–	projecting	photos	and	

video	behind	the	actors	onstage	–	and	the	short	film	adaptation	allowed	us	to	

experiment	with	this.	The	practical	benefit	of	creating	the	short	film	is	that	we	now	

have	a	strong	promotional	material	to	use	to	pitch	the	show	which	clearly	conveys	

the	style,	tone	and	ambition	of	the	stage	version.	A	challenge	many	creators	face	is	

how	to	effectively	and	successfully	pitch	a	new	musical.		Often,	a	submission	

consists	of	a	synopsis,	script	excerpt	and	rough	demos.	This	places	a	huge	burden	on	

the	imagination	of	the	artistic	director	or	reader	receiving	these	materials.	Having	a	

high-level,	independent	film	representation	of	Dead	Reckoning	will	be	an	invaluable	

tool	in	conversations	with	artistic	directors	in	the	future.	I	asked	my	co-writer	what	

she	imagines	for	the	future	of	Dead	Reckoning:	

It's	not	ready.	You	know,	it	needs	time	to	find	out	what	exactly	it	is.	In	that	
two	day	[workshop	with	ArtFolk],	we	just	scratched	the	surface	of	what	it	
could	be.	If	there	was	a	workshop	where	we	got	two	weeks	in	a	really	lovely	
rehearsal	hall,	we	could	polish	this	thing	up	and	it	would	be	a	diamond.	It	
would	be	gorgeous.	It	needs	a	theater	that's	more	experimental	where	people	
are	broad-minded	and	open	and	interested	in	seeing	where	it	can	go.24		
	

	 Dead	Reckoning	has	been	in	development	for	more	than	three	years.	It	is	now	

at	the	critical	juncture	where	we	need	to	cease	to	tinker	with	it,	and	gain	the	

essential	perspective	that	comes	with	workshopping	the	material	with	professional	

actors.	That	will	ideally	take	the	form	of	a	two-week	workshop	period	produced	by	a	

 
24	Lezlie	Wade,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
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theatre	with	the	intention	to	produce	the	piece	the	following	season.	Alternative	

developmental	trajectories	include	a	self-produced	workshop,	or	a	self-produced	

workshop	production	as	part	of	the	Toronto	Next	Stage	Festival.	We	have	a	deep	

understanding	of	the	component	parts	of	Dead	Reckoning,	and	it	is	ready	for	the	

next	step	-	to	bring	together	the	next	wave	of	collaborators	on	the	technical,	creative	

and	performance	side	who	will	finally	bring	Dead	Reckoning	fully	to	life.		
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Part	2:	Compositional	Process:		
In	Conversation	with	Canadian	Theatre	Composers	

	
	
	

The	research	for	this	project	primarily	comprises	interviews	with	twenty-

three	Canadian	musical	theatre	composers,	whose	biographies	are	collected	in	

Appendix	A	on	page	80.	These	interviews	explored	the	nature	of	collaboration	and	

creation	for	the	contemporary	musical	theatre	form.	A	number	of	the	interviewees	

are	past	participants	of	the	BMI	Lehmen	Engel	Musical	Theatre	Workshop	in	New	

York,	which	is	“widely	regarded	as	the	premiere	training	ground	for	emerging	

musical	theatre	composers,	lyricists,	and	librettists.”25	A	number	of	alumni	of	that	

program	are	responsible	for	delivering	pre-professional	training	for	emerging	

musical	theatre	creators	in	Canada,	such	as	Leslie	Arden	and	Jonathan	Monro26.	This	

educational	lineage	accounts	for	the	high	degree	of	overlap	that	came	through	the	

interviews.	However,	these	interviews	also	revealed	that	there	are	as	many	different	

approaches	to	the	creative	practice	of	composing	for	musical	theatre	as	there	are	

styles	that	comprise	the	contemporary	musical	theatre	canon.		

The	selection	criteria	for	those	interviewed	was	that	the	subjects	be	

Canadian	and	have	composed	the	score	for	a	piece	of	musical	theatre	that	has	

received	a	professional	production.	The	majority	of	those	interviewed	are	

composers	who	are	also	lyricists,	either	exclusively	or	for	the	most	part.	A	minority	

 
25	“BMI	Lehman	Engel	Musical	Theatre	Workshop,”	BMI.com,	2021,	
https://www.bmi.com/theatre_workshop		
26	Lezlie	Arden	is	an	educator	at	the	Dan	School	of	Drama	&	Music	at	Queen’s	University,	and	led	the	
Theatre	20	Composium	writers	workshop,	and	she	and	Jonathan	Monro	have	both	delivered	the	
Canadian	Musical	Theatre	Writers	Collective	Writers	Workshops	(Montreal	Writers	Workshop	2020)	
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of	those	interviewed	are	composers	who	do	not	write	lyrics	(such	as	this	author).	In	

only	a	few	cases,	the	interviewee	has	undertaken	projects	where	they	were	

responsible	for	all	three	components	–	music,	lyrics,	and	book.27		

I	am	personally	acquainted	with	each	of	the	composers	interviewed.	In	fact,	

in	my	capacity	as	a	musical	director,	I	have	had	occasion	to	work	professionally	with	

a	number	of	them.	I	reached	out	to	my	network	of	musical	theatre	composers	during	

December	2020	regarding	their	participation	in	this	research	project.	Of	the	26	

composers	contacted,	23	enthusiastically	agreed	to	participate.	Interviews	were	

conducted	using	the	internet	video	platform	Zoom	between	January	and	March	of	

2021,	with	the	exception	of	three	participants	who	preferred	a	written	interview	

conducted	via	email.	Responses	to	the	interview	questions	revealed	themes	which	

became	the	topics	explored	in	Part	Two	of	this	project.			

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
27	‘Book’	and	‘book	writer’	is	the	language	used	in	a	musical	theatre	context	for	‘script’	and	‘script	
writer’	(The	Book	(Libretto)	n.d.)	
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The	Composer’s	Role	in	The	Planning	Phase	of	a	New	Musical	
	

“The	most	valuable	asset	a	theatre	songwriter	can	have,	apart	from	talent,	is	a	good	
book	writer.”	-Stephen	Sondheim28	
	

As	described	in	Part	1,	by	the	time	I	became	the	composer	of	Dead	Reckoning,	

Lezlie	Wade	had	been	developing	the	idea	for	ten	years.	As	a	result,	primary	

characters,	story,	themes	and	even	form	and	structural	elements	were	at	least	

partially	conceived.	These	interviews	revealed	that	her	‘head	start’	is	not	the	norm	

in	the	creation	of	new	musicals,	and	the	composers	shared	a	variety	of	perspectives	

on	why	a	composer’s	involvement	in	early	planning	stage	can	be	hugely	beneficial.	

