INTERVIEW WITH BAT BOY DIRECTOR EZRA FLAM

Bat Boy: The Musical 

Book by Keythe Farley and Brian Flemming 

Music and lyrics by Laurence O'Keefe
Feb. 9 at 3:30

Feb. 10-12 at 7:30

Roberts/Dubbs Auditorium

Brookline High School’s big annual musical this year Feb. 9-12 is a provocative choice --  Bat Boy: The Musical. Part musical comedy, part horror show, it’s the tale of a half-boy, half-bat creature discovered in a cave on the outskirts of Hope Falls, West Virginia.  The show traces Bat Boy's attempts to live in civilized society, even as a mob of angry ranchers blame his blood thirst for the plague ravaging their cows. When Bat Boy falls in love with the daughter of the local veterinarian, the tragic secret of his true origins threatens to ruin the lives of everyone in Hope Falls. 

Inspired by a 1992 Weekly World News story, it is a strange saga. But even though Bat Boy deals with serious themes that resonant strongly for our time – racism, revenge, hypocrisy, forgiveness, acceptance –it’s also seriously entertaining, fueled by music that ranges from rock to rap and a wicked sense of humor. Since the musical’s premiere in 1997, it’s had scores of productions, including in London’s West End and off-Broadway.

The director of Bat Boy: The Musical at BHS is Ezra Flam, a teaching artist whose work includes directing and arts residencies with young people of all ages.  He currently works with City Stage Company, the John D. O'Bryant School in Boston, and the Bigelow Middle School in Newton. He describes the show as a kind of fable, part “Beauty and the Beast,” part “Frankenstein,” filled with both humor and drama. BHS parent group FoPA (Friends of Performing Arts) talked recently with Flam about his bold choice. 

Why this show?

I really felt strongly that the actors in it would be taken to the show, and they are. I think it’s a great pick for high school students and audience members. It’s edgy in a lot of ways. Some of the plot pushes boundaries, which is exciting. But I also really like it because it’s a well put-together show with a lot of really cool music.

Beyond the story line, what’s the show really about? 

At its heart, it’s about humanity. The Bat Boy at the center of show is struggling for himself --  am I human, am I animal, and what does that mean to be human or animal? And he challenges all the other characters to be caught up in that. He brings people face to face with ideas of humanity, charity, acceptance. Those are some of the big ideas that we’ve played around with.

What’s the music like? 

It has strong underpinnings of rock, but the creators clearly love the history of musical theatre, and some musically thematic elements reflect that, showing up in a big number with a kick line, a gospel number, one that sounds like Disney ballad, a rap number, and a lot of rock songs.  It is definitely a real musical. 

At first glance, I thought about it as a play with music because of way the story is told with a mix of humor and seriousness, with elements of horror and suspense. But the music is a huge part of the show. Some parts feel like a rock opera, with almost no dialogue – it’s the song that drives the show forward. And the whole ensemble plays a kind of Greek chorus to offer musical commentary that helps develop mood and theme, adding depth and richness to what’s going on. 

How are the kids liking it? 

The kids are fantastic and we’re having a really terrific time. This has been such an enriching opportunity to work with actors that bring such an incredible level of maturity, the ability to talk about and deal with the subject matter of the play and work in rehearsal like professionals. It’s allowed us to challenge ourselves, doing research outside rehearsals, listening to radio broadcasts of  “This American Life,” watching YouTube videos, reading Plato and talking about those themes. I hope this a real experience beyond just putting on the play.

--submitted by Karen Campbell (FoPA) 

