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Big boys do Cry

What a blast: the
Broadway cast of
Jersey Boys
performs during
the 60th annual
Tony Awards in
New York.

Emetional ride:
(below right)

Des McAnuffis
delighted that
Jersey Boys has led
toarenaissance of
the Four Seasons’
music.
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Jersey Boys touches the high notes and dark side
of the Four Seasons, writes Muriel Reddy

ES McAnuff is a natural

storyteller. It's a talent that

led him to a huge career as

a director, most recently at

the helm of the Tony-
winning musical Jersey Boys., which
comes to Melbourne in July.

But to tell the story of Frankie Valli
and the Four Seasons he had to
explore the dark side of the band’s
bright, cheery pop.

Aswell as resurrecting songs such
as Sherry, Big Girls Don’t Cry and
Can't Take My Eyes Off You, the
show examines a troubled
undercurrent that inciuded prison
stints for two band members,
problems with the mob and
corruption in the music industry.

“This is a story of personal
sacrifice, of people sacrificing their
personal lives for their music and
their careers,” McAnuff says. “Itis a
dark, emotional ride.”

He recalls that when the surviving
band members watched the show for
the first time, they wept.

“I had no particular interest in
doing this, even though I loved the
music of the Four Seasons, until I
learned about the story, the story
behind these songs,” he says.

“This piece of theatre is story-
driven. As it turns out, people go
crazy for the songs but if it didn’t have
the story, there’s no way I'd be doing
it. And I think people leave the
theatre humming the story.”

Jersey Boys has won four Tony
awards, including best musical, and
has reportedly broken box-office
records throughout the US. The show

is a gift to guys who sing high — and
next week, when McAnuff and his
creative team return to Melbourne,
we will find out who will portray
Frankie and friends in the Australian
premiere production.

McAnuff — a two-time Tony
winner — watched the auditions last
year and says the quality of our local
talent exceeded his expectations. He
is particularly impressed with their
command of the New Jersey dialect.

“That’s a huge leg-up because if it
doesn't sound right, it would be like
doing The Godfather with Russian
accents,” he says.

Canadian-born McAnuff, 56, was
only 23 when he arrived in New York.
But he still sounds Canadian; still has
a home in Stratford, Ontario, and is
artistic director of the Stratford
Shakespeare Festival, Canada’s
largest non-profit performing arts
organisation with a budget of
$60 million and 1000 employees.

But that’s only one of his gigs.

He has worked closely with Billy
Crystal on 700 Sundays, with
Christopher Plummer and with
Aaron Sorkin, writer of The West
Wing and whose play The
Farnsworth Invention, directed by
McAnuff and starring Frank Azaria
(one of the voices in The Simpsons), is
currently on Broadway.

McAnuff sees directing as an art
form in itself. He says a friend once
aptly described it as being “an
aesthetic general”.

“Your job involves getting the very
best out of the people you work with
and sometimes you have to push

il

them further than they think they can
£0, 50 it’s not always the most
pleasant job,” he says.

“Sometimes when people are very
tired or scared, you're the one who
has to keep them focused, and
pushing them even when they might
be falling apart emotionally.

“I think you have to recognise your
work can only be as good as their

work. You can't take a mediocre

troupe of actors and a bad play and
turn it into a great piece of theatre, no
matter how talented you think you
are. You want to work with people
whose talents are virtuosic.”

His career, which he describes as
“messy”, is, in fact, eclectic. He has

used every opportunity to educate

himself about something new.

He won Tonys for Big River and
Tormmy, a rock opera written by

rocker Pete Townshend of The Who.
He befriended Townshend and when
considering Jersey Boys consulted
Townshend, who pointed out the
Four Seasons had never been given
the acknowledgment they deserved.

McAnuff, a music buff, agreed,

‘and is delighted Jersey Boys has led

to arenaissance of the band’s music.

Glad of Townshend’s advice, he
says he’s always ready to listen to
another point of view. But he wasn't
always this way.

Thisisa
storyof ...
people sacrificing
their personal lives
for their music and
their careers

“When I was younger, they used
to call me the Tasmanian Devil,
which gives you a pretty good image
of what I was like. I thought it was
more about me than it really is. I
think that probably comes from
insecurity. As you get older, you pay
a little bit more attention to what's
going on around you, rather than
just trying to execute whatl’s going
on in your own brain.”

BN Jersey Boys, Princess
Theatre, from July 4. Tickets on
sale late Feb; register with Ticketek
by Fab & for priovity bookings,