	 Composer	Joseph	Trefler	indicated	that	these	early	idea	conversations	are		
	
essential	to	determine	the	strength	of	the	concept,	and	the	strength	of	one’s		
	
relationship	to	it:		
	

Why	is	it	relevant	today?	Why	do	we	need	to	write	this	show?	[We	need]	
some	sort	of	personal	connection	to	the	material	because	you’re	going	to	be	
with	[it]	for	quite	a	while,	so	you	better	have	a	real	reason	for	doing	it.29	

	
David	Hein	and	Irene	Sankoff	echoed	this	perspective,	writing,	“What	do	we	want	to	

do	with	this?	What’s	the	story?	Why	are	we	telling	it?	And	often,	can	we	do	some	

good	in	the	world	with	this	project?”30	In	Finishing	the	Hat,	Sondheim	quotes	

trailblazing	female	Broadway	composer	Mary	Rodgers,	who	framed	the	trap	of	

writers	not	answering	these	questions	for	themselves	as	“Why?”	musicals:		

Their	authors	are	blinded	by	the	attractiveness	of	the	source	material,	how	
easily	it	could	sing,	how	effectively	it	might	be	staged,	which	actor	would	be	
perfect	for	the	leading	role.	They	never	question	the	need	to	musicalize	the	
piece.31	

 
28	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	The	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	28	
29	Joseph	Trefler,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
30	David	Hein	&	Irene	Sankoff,	interview	by	author,	February	8,	2021	
31	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	The	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	143	
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In	addition,	answering	these	questions	can	be	essential	considering	that	the	creation		
	
period	of	a	new	musical	ranges	from	2-3	years	(a	remarkably	lean	timeline)	to	5-	
	
10+	years,	which	is	more	often	the	norm.32		
	

For	Kevin	Wong,	the	early	planning	stage	is	essential	as	a	means	of	

establishing	the	collaboration	itself:	

There’s	a	fair	bit	of	dialogue	between	(the	writers)	to	figure	out	what	the	
heart	of	the	story	is.	If	you’re	going	to	spend	multiple	years	on	a	project	with	
a	collaborator,	you	want	to	make	sure	that	you	get	along.	Like	you	can	be	
vulnerable	and	your	best	self	and	your	worst	self	with	them,	because	there’ll	
be	plenty	of	both	of	those	things.33	
	

Additionally,	he	sees	this	stage	of	development	as	essential	for	making	sure	that	

collaborators	have	‘ways	in’34	to	the	material	that	are	aligned.	Britta	Johnson	

touched	on	this	in	her	interview,	stating	that	the	book	writer,	lyricist	and	composer	

are	“equally	as	responsible	for	storytelling	and	world-building	and	character	

development.”35	When	describing	how	she	takes	a	central	collaborative	role	in	the	

planning	phase,	she	shared	that	the	same	collaboration	is	reciprocated,	“when	it’s	

the	time	to	musicalize	things,	[she	doesn’t]	disappear	and	come	back	with	a	score	–	

we	keep	talking.	Because	I	think	consistent	storytelling	holds	hands	in	creating.”36		

Yan	Li	expands	on	this,	makes	the	connection	that	a	collaborative	planning	

phase	directly	impacts	the	characters	in	the	piece:	“We’re	basically	giving	characters	

 
32	David	Sisko,	“Are	We	There	Yet?	Or	How	Long	Does	it	Take	to	Write	a	Musical?,”	Contemporary	
Musical	Theatre.com,	October	15,	2012,	
https://contemporarymusicaltheatre.wordpress.com/2012/10/15/are-we-there-yet-or-how-long-
does-it-take-to-write-a-musical-part-i/			
33	Kevin	Wong,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
34	Ibid.	
35	Britta	Johnson,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
36	Ibid.	
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line	readings37	by	setting	the	music,	so	unless	we	know	exactly	how	they	are	feeling,	

and	we’re	as	excited	about	the	story	as	the	book	writers,	it’s	kinda	hard	to	step	into	

that.”38	

	 For	a	number	of	the	composers	interviewed,	the	planning	stage	represents	

an	opportunity	to	participate	in	structuring	the	piece.	Kieren	MacMillan	described	

himself	as	a	“structure	prime”:	

In	some	cases,	to	my	collaborators’	chagrin,	I	spend	a	great	deal	at	the	top	of	
the	 process	 structuring.	 I	 need	 to	 know	 the	 size	 of	 show.	 I	 need	 to	 know	
essentially	the	synopsis	of	the	show,	including	all	the	musical	spots,	so	that	I	
could	look	at	it	and	know	if	it’s	really	going	to	work.	Once	I	feel	like	there’s	a	
pretty	solid	structure,	I	can	dive	in.39	

	
Jonathan	Monro	agrees	that	the	composer	should	be	heavily	involved	with	designing		
	
the	structure	of	the	piece	in	the	pre-writing	phase	as	it	has	a	cascading	series	of		
	
consequences:				
	

The	key	element	for	a	creative	team	is	how	the	structure	evolves,	because	it	
informs	everything.	How	the	story	evolves.	How	it	evolves	into	a	piece	of	
musical	theatre.	And	then	how	that	affects	your	‘department’	(for	lack	of	a	
better	word).	If	there’s	a	new	plot	point	that’s	introduced,	it	can	have	a	
massive	effect	on	music	and	lyrics	in	addition	to	the	book.	It’s	this	living,	
breathing	thing	that	needs	to	be	consistent.40		

	
	 Only	Marek	Norman	presented	a	counterargument	for	the	composer	heavily	

participating	in	this	planning	phase:		

I	have	found	that	the	old	adage:	too	many	cooks	…	holds	true	when	
attempting	to	create	material	for	the	theatre,	especially	musical	theatre.	I’ve	
grown	to	far	prefer	that	scripts	sent	my	way	are	fully	developed	by	a	single	
writer,	non-diluted	by	outside	influences,	in	order	that	I	might	better	
determine	whether:	1)	I’m	moved	by	(or	drawn	to)	the	material,	2)	sense	a	

 
37	Line	reading:	“a	director	saying	a	line	to	an	actor	and	requiring	they	repeat	it	on	screen	or	stage	
exactly	as	prompted”	(Castellini	2017)		
38	Yan	Li,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
39	Kieren	MacMillan,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
40	Jonathan	Monro,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
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kinship	with	the	author’s	aesthetic,	and	3)	Have	a	clear	notion	of	the	musical	
palette	required.41		

	
This	is	similar	to	the	sentiment	expressed	by	Sondheim	in	Finishing	the	Hat,	where	

he	states	that	he	“often	make[s]	suggestions	and	offer[s]	suggestions	to	[his]	

collaborators,	but	the	building	blocks	are	theirs	and	my	contribution	depends	on	

them.”42	While	it	would	have	been	ideal	for	me	to	participate	in	the	early	planning	

stage	for	any	and	all	of	the	beneficial	reasons	shared	by	the	composers	interviewed,	

the	strength	of	Lezlie	Wade’s	draft	more	than	satisfied	Norman’s	three	criteria	–	I	

was	moved	and	drawn	to	material,	I	felt	a	great	sense	of	kinship	with	her	aesthetic,	

and	I	immediately	had	a	clear	notion	of	the	musical	palette	required.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 
41	Marek	Norman,	interview	by	author,	February	7,	2021	
42	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	the	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	28	
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Which	Came	First:	The	Music	or	the	Lyric?	

