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The traditional reaction would likely be a vision
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£ Quick! What do you picture  in response to the

L]

phrase “dinner theater™?

Opening photo by Nick

Will Prather, executive producer/owner
of the Broadway Palm Dinner Theatre
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ill Prather, executive produc-

er/owner of the Broadway

Palm Dinner Theatre in Ft.

Myers, is out to change that
perception. And he’s doing it in a big
way—by producing two recent Broad-
way mega-musicals. This spring, his the-
ater presents Miss Saigon, complete with
the show’s trademark onstage helicopter.
That production will be immediately fol-
lowed by Disney’s Beauty and the Beast,
an extravaganza that has delighted audi-
ences worldwide.

“Producing these shows reflects what
I view as the future of my business,
appealing to the baby boomers and yup-
pies,” Prather explains. “I’ve felt the
pulse of this changing audience base.
There is still an appetite for classic
shows, but there is also this new, adven-
turous customer out there. Hopefully,
these shows will appeal to that market.”

When the Broadway Palm opened a
dozen years ago, the theater’s seasons
were a fairly typical mix of old standard
musicals and lighthearted, farcical
comedies. By the eighth season, Prather
switched to an all-musical lineup. Five
years ago, he started toying with the idea
of presenting a nontraditional musical
each year, producing both Civil/ War and
Jekyll and Hyde.

Neither of those shows was a huge
success, but Prather felt that was due to
subject matter, not an audience unwill-
ingness to embrace newer fare. So he
followed those shows with productions
of Smokey Joe’s Cafe and Footloose,
both of which were hits for the Palm.

“A lot of this stems from the philoso-
phy I’'ve developed over the past five
years or so,” says Prather. “I believe
there is currently an evolution of the din-
ner-theater customer. With Smokey Joe's
and Footloose, 1 began to feel the audi-
ence becoming very receptive. And I
started waiting with bated breath for new
musicals to become available.”

Recent is one thing, but mega-musi-
cal is quite something else. Even with
the rights available, you don’t usually

The Broadway Palm’s production of the
love story Miss Saigon features the
show’s trademark stage spectacles.

find local community or professional
theaters willing or able to mount as spec-
tacular a show as Miss Saigon or Beauty
and the Beast. Typically, residents of
Southwest Florida have to wait and hope
that a touring-company version of such
musicals comes to venues such as the
Barbara B. Mann Performing Arts Hall
in Ft. Myers or the Naples Philharmonic
Center for the Arts.

What gives Prather the ability to take
this kind of risk is his family’s unique
position as owner of three dinner the-
aters scattered across the country. “I

have the ability to launch a show at one
of my other theaters and the opportunity
to package it and take it to all three,” he
explains. “That presents economies of
scale that make it more cost effective.
Miss Saigon kicked off our fourth season
in Arizona [last fall]. We operated at 80
percent with it and were real pleased. It
was our litmus test, and it exceeded
expectations.” Miss Saigon has a compa-
ny of nineteen, and, according to Prather,
seventeen of the cast members from the
Arizona production are scheduled to be
with the show at Prather’s other theaters
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in Pennsylvania and Ft. Myers.

Mounting essentially the same produc-
tion at three theaters allows Prather to
spend money on costumes and effects that
might break a single theater’s budget. He
was able, for instance, to spend $10,000
on Miss Saigon’s helicopter effect because
he could split the cost three ways.

“In Beauty and the Beast, the levita-
tion scene is still up in the air—pun
intended,” Prather says. “But we’ll be
replicating as much of the story line and
costumes from Broadway as we can.”

Despite his three-theater advantage,
he admits there are limits. “If we spend
$2,000 on four new costumes, I have to
ask, ‘“Will I make that money back?’”” he
notes. “That’s really my role as executive
producer. I spend a lot of time negotiat-
ing between the artistic director’s vision,
what the audience will think, and the
cost benefit.”

There are other costs that might not
be expected. Prather took his entire pro-
duction team—consisting of a
director/choreographer, set designer,
costume designer, lighting designer,

technical director, sound designer, and
prop master—to the Marriott Theatre in
Lincolnshire, Illinois, to see versions of
the plays before starting work on their
own production planning. “We’re big
fans of always going and seeing the
shows on Broadway and in the big
regional theaters,” says Prather.

The costs and stress of moving the
shows also need to be considered. Miss
Saigon opened in Prather’s Pennsylvania
theater in March. As it moved to Ft.
Myers for its late-April opening, Beauty
and the Beast premiered in Pennsylvania
for an eight-week run. After a ten-day
break, the entire cast and crew of the
second show arrive here for another
eight weeks.

“We have five three-bedroom condos
in which we house the actors here,”
Prather says. “The actors from Miss
Saigon will move out on a Sunday morn-
ing. The Beauty and the Beast cast
moves in Sunday afternoon. This is the
first time we’ve moved two shows [back
to back]. We have a great deal of trepi-
dation and concern about whether this is
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The theater hopes to attract bofh kids

all way too risky a move.”