Lyrics	First:	

Almost	half	of	the	composers	interviewed	reported	to	compose	only	after	

receiving	lyrical	material.	Joseph	Trefler	stated	that,	for	him,	the	text	facilitates	a	

jumping	off	point	and,	depending	on	the	collaborator,	he	will	start	composing	“with	

a	complete	lyric,	and	in	other	cases	it	may	just	be	a	few	words.”43	Jim	Betts	indicated	

that	the	rhythmic	pattern	inherent	in	lyrics	is	what	unlocks	his	process,	after	which	

“it	often	doesn’t	take	that	long	to	ultimately	end	up	with	the	melody.”44	Having	lyrics	

to	work	from	makes	the	process	of	composing	“more	like	a	haiku”	for	composer	Ted	

Dykstra,	who	went	on	to	say	that	composing	“a	melody	written	specifically	for	

words	means	it	couldn’t	be	used	elsewhere	and	is	more	likely	to	embody	the	spirit	

of	the	text.”45		

	 Kieren	MacMillan	described	some	of	the	typical	manipulation	and	editing	

required	when	he	receives	a	lyric.	For	him,	these	range	from	macro	changes	such	as	

shifting	around	stanzas:	“Hey,	you	thought	this	was	the	chorus,	but	I	kind	of	think	

it’s	the	verse”,	to	micro	changes	such	as	requesting	word	substitutions	from	his	

collaborator	when	the	number	of	syllables	doesn’t	conform	to	the	desired	rhythmic	

setting.46	This	exchange	is	common	in	the	dynamic	between	Lezlie	Wade	and	I	

within	the	Dead	Reckoning	process.	Wade’s	lyrics	are	extremely	intuitive	to	set	to	

music,	however	she	is	always	amenable	to	reshaping	them	if	the	musical	inspiration	

 
43	Joseph	Trefler,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
44	Jim	Betts,	interview	by	author,	February	1,	2021	
45	Ibid.		
46	Kieren	MacMillan,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
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requires	adaptation.	

Music	&	Lyrics	Together:	

	 The	majority	of	those	interviewed	are	composer/lyricists,	and	this	group	
	
described	a	process	where	lyrics	and	music	are	created	together.	Suzy	Wilde		
	
shared	that	she	was	fascinated	by	people	who	do	one	but	not	the	other	and		
	
described	her	workflow:	
	

With	musical	theatre	and	pop	music,	I	can’t	really	make	a	melody	unless	I	
have	the	first	lyric	in	mind.	And	I	can’t	make	a	lyric	unless	that	first	melody	
has	started.	I	think	of	a	lyric.	I	write	the	melody	to	that	first	phrase	and	then	
the	rest	is	all	together.47			
		

Bram	Gielen	describes	a	similar	process	in	which	“a	lyrical	phrase	will	appear	as	a	

good	way	in,	and	you	find	some	way	to	musicalize	that	and	then	you	can	extrapolate	

forwards	or	backwards.”48		

Britta	Johnson	describes	the	pursuit	of	a	musical	or	lyrical	‘hook’49,	starting	

with	text	but	immediately	followed	by	music:	“If	it’s	a	song	that’s	coming	out	of	

action,	literally	what	would	this	person	say…	and	how	does	that	sound?	What	is	the	

musical	lilt	of	that?”50		

	 The	composers	interviewed	who	approach	text	and	music	simultaneously	

identified	this	process	as	essential	in	capturing	the	emotion	of	the	character	they	are	

writing	for.		Kevin	Wong	describes	“playing	random	chords	or	figures	on	the	piano,	

sort	of	spinning	[his]	wheels”,	but	then	arriving	at	something	musically	that	

 
47	Suzy	Wilde,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
48	Bram	Gielen,	interview	by	author,	February	2,	2021	
49	“A	musical	and	lyrical	idea,	often	a	phrase,	word,	riff,	or	passage,	that	encapsulates	what	the	song	is	
about	and	repeats	in	a	way	that	catches	the	ear	of	the	audience”	(Radi	2019)	
50	Britta	Johnson,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
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captures	the	“emotional	intention	that	will	generate	enough	musical	material	that	

will	enable	me	to	go	away	and	write	a	whole	bunch	of	lyrics.”51	

Music	First:		
	
	 There	is	only	one	famous	example	in	contemporary	musical	theatre	whose		
	
process	is	music	first.	Adam	Guettel,	who	composed	The	Light	in	the	Piazza	and		
	
Floyd	Collins	describes	his	creative	process:		
		

I	almost	always	write	music	first…	A	sense	of	what	a	character	wants	to	
sound	like	begins	to	pixelate	in	my	mind.	Then	it	starts	to	take	form	in	sound,	
music,	formless	music.	The	pixels	multiply,	the	resolution	grows.	Eventually	I	
have	a	person	who	wants	to	sing	about	something.	Lyrics	follow.52	

	
Yan	Li	mentioned	experimenting	with	a	music-first	process,	“especially	during	the	

last	year	of	quarantine,	I’ve	been	trying	to	be	more	led	by	the	voice	and	try	to	sing	

something	acapella	first,	and	then	find	something	that	can	fill	in	the	background	of	

that.”53	Jim	Betts	primarily	writes	lyrics	first,	followed	by	the	music,	however	the	

times	he	approached	writing	musical	theatre	music-first,	he	reported	that	what	

results	“comes	from	a	musically	more	literate	place	–	the	music	is	not	trying	to	make	

up	for	the	eccentricities	of	the	lyric.”54			

	 The	song	writing	process	for	Dead	Reckoning	was	always	lyric	first.	Lezlie	

would	either	generate	a	complete	lyric	to	be	set	to	music;	or	she	would	write	an	A	

section55	and,	based	on	the	music,	would	take	inspiration	and	complete	the	

 
51	Kevin	Wong,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
52	Matthew	Lockitt	and	Ian	Nisbet,	“Adam	Guettel:	Myths	and	Him,”	Stage	Whispers,	
https://www.stagewhispers.com.au/news/adam-guettel-myths-and-him		
53	Yan	Li,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
54	Jim	Betts,	interview	by	author,	February	1,	2021	
55	AABA	Song	Form,	also	known	as	American	Popular	song	form	is	the	most	frequently	used	structure	
for	musical	theatre	repertoire.	An	‘A	section’	is	the	repeated	main	section	of	the	song,	and	often	
features	a	melodic	or	lyrical	‘hook’.	(A	Guide	To	Song	Forms	n.d.)		
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remainder	of	the	song	lyric.	Although	those	interviewed	described	a	variety	of	ways	

that	music	and	lyrics	fit	together	when	starting,	the	primary	objective	is	always	to	

capture	the	action,	emotion	and	character	in	conjunction	with	the	text.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



 28 

The	Compositional	Process	
	
“Some	people	write	sitting	at	a	desk,	some	standing	at	one;	I	write	lying	down	on	a	
couch	(except	when	I’m	at	the	piano),	for	the	obvious	reason	that	it	allows	me	to	fall	
asleep	whenever	I	encounter	difficulties,	which	is	often.”	-Stephen	Sondheim56	
	
	 The	first	of	Stephen	Sondheim’s	three	guiding	principles	for	writing	musical	

theatre	is	“Content	Dictates	Form”.57	The	score	of	a	musical	should	support	the	

story,	characters,	and	the	text.	The	composers	interviewed	all	connected	their	

processes	to	a	relationship	to	the	text,	each	with	slightly	different	means	of	

generating	music.		

Marek	Norman	shared	that	his	approach	varies	greatly	depending	on	the	

project,	which	directly	relates	to	Sondheim’s	‘Content	Dictates	Form’	tenet:	

No	two	undertakings	are	alike	–	in	fact,	the	process	usually	proves	wildly	
different	from	project	to	project.	Be	that	as	it	may,	after	creating	(or	
studying)	any	new	script,	I	usually	begin	by	determining	thematic	tone	
(dictated	by	both	story	and	character)	before	creating	a	series	of	primary	
motifs	–	which	may	or	may	not	be	utilized.58	

	
The	concept	of	beginning	to	compose	a	musical	palette	or	series	of	motifs	is	also		
	
part	of	Leslie	Arden’s	creation	process:		
	

I	would	read	the	lyrics	over	and	over	and	over	and	over,	and	then	I	would	get	
a	musical	atmosphere	for	it	on	the	piano.	Just	fiddle	and	fiddle	and	fiddle	and	
get	an	atmosphere	and	a	feeling,	and	then	gradually	it	just	starts	to	form.59		

	
	 Rob	Kempson	discussed	character	as	the	element	that	allows	him	to	break	

ground	on	music	creation,	“What	is	this	character	experiencing?	What	is	it	that	they	

need	to	achieve?	And	then	how	does	that	translate	into	music?”60	Bram	Gielen	went	

 
56	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	The	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	62	
57	Ibid.,	XV	
58	Marek	Norman,	interview	by	author,	February	7,	2021	
59	Leslie	Arden,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
60	Rob	Kempson,	interview	by	author,	February	9,	2021	
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even	further,	describing	calibrating	the	music	he	composes	to	a	specific	set	of	

character	variables:	

There’s	the	sort	of	temperament	and	personality	of	the	character	in	question,	
and	there’s	also	the	cultural	milieu	of	that	character.	There’s	this	person,	and	
on	a	scale	from	one	to	ten	in	terms	of	talkativeness,	they’re	a	seven.	And	they	
are	from	say	central	London	and	were	born	in	about	1942.	So	that	tells	you	
quite	a	bit,	right?	The	way	they’re	inclined	and	then	just	their	environment	
informs	their	expression,	which	informs	the	music.61	

	
	 Unanimously,	the	composers	interviewed	described	a	compositional	process	

that	begins	at	the	piano.	Adam	Sakiyama	describes	“noodling,	and	trying	to	find	

what	the	musical	world	is,	what	the	musical	languages	are,	and	what’s	the	pace	of	

it.”62	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli	details	his	collaboration	process	with	his	husband	and	

writing	partner	Jay	Turvey:		

So	the	book	may	be	very	[much]	in	its	first	stage,	but	we	know	that	say	the	
husband	is	going	to	sing	a	song	at	the	breakfast	table,	and	it	will	tell	us	about	
who	he	is.	Jay	will	come	up	with	a	rough	lyric,	and	I	sit	down	at	the	piano	and	
he’s	nearby,	and	anytime	we	think	something	good	might	come	out	of	us,	we	
turn	on	a	recording	device.	So	the	act	of	composition	is	just	the	act	of	trying	
things	–	it’s	kind	of	hit	and	miss,	and	then	my	job	after	a	couple	of	hours,	
when	we’ve	got	a	rough	[version]	of	a	song,	is	to	listen	to	what	we	recorded	
and	start	writing	it	out.	It’s	always	fascinating	because	it’ll	be	like,	wow,	
that’s	a	really	bad	idea.	Or,	oh,	there’s	a	good	setting	of	that	melody,	but	those	
are	not	the	best	chords.	And	from	there	it	begins	to	take	shape.63			

	
	 The	use	of	recording	(either	with	a	handheld	recording	device,	or	using	

recording	software	on	a	computer)	came	up	a	number	of	times	as	an	essential	

component	of	these	composers’	creation	processes.	Recording,	and	then	going	back	

and	extracting	the	useful	material	(as	described	by	Sportelli)	is	also	part	of	

 
61	Bram	Gielen,	interview	by	author,	February	2,	2021	
62	Adam	Sakiyama,	interview	by	author,	February	3,	2021	
63	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
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Sakiyama’s:	“I	write	in	Logic,64	and	so	I’ll	be	recording	takes	as	I	go.	Recording	little	

snippets	of	things	and	listening	back	to	it	and	going,	you	know,	how	do	I	incorporate	

this?”65	David	Hein	and	Irene	Sankoff	only	record	once	a	musical	idea	is	more	

developed:	“[we]	fool	around	a	bit	‘til	[we]	have	something	that	sounds	pretty	

decent	and	then,	when	we	need	to	share	it	–	even	sometimes	with	each	other	–	we	

record	very	rough	demos.”66		

	 According	to	these	interviews,	recording	plays	a	more	important	role	in	the	

early	compositional	process	than	does	music	notation.	Leslie	Arden	keeps	

manuscript	paper	handy,	but	states,	“I	more	often	just	record	it	because	I	get	out	of	

the	flow	or	out	of	the	feeling	if	I	take	the	time	to	notate	it.”67	A	number	of	those	

interviewed	referenced	having	a	musical	shorthand,	and	sketching	out	musical	ideas	

in	lead-sheet68	form	as	they	compose.69	Landon	Braverman	shares	that	he	only	

notates	his	songs	when	“they	have	to	be	[notated],	like	when	we’re	doing	a	

workshop	–	only	when	the	actors	and	the	music	director	need	them.”70		

Only	Suzy	Wilde	incorporates	full	musical	notation	into	her	early	

compositional	process:	

I	find	that	if	I	come	up	with	a	verse	and	I’m	really	excited	about	it,	all	I	want	
to	do	is	chart	it	out.	I	find	that	charting71	will	often	actually	inform	the	

 
64	Logic	is	Apple	Computers’	DAW	(Digital	Audio	Workstation),	which	is	“digital	software…	that	
allows	[the	user]	to	record,	edit	and	compose	audio	tracks”	(What	is	a	DAW?	2021)	
65	Adam	Sakiyama,	interview	by	author,	February	3,	2021	
66	David	Hein	&	Irene	Sankoff,	interview	by	author,	February	8,	2021	
67	Leslie	Arden,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
68	“A	lead-sheet	is	a	sort	of	bare	bones	sketch	of	a	piece	of	music.	It’s	not	as	developed	or	complete	as	
a	full	score	arrangement.”	(K.	2017)	
69	Grant	Tilly,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
70	Landon	Braverman,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
71	The	‘chart’	and	‘charting’	in	this	context	is	synonymous	with	the	musical	score.	Charting	means	to	
musically	notate.		



 31 

writing	of	the	piece.	When	I	sit	down	and	make	a	rough	piano	arrangement,	
it’s	interesting	to	visualize	and	see	the	physical	arc	of	the	musical	line.72	

	
	 With	Dead	Reckoning,	I	am	also	an	outlier	in	this	regard.	I	notate	as	I	

compose,	for	the	same	reasons	Wilde	outlines,	in	order	to	fully	capture	the	ideas	as	

they	emerge.	However,	like	the	others	interviewed,	I	also	incorporate	recording	as	

an	essential	means	of	sharing	my	progress	and	collaborate	with	my	co-writer.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 
72	Suzy	Wilde,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	



 32 

Compositional	Approaches	for	the	History	Musical	

	 In	her	article	for	the	American	Music	journal,	Elissa	Harbert73	defines	the	

history	musical	as	one	that		“dramatize[s]	real	people	and	events	of	the	past	with	the	

goal	of	both	entertaining	and	educating	the	audience.”74	She	distinguishes	history	

musicals	from	period	musicals,	which	are	musicals	that	instead	“take	place	in	a	past	

era	but	present	a	fictional	plot	often	centered	on	conventional	themes,”	citing	

Oklahoma!	and	The	Phantom	of	the	Opera	as	examples.75	While	Lezlie	Wade	created	

a	fictional	story	for	one	of	the	Dead	Reckoning	protagonists,	Betty	Klenck,	the	

depiction	of	Amelia	Earhart	is	heavily	researched	and	based	on	historical	accounts.	