And, always, there is the concern of
how audiences will react to the shows,
whether they will be attracted to and
attend them. “We’re really marketing
Miss Saigon as a love story, selling that
softer side of it,” Prather says. “I feel we
have a really wonderful production...but
it’s basically almost an opera. The [road]
show played the Mann twice. The first
time it was a monster hit. The second
time it played only for a weekend and
didn’t do as well. But there is a knowl-
edge of the show here. And I think we
will most likely be introducing it to a
brand-new audience.

“Miss Saigon will be presented during
our shoulder season,” he continues. “It’s
a strange time of year. We have to appeal
to people who live here as well as to
snowbirds. Hopefully, this show crosses
over. It’s so hard to find that musical that
appeals to all our audience segments.
This is a user-friendly production. It’s
not in your face.”

Prather, obviously, has equally high
hopes for Beauty and the Beast. “We’re



The Broadway Palm has been enter-
taining Southwest Florida audiences
for twelve years, boasting an annual
attendance of more than 150,000.

going to market the heck out of it to
families,” he says. “It’s solid kids’ the-
ater and family theater. But I think
Beauty and the Beast is enough of an
adult show that the seniors won’t run
from it. They’ll come for the spectacle.”
Prather also expects to be helped by
the decision of the Naples Dinner
Theatre owners to forego a summer sea-
son this year. “This is the first summer
we’re not going to have any major com-
petition,” he notes. “We are now the
only full-scale professional theater oper-
ating fifty-two weeks out of the year.”

senting houses in this area—the Mann
and the Phil. After the touring stops, I
want to make sure the rights become
immediately available to me.”

Though Southwest Florida audiences
have yet to experience it, Prather’s first
foray into blockbuster productions was
Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Cats, chosen

29 through March 4.

How the audience embraces these
three mega-musicals will be “a very
good barometer” of the future of the
Broadway Palm, according to Prather.
“If these are hits, and I think they’re
going to be, it sets a good tone for the
future,” he says. “It’s a tremendous
opportunity for us to showcase the qual-
ity and level of theater we can produce.”

And Prather is committed to continu-
ing to expand both the typical dinner-
theater fare and the audiences that, he
believes, are ready for something new
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instinct, they had decided that “this comrnu-
nity was ripe for what we do, for our prod-
uct, for our dinner theater,” says Prather.

In 2001, the Broadway Palm West

While running three theaters provides  because of its name recognition and its  and spectacular. “For the next couple of
Prather with advantages, it also makes long stint on Broadway. “It’s Andrew years, we’ll be thinking about how to
for a very hectic schedule. During the Lloyd Webber’s best show outside of  grow, what our next step is,” he promis-
20042005 season, he oversaw the pro-  The Phantom of the Opera,” Prather es. Given Prather’s willingness to i .
duction of forty-two shows. At one says. Cats played successfully for eight embrace great challenges, that next step e ’
point, he had eleven shows in rehearsal ~ weeks in Arizona and ten weeks in  should prove special indeed. 8
or production at the same time. Pennsylvania. “Both shows got a great Miss Saigon opens at the Broadway = ! .w |

¢

grosses $15 million annually, has 350
: employees, and entertains half a million
- " B - s quests a yedr.

Prather serves as the executive produc-
er/owner of all three theaters. “The best thing
about my job is that it changes every couple

. of weeks when we open a new show,” he
W  says. “We get to reinvent ourselves through-
out an gntire year many times over because
we have new shows to market.”

- Though Prather a
child, these d* he
o behind the scenes.

| needed to find anothe

. " llll‘ Dinner Theatre opened in Mesa, Arizona.
. H %L \\ \l L ~ Today, the Prather Family of Theatres

Yet he sees it all as worthwhile, just  audience reaction and strong word of  Palm Dinner Theatre on April 28 and
as he views producing these larger, more  mouth,” he says. And both became one  runs through June 18. Disney’s Beauty
recent blockbuster musicals as the wave  of the all-time, top-selling shows at and the Beast takes the stage on June 23
of the future. He talks excitedly about each theater. and continues through August 13. For
other shows he is considering, such as Prather expects the same when Cats  tickets or information, call 239/278-
Elton John’s Aida and The Full Monty. finally opens in Ft. Myers, an opening 4422 or visit www.broadwaypalm.com.

“We’ve aggressively started to pursue  that was delayed by a touring-company
rights to shows as soon as they become  production of the musical last March at  Janina Birtolo is a freelance writer
available,” Prather says. “The big ques- the Barbara B. Mann Performing Arts  based in Naples. She has been writing
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tion becomes, when are they going to  Hall. So he has put Cats on the about Southwest Florida for the past w — didn’t have the right skill'Sét to be an
stop touring? We have two major pre- Broadway Palm schedule for December  fourteen years. actor,” he says with a laugh. “I like being
the boss; | just didn’t like being one of
u 3
I I | 1 I l I the performers.” —Beth Luberecki %
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