Dead	Reckoning’s	musical	score	incorporates	historical	musical	genres	in	order	to	

support	the	storytelling.	The	composers	interviewed	shared	how	they	approached	

composing	history/period	musicals,	and	the	means	by	which	they	capture	the	sense	

of	time	and	place	in	their	scores.			

	 Many	of	those	interviewed	discussed	their	musical	research	process.	For	

everyone,	this	involved	extensive	listening	to	music	from	the	historical	period	being	

depicted.	Yan	Li’s	process	goes	beyond	listening:	

If	it’s	something	that’s	completely	alien	to	me,	I’ll	try	to	break	it	down	with	
analysis	and,	whenever	possible,	look	at	it	on	the	page,	from	a	visual	
standpoint,	and	break	it	down	that	way.	And	then	do	a	lot	of	background	
research	in	terms	of	the	instruments	they	would	have,	and	what	kind	of	
music	that	the	characters	would	listen	to	-	and	build	from	there.76		

	

 
73	“Elissa	Harbert	is	an	award-winning	musicologist	with	expertise	in	music	of	the	United	States	and	
Europe	from	the	eighteenth	century	to	the	present.”	(Faculty/Staff	n.d.)	
74	Elissa	Harbert,	“Hamilton	and	History	Musicals.”	American	Music	36,	no.	4	(Winter	2018):	413	
75	Ibid.:	413-414	
76	Yan	Li,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
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Landon	Braverman	described	score	analysis	in	addition	to	listening	as	a	means	to	

get	“in	that	world	–	I’m	literally	putting	sheet	music	up	on	the	piano	and	playing	

through	them	to	get	my	fingers	and	my	ears	there”.77	

	 For	his	musical	A	History	Of	Summer,	Jonathan	Monro	had	to	create	music	

from	each	decade	of	the	20th	century:		

I	researched	a	lot…	even	nineties	techno.	I	remember	listening	to	it	as	a	
teenager,	going	to	bars	and	clubs	and	drinking	and	dancing,	but	I	never	
analyzed.	I	had	never	thought,	ok,	well,	what’s	that	about?	So,	of	course	that	
led	to	research	into	that.	And	then,	some	tunes	reflected	the	early	1900’s	–	
like	those	little	parlor	songs.	For	those,	I’ve	played	a	lot	of	them	[as	a	pianist],	
so	I	was	really	comfortable	to	write	those	without	much	research.	And	then	
things	like	sixties	surfer	[music].	I	had	no	idea	what	defined	a	60’s	surfer	
tune,	but	then	you	listen	to	a	lot	of	Beach	Boys	and	you	kind	of	figure	out	all	
of	the	qualities	that	make	up	[that	music].78	
	

Similarly,	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli	describes	immersing	himself	in	recordings	of	traditional	

fado79	music	in	order	to	unlock	the	necessary	musical	characteristics	for	Maria	

Severa,	his	musical	set	in	mid-19th	century	Lisbon:		

We	listened	to	a	lot	of	recordings,	a	lot	of	different	fado	singers	and	the	
compositions		-	and	then	you	start	hearing	preference	for	minor	over	major	
key,	the	use	of	parallel	major	more	so	than	any	other	key	relationship,	
unequal	phrase-length	or	extension	of	phrases,	and	the	basic	textures.80	

	
	 After	delving	deeply	into	the	relevant	period’s	music,	many	of	the	composers	

expressed	that	they	would	the	actively	let	go	of	the	research	when	it	came	time	to	sit	

down	and	compose.	For	instance,	after	describing	the	research	she	undertook	for	

The	House	of	Marin	Guerre,	set	in	16th	century	France,	Leslie	Arden	stated,	“I’m	

 
77	Landon	Braverman,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
78	Jonathan	Monro,	interview	by	author,	January	26,	2021	
79	“Fado	music	is	a	form	of	Portuguese	singing	that	is	often	associated	with	pubs,	cafés,	and	
restaurants…	often	has	one	or	two	12	string	guitars,	one	or	two	violas,	and	sometimes	a	small	8-
string	bass”	(Colho	2019)	
80	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
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intellectualizing	all	this	with	you.	I’m	not	sure	I	did	that	much	intellectualizing	when	

I	was	writing	it,	though.”81	

	 Bob	Foster	was	the	music	supervisor	on	composer	Ted	Dykstra’s	Canadian	

history	musical	Evangeline	and	took	an	active	role	in	shaping	the	arrangements	and	

orchestration.	The	description	of	his	process	echoed	Arden’s:	

It’s	good	to	get	as	rich	a	background	as	you	can,	[but]	if	I’m	writing	or	
arranging,	it’s	got	to	be	organic,	but	you	have	to	[have	done]	the	work	before.	
Otherwise	you’d	have	to	be	really	lucky	to	get	it	right.	You	have	to	have	as	
much	rich	stuff	going	on	underneath	as	possible	for	it	to	come	out.82		

	
Beau	Dixon	sums	it	up	in	saying	that,	“The	research	comes	first,	and	then	the	

intuition	and	my	personal	taste	rubs	off	on	it,	and	as	a	result,	my	originality	stays	

intact	and	I	don’t	end	up	emulating	someone	else.”83		

	 A	common	theme	that	came	up	during	the	interviews	was	the	need	to	exceed	

the	parameters	and	break	the	formal	rules	of	historical	musical	genres	in	composing	

contemporary	musical	theatre	music.	Anika	Johnson	shared	that:	

When	we	were	working	on	Trap	Door	which	is	set	in	1912,	we	wanted	to	
capture	the	essence	of	the	period,	but	when	we	started	listening	to	the	music	
from	that	time,	there’s	just	such	a	limited	range	of	chords	that	people	were	
using.	It’s	the	flavour	of	a	period	that	you	can	insert	in	contemporary	stuff	
and	it	just	feels	right.	Like	the	colours	and	the	smalls	and	the	music	matched	
the	period.	Somehow,	even	though	it’s	breaking	convention,	you	have	to	trust	
your	instinct	and	see	what	it	evokes	when	you	close	your	eyes.84	

	 	
In	his	interview,	Bram	Gielen	discussed	the	ways	that	American	composer	Michael		
	
John	LaChiusa’s85	expanded	historical	genre	in	his	musical	The	Wild	Party:		
	 	

 
81	Leslie	Arden,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
82	Bob	Foster,	interview	by	author,	February	2,	2021	
83	Beau	Dixon,	interview	by	author,	March	10,	2021	
84	Anika	Johnson,	interview	by	author,	February	25,	2021	
85	“Michael	John	LaChiusa	is	a	five-time	TONY	Award-nominated	Composer,	Lyricist	and	Librettist	for	
his	Broadway	productions	of	The	Wild	Party,	Marie	Christine	and	Chronicle	of	a	Death	Foretold.”	
(Michael	John	LaChiusa	n.d.)	
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There	are	certain	emblematic,	idiomatic	musical	things	that	are	in	there	to	
indicate	that	this	is	the	jazz	age.	But	of	course,	the	music	itself	doesn’t	
particularly	sound	like	anything	that	can	conceivably	occur	there.	And	I	think	
a	lot	of	that	comes	down	to	the	fact	that	that	music	comes	from	a	twelve-bar	
blues	format,	and	in	a	90-minute/two-hour	show	that	tells	a	story,	you’re	
probably	going	to	have	to	get	people	speaking	a	whole	lot	more	words	than	
you’re	going	to	get	into	a	standard	twelve-bar	blues	form.86	

	
	 The	possibility	that	a	historical	musical	genre	doesn’t	support	the	

storytelling	of	the	musical	leads	many	composers	to	choose	a	contemporary	musical	

language	instead.	Yan	Li	states	that,	often,	musical	research	functions	as	“filigree	on	

the	outer	margins…	and	straying	from	being	accurate	to	the	time	period	helps	the	

audience	relate	to	a	character	on	a	more	visceral	level.”87	This	idea	is	taken	to	the	

extreme	in	the	case	of	the	current	sixth	highest-grossing	Broadway	musical	of	all	

time,88	Lin	Manuel	Miranda’s	Hamilton.	Instead	of	reflecting	the	historical	period,	

Miranda	powerfully	wields	pop	and	hip-hop	genres.	Harbert	is	discussing	Hamilton	

as	well	as	other	similarly	anachronistic	musicals	when	she	writes:		

…Composers	of	history	musicals	use	styles	of	their	own	time	that	the	
audience	will	immediately	relate	to	and	invest	with	emotional	meaning.	
Regardless	of	their	attention	to	historical	detail	in	their	plots,	costumes,	and	
sets,	none	of	these	history	musicals	uses	much	more	than	a	flavor	of	
historically	informed	music	from	the	periods	they	represent.89	

	
In	discussing	his	own	relationship	to	period-accuracy,	Joseph	Trefler	related	

it	to	that	of	Richard	Rodgers	and	Oscar	Hammerstein,	the	writing	team	regarded	as	

being	largely	responsible	for	musical	theatre’s	golden	age90:		

 
86	Bram	Gielen,	interview	by	author,	February	2,	2021	
87	Yan	Li,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
88	The	Lion	King	is	the	highest-grossing	Broadway	musical	of	all	time,	followed	by	Wicked,	The	
Phantom	of	the	Opera,	Mama	Mia!,	Book	of	Mormon,	and	then	Hamilton.	(Chmielewski	2020)	
89	Elissa	Harbert,	“Hamilton	and	History	Musicals.”	American	Music	36,	no.	4	(Winter	2018):	423	
90	Tom	Meyers	and	Greg	Young,	Rodgers	and	Hammerstein:	The	Golden	Age	of	Broadway,	the	
Bowery	Boys,	podcast	audio,	December	15,	2017	
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When	R&H	[Rodgers	and	Hammerstein]	were	writing	these	shows	set	in	a	
different	time	and	place,	Rodgers	wasn’t	writing	music	to	sound	like	the	
music	from	that	place.	He	was	writing	Richard	Rodgers	music	that	sort	of	
was	influenced	by	that	place.	I	don’t	think	he	worried	about	it,	and	I	think	
that’s	totally	fine.	Some	people	might	really	want	to	try	to	get	it	as	close	to	
exactly	in	the	style,	so	it’s	indistinguishable	from	the	style	of	the	period.	I	
think	that’s	a	noble	goal.	I	don’t	think	it’s	the	only	way	to	do	it.	As	long	as	you	
set	up	expectations	and	rules	for	how	music	is	working	in	your	piece	and	you	
stick	to	those	rules.91	

	
	 Britta	Johnson	also	mentioned	the	idea	of	an	internal	musical	logic	being	

sufficient	to	convey	any	story:		

I’m	never	that	interested	in	doing	a	strict	period	musical.	I	want	to	discover	a	
way	to	let	the	sound	be	consistent	kind	of	unto	itself	and	let	it	also	be	
dictated	by	what	the	emotional	world	of	the	story	is.92		

	
	 In	composing	the	music	for	Dead	Reckoning,	how	I	captured	and	

incorporated	historical	genres	aligns	with	insights	of	the	composers	interviewed.	

Each	of	the	elements	discussed	by	the	composers	were	part	of	my	own	process:	I	did	

extensive	listening	in	order	to	immerse	myself	in	the	period,	delving	in	to	jazz	age	

recordings	as	well	as	other	examples	of	musical	theatre	that	are	set	during	the	same	

period;	when	it	came	time	to	compose,	I	incorporated	this	research	intuitively	

rather	than	academically;	much	of	the	music	written	in	historical	genres	bends	and	

breaks	the	rules	of	those	genres	when	necessary	for	storytelling;	and	finally,	there	

are	numerous	songs	written	in	a	contemporary	style	that	reject	the	burden	of	

historical	accuracy.	Marek	Norman	put	it	best	when	he	wrote:	“You	can	put	a	taste	in	

there	of	the	time	and	place,	but	your	music	has	to	be	Scott	Christian	music.”93		

	
	

 
91	Joseph	Trefler,	interview	by	author,	January	20,	2021	
92	Britta	Johnson,	interview	by	author,	January	27,	2021	
93	Marek	Norman,	interview	by	author,	February	7,	2021	
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Part	3:	Dead	Reckoning	Score	Analysis	
	
	
	
	 During	his	interview,	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli	described	his	approach	to	the	analysis	

of	musical	theatre:	

For	contemporary	musical	theatre	in	particular,	you	need	to	develop	your	
methods	of	scrutiny	based	on	the	material	itself.	One	has	to	look	at	what	
generates	these	pieces	and	what	we	observe	in	them.	And	then	how	do	we	
extrapolate	outwards	from	there	to	find	the	best	way	of	looking	at	the	piece.	
What	makes	this	animal	tick?	What	makes	the	motor	run?	And	how	can	one	
be	the	best	archeologist	digging	away	at	it,	as	opposed	to	putting	a	system	on	
top	of	it.94	
	

	 Since	“content	dictates	form”95	as	Stephen	Sondheim	says,	the	lyrical	

material	shaped	the	music	composition.	The	score	for	Dead	Reckoning	utilizes	

different	musical	genres	that	either	closely	resemble	or	are	in	contrast	to	the	

historical	period	in	which	it’s	set,	depending	on	the	character	singing.	Much	of	the	

score	can	be	divided	into	three	categories:	songs	that	most	closely	resemble	

Western	art	music96;	songs	that	are	inspired	by	jazz	and	other	genres	related	to	the	

historical	time	period;	and	songs	that	are	written	in	a	popular,	contemporary	

musical	theatre	style.	These	three	classifications	will	be	explored	in	this	section,	

preceded	by	the	‘flight’	leitmotif	that	is	woven	throughout	the	entire	score;	and	the	

opening	number,	which	introduces	elements	of	all	three	of	the	categories	described	

above.		

 
94	Dr.	Paul	Sportelli,	interview	by	author,	January	25,	2021	
95	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	the	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	XV	
96	Ralph	P.	Locke	describes	Western	art	music	as	“The	vast	an	immensely	varied	repertoire	extending	
from	medieval	chant,	Josquin,	Monteverdi,	Bach,	Mozart,	Chopin,	Puccini,	and	Stravinsky	to	recent	
works	of,	say,	Libby	Larsen	or	the	late	György	Ligeti.”	(Locke	2012)		
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Like	the	compositional	process	described	by	the	composers	interviewed,	the	

score	for	Dead	Reckoning	was	written	intuitively,	not	with	active	musical	analysis	

engaged	as	I	created.	However,	the	analysis	undertaken	for	this	project	illuminates	

the	influences,	references	and	genres	employed	in	the	musical	score	that	are	

engaged	in	service	of	the	dramatic	storytelling.	
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‘Flight’	Leitmotif	
	

According	to	Grove	Music,	a	leitmotif	is	“a	theme,	or	other	coherent	musical	

idea,	clearly	defined	so	as	to	retain	its	identity	if	modified	on	subsequent	

appearances,	whose	purpose	is	to	represent	or	symbolize	a	person,	object,	place,	

idea,	state	of	mind,…	or	any	other	ingredient	in	a	dramatic	work.”97	German	

romantic	composer	Richard	Wagner	described	Grundthemen	(the	term	he	used	for	

leitmotif)	as	“carriers	of	emotions…	inner	emotions	that	proclaim	themselves	in	

gestures.”98	

As	I	described	in	Part	1	on	page	7,	the	first	song	composed	for	Dead	

Reckoning	was	“Portrait	of	Me”,	in	which	Amelia	Earhart	expresses	her	longing	to	be	

flying	and	having	adventures	instead	of	being	stuck	sitting	for	portrait	painter	

Howard	Chandler	Christy.	The	vocal	melody	at	the	very	end	of	the	song	became	a	

leitmotif	used	throughout	the	score	to	symbolize	flight,	freedom,	and	a	yearning	for	

adventure.		

 
97	Arnold	Whittall,	“Leitmotif,”	Grove	Music	online,	last	modified	January	20,	2001,	
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic		
98	Ruth	Hacohen	&	Naphtali	Wagner,	“The	Communicative	Force	of	Wagner’s	Leitmotifs,”	Music	
Perception:	An	Interdisciplinary	Journal	14,	no.	4	(Summer	1997):	449	

Figure	7:	The	first	instance	of	the	'flight'	leitmotif	composed	occurs	at	measure	154	of	“Portrait	of	Me,”	page	121 
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	 The	melodic	shape	of	the	‘flight’	leitmotif	comprises	a	second	inversion	major	

chord,	with	the	second	and	fourth	note	moving	from	the	third	to	the	fourth	relative	

to	the	chord.	After	that,	it	returns	to	the	third	and	descends	to	outline	the	tonic	and	

the	fifth.	In	the	instance	shown	above,	it	outlines	an	F	major	chord,	although	it	

occurs	over	an	Eb	chord	in	the	accompaniment.	The	slight	dissonance	created	in	this	

moment	serves	to	highlight	Amelia’s	yearning.	In	other	instances	throughout	the	

score,	the	leitmotif	occurs	in	different	harmonic	contexts.	For	instance,	the	last	three	

bars	the	musical	utilize	the	‘flight’	leitmotif	to	outline	the	tonic	chord	of	Ab	major,	

which	evokes	a	sense	of	resolute	finality.		

	 	
This	figure	functions	as	connective	tissue	across	the	entire	musical.	It	

facilitates	musical	cohesion,	occurring	in	songs	for	each	of	the	characters,	straddling	

the	different	musical	genres	associated	with	each	one.	The	‘flight’	motif	may	occur	in	

the	primary	melody,	background	vocal	parts,	and/or	in	the	piano	accompaniment.	

See	the	table	below	for	a	complete	list	of	instances	throughout	the	score.	

	

	

Figure	8:	The	final	'flight'	leitmotif	in	the	“Inside	My	Dreams	Reprise,”	page	253,	measure	106 
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Song	 Page	 Measures	 Role		 Harmonic	Function	
1.	Opportunity	 92	 21-24	 Melody	(Woman	3/Betty)	 IV	chord	over	I	

1.	Opportunity		 100	 148	
Backup	vocal	line	(Women	1/2/3)	+	

piano	accompaniment	
Outlining	IVmaj9	chord	

1.	Opportunity	 101	 162-169	 Backup	vocal	parts	(Women	1/2/3)	 IVmaj9,	then	IV-maj7	
1.	Opportunity	 106	 225-231	 Backup	vocal	parts	(Women	1/2/3)	 Outlines	the	tonic	(I)	chord	

2.	The	Ticker	Tape	Parade	 109	 44,	46	 Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	the	I	chord,	then	the	V	of	V	
3.	Portrait	of	Me	 121	 154-157	 Lead	melody	(Amelia)	 Outlines	V	over	IV	chord	

6.	Inside	My	Dreams	 141	 129-134	 Backup	vocal	parts	(Women	1/2/3)	 Outlines	V	over	IV	chord	
8.	Bringing	Barriers	Down	 159	 57	 Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	the	V7	of	IV	(Bb7)	in	G-	

10.	The	Night	Before	 172	
1-4,	21-24,	66-
70,	85-89	

Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	the	tonic	(I)	chord	

11.	As	Time	Goes	Rushing	By	 185	 44-45	 Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	IVmaj7,	then	VI-7	chord	
15.	Courage	 213	 43-44	 Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	then	I	over	VI-,	then	over	bVII	

17.	Static	 233	
93-100,	103-104,	

129-136	
Backup	vocal	parts	(W	1/2/3),	Amelia	

on	backup	part	m135	
Various	

19.	Inside	My	Dreams	Reprise	 253	 106	 Piano	accompaniment	 Outlines	the	tonic	(I)	chord	

Figure	9:	All	instances	of	the	'flight'	leitmotif	throughout	the	Dead	Reckoning	score	
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The	Opening	Number	–	“Opportunity”	

“Oscar	Hammerstein	had	emphasized	to	me	repeatedly	that	opening	
numbers	could	make	or	break	a	musical.	Their	job,	he	said,	was	to	introduce	
the	story	and	perhaps	the	characters	in	an	entertaining	way,	and	more	
important,	to	lay	down	the	ground	rules	for	the	audience,	establishing	a	tone	
and	telling	them	what	kind	of	show	to	expect.”	-Stephen	Sondheim99	

	
Quoting	his	mentor,100	Stephen	Sondheim	outlines	the	various	results	that	an	

opening	number	should	endeavour	to	accomplish.	Lezlie	Wade’s	text	for	

“Opportunity,”	Dead	Reckoning’s	opening	sequence,	includes	long	sections	of	spoken	

dialogue	in	addition	to	sung	lyrics.	Her	words	satisfy	many	of	Hammerstein’s	

criteria:	they	introduce	the	protagonists	Betty	Klenck	and	Amelia	Earhart,	as	well	as	

the	role	and	function	of	the	ensemble	Trio.	Her	text	also	locates	the	piece	in	time	

and	place	and	establishes	its	historical	context.	The	role	of	the	music	is	to	bring	this	

introduction	and	exposition	to	life	in	an	entertaining	way	and	to	establish	the	tone	

and	musical	ground	rules	that	underpin	the	entire	score.				

	 The	opening	number	of	Lynn	Ahren’s	and	composer	Stephen	Flaherty’s	

Ragtime	served	as	inspiration	for	“Opportunity.”	Like	Dead	Reckoning,	Ragtime	is	a	

history	musical	(set	at	the	turn	of	the	20th	century),	and	depicts	historical	events	

and	tells	the	story	of	both	historical	and	fictional	characters.101		Ragtime’s	opening	

number,	like	Dead	Reckoning’s,	features	a	large	amount	of	spoken	narration	as	a	

means	of	expositional	conveyance.102	The	way	that	Ragtime’s	opening	number	

 
99	Stephen	Sondheim,	Finishing	the	Hat	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	2010),	83	
100	“Sondheim	received	encouragement	from	his	Pennsylvania	neighbor,	Oscar	Hammerstein	II,	the	
renowned	Broadway	lyricist	and	producer…	and	Hammerstein	became	Sondheim’s	surrogate	father	
for	all	intents	and	purposes.”	(Pender	n.d.)	
101	“Ragtime	(Version	2),”	Music	Theatre	International,	accessed	April	1,	2021,	
https://www.mtishows.com/ragtime-version-2		
102	Lynn	Ahrens	&	Stephen	Flaherty,	Ragtime,	(New	York:	Music	Theatre	International),	3-31			
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supports	the	introduction	of	a	large	number	of	characters	and	information	is	

through	the	use	of	theme	and	variation.	It	establishes	a	central	musical	theme	

(contained	in	the	solo	piano	material	at	the	very	beginning	of	the	show),	which	is	

then	modified	and	varied	with	the	introduction	of	each	new	character	and	

associated	ethnic	group.103	Although	Dead	Reckoning	does	not	employ	this	theme	

and	variation	technique,	its	introduction	of	each	new	character	builds	on	what	has	

come	before	and	establishes	new	associative	musical	material.	“Opportunity”	

utilizes	a	variety	of	musical	genres	to	establish	associations	between	its	characters	

and	music.		

	 The	introductory	section	of	“Opportunity”	(page	90,	measures	1-10)	features	

the	ensemble	trio	singing	a	series	of	news	headlines	about	pioneering	aviatrix	

Amelia	Earhart’s	exploits.	This	sequence	is	performed	colla	voce104	over	sustained	

piano	chords	that	hang	over	the	vocal	lines.	The	solo	line	passes	between	each	

member	of	the	Trio,	who	individually	dictate	the	pace,	emulating	speech	as	much	as	

possible.	The	chordal	accompaniment	for	this	section	is	tonal,	but	the	use	of	

harmonic	extensions	and	unexpected	chord	movement	create	an	out-of-place/out-

of-time	dreaminess.	This	section	concludes	with	the	Trio	singing	the	final	line	

together	in	harmony	(page	90,	measures	11-12).		This	transition	takes	the	audience	

out	of	the	dreamlike	quality	into	a	defined	tonal	center	and	driving	¾	feel,	evoking	a	

sense	of	liftoff.		

 
103	Lynn	Ahrens	&	Stephen	Flaherty,	Ragtime,	(New	York:	Music	Theatre	International),	2,	10,	14			
104	“…an	indication	that	the	vocal	part	sings	in	a	free	manner	and	the	other	instruments	should	
follow.”	(Colla	voce	-	Musical	Definition	n.d.)	
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	 The	piano	accompaniment	of	the	next	section	(page	92,	measure	13)	

comprises	a	driving	ostinato105	pattern	which	is	the	basis	for	the	‘A	sections’	of	the	

piece	(illustrated	below).	The	first	A-section	is	sung	by	the	Trio	on	page	94,	

measures	38-73,	then	by	Earhart	on	page	98,	measures	114-134.	Although	more	

tonal	than	the	introductory	section,	this	material	actively	obscures	the	tonic	(I)	by	

revolving	primarily	around	the	V	chord	(A	major),	and	withholds	resolution	to	the	I	

chord	(D	major).	The	tonic/dominant	relationship	is	further	obscured	by	the	use	the	

seventh	and	suspended	fourth	in	the	ostinato	figure,	which	introduces	

characteristics	of	the	IV	chord	(G	major).	This	figure’s	rhythmic	drive	and	harmonic	

ambiguity	support	the	emotional	state	of	the	female	characters	in	both	A-sections.	

This	lyrical	material	revolves	around	seizing	opportunity	when	it	presents	itself,	

with	lines	like:		

When	you	hear	a	knock,	knock,	knocking	at	the	door	you	can	turn	your	back,	
or	start	to	pack	for	a	distant	shore.	There	are	things	to	see	just	meant	for	me,	
and	plenty	of	highlights	in	store.106	

 
105	“An	ostinato	is	any	melodic,	rhythmic	or	chordal	phrase,	usually	short,	that’s	repeated	
continuously	through	a	section	of	a	work,	or	through	the	whole	piece.”	(S.	Johnson	2016)	
106	Lyric	sung	by	Amelia	Earhart,	page	X,	measures	113-129		
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Another	distinct	musical	feature	of	“Opportunity”	is	the	underscoring	for	

spoken	dialogue,	such	as	at	page	93,	measures	33-34.	In	this	first	instance,	Amelia	

Earhart	is	introduced.	Subsequent	dialogue	sections	feature	the	ensemble	Trio	as	

other	historical	female	pilots.	The	Trio	inhabits	a	series	of	these	characters	and,	in	

sharing	their	uncertain	fates	or	untimely	demises,	they	emphasize	the	dramatic	

stakes	of	Earhart’s	daring	exploits.		

	 The	musical	material	that	supports	narration	is	inspired	by	Aram	

Khachaturian’s	Toccata	in	Eb	minor.	Specifically,	the	material	between	measure	46	

and	71,	shown	below107.	Khachaturian’s	harmony	is	modal	rather	than	tonal	-	the	

chords	created	feature	dissonance	and	numerous	non-chord	tones.	The	related	

 
107	Aram	Khatchaturian,	Toccata	in	Eb	minor,	New	York:	Leeds	Music,	1945	

Figure	10:	“Opportunity”	A-section	accompaniment	ostinato	pattern	(page	92,	measures	13-20)	
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material	in	“Opportunity”	(page	93,	measures	33-34)	uses	similar	hand-over-hand	

technique,	rhythm,	dissonances,	and	harmonic	extensions.		

	 	

	

The	B-section	(which	can	also	be	labelled	as	a	chorus)	is	first	sung	by	the	Trio	

on	page	97,	measures	85-98;	and	then	at	page	103,	measures	204-232,	sung	by	the	

full	cast.	This	material	is	the	first	instance	of	jazz/big	band	music	in	the	score.	This	

establishes	to	the	audience	that	historical	musical	genres	are	part	of	the	show’s	

makeup,	and	prime	the	listener	for	the	use	of	pastiche108	throughout.	This	is	the	first	

time	the	Trio	sings	in	3-part	harmony,	which	is	another	nod	to	genre–evoking	

historic	artists	such	as	The	Andrews	Sisters.109	

	 Dead	Reckoning’s	opening	number	“Opportunity”	functions	as	a	microcosm	of	

the	show.	The	introduction	and	music	that	underscore	narration	is	based	in	Western	

 
108	“A	literary,	musical,	or	artistic	piece	consisting	wholly	or	chiefly	of	motifs	or	techniques	borrowed	
from	one	or	more	sources.”	(Dictionary.com,	s.v.	“Pastiche,”	accessed	April	1,	2021,	
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/pastiche)	
109	“The	Andrews	Sisters	were	the	most	successful	female	vocal	group	of	the	first	half	of	the	20th	
century…	They	boasted	an	exuberant,	close-harmony	style…	and	their	intricate	vocal	arrangements	
and	rhythmic	ability	mirrored	the	sound	of	the	swing	bands”	(Ruhlmann	n.d.)	

Figure	111:	Khachaturian’s	Toccata	in	Eb	minor,	page	6,	measures	65-67		

Figure	12:	“Opportunity”	page	93,	measures	33-34	


