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By JEREMY D. BONFIGLIO
HP Features Writer

BENTON HARBOR — 
“Smokey Joe’s Café,” the longest 
running musical revue in Broad-
way history, has always been a 
love letter to Jerry Leiber and 
Mike Stoller.

The legendary songwriters 
wrote or co-wrote more than 70 
Billboard chart hits, ushering in 
the rock ’n’ roll era in the 1950s 
and early 1960s by penning songs 
for Elvis Presley – including 
“Love Me” and “Jailhouse Rock” 
– as well as tunes for The 
Drifters, Ben E. King, The 
Clovers and Peggy Lee. But it 
was The Coasters that recorded 
the most Leiber and Stoller 
songs. The seminal band made 
hits out of 24 Leiber and Stoller 
gems, including “Charlie Brown,” 
“Searchin’,” “Yakety Yak” and 
“Poison Ivy.” 

When Paul Allan, the manag-
ing partner of The Gateway 
Performing Arts Center in the 
Long Island town of Bellport, 
N.Y., decided to revive “Smokey 
Joe’s Café” for its own season as 
well as a national tour, which 
makes a stop Saturday at Lake 

Michigan College Mendel Center 
Mainstage Theatre, that connec-
tion between Leiber and Stoller 
and The Coasters led to a 
remarkable idea.

“When it debuted on Broad-
way it was immensely popular, so 
when we decided to revive it and 
take it on tour we wanted to do 
something special with it,” Allan 
says by telephone from Long 
Island. “Since a lot of songs in 
the show are songs by The 
Coasters, we thought, ‘Hey, 
wouldn’t it be a coup if  we could 
get The Coasters to actually 
perform them in the show?’”’

So Allan reached out to Veta 
Gardner, the widow of original 
member Carl Gardner, who 
holds the rights to the name, and 
has kept The Coasters going with 
new members, and inserted the 
band in its “Smokey Joe’s Café” 
production. 

“The challenge was how do we 
integrate these guys into a show 
that already has an ensemble of 
nine members who in previous 
productions sings all of these 
songs,” Allan says. “We wanted 
to pay homage to The Coasters 

Film-theater hybrid ‘Aelita’ is out of this world

By JEREMY D. BONFIGLIO
HP Features Writer

THREE OAKS — In 
1924, Russian director Ya-
kov Protazanov took a 
deeply philosophical novel 
by Alexei N. Tolstoy, a dis-
tant younger relative of Leo 
Tolstoy, and turned it into 
the fi rst Soviet science fi c-
tion movie, “Aelita: Queen 
of Mars.”

Protazanov added jeal-
ousy, murder, farce and fu-
turistic costumes to Tol-
stoy’s story of a lonely 
engineer who builds an ap-
paratus that takes him to 
the red planet, where he 
falls in love with a princess 
and takes part in a revolu-
tion against her father in 
this unlikely early Soviet 
hit.

In 2004, Michigan 
City, Ind., composer Dan 
Schaaf  began the long 
process of  turning “Aelita: 
Queen of  Mars” into a 
silent fi lm musical, com-
posing and recording a 
surround-sound digital 
orchestra score with back-
ground music and songs, 
writing a complete script 
with dialogue, and casting 
fi ve actors to perform live 
while the fi lm is screened. 
The resulting fi lm-theater 
hybrid will be shown Fri-
day at The Acorn Theater.

“It seems amazing that 
they made this fi lm in the 
Soviet Union given the po-
litical situation,” Schaaf 
says by telephone from 
Michigan City. “There’s 
heavy social commentary 
about conditions in the So-
viet Union at the time. So 
it’s interesting on that level 
... but I’ve been writing 
music since grade school. 
... and I’ve done a lot of 
work with theater because 
I like the combination of 

words and music and the 
theatrical image. The same 
thing happens with fi lm.”

Schaaf  makes his living 
as a computer engineer for 
the public library, but he is 
known locally as both a 
composer and playwright. 
He’s written a couple of 
rock operas, “MacBeth” 
and “Roxanne’s Kiss” (a 
version of  the Cyrano 
tale), as well as composi-
tions for local theater and 
dance companies. He fi rst 
began dabbling in silent 
fi lm scores after seeing 
Fritz Lang’s 1927 fi lm mas-
terpiece “Metropolis” on 
TV with a background 
score that just didn’t seem 
to fi t. 

“They had this Laurel & 
Hardy style music behind 
it and it didn’t make sense 
at all,” Schaaf  says. “I 
thought that I could do 
better than that, so I did a 
score for ‘Metropolis’ al-
most by accident.”
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The touring production of “Smokey Joe’s Café” featuring The Coasters makes a tour stop Saturday at the Lake Michigan College Mendel Center Mainstage 
Theatre.

Smokey Joe’s Café
Production featuring The Coasters 

to stop Saturday at the Mendel Center

The sounds of

The Coasters will perform as part of “Smokey Joe’s Café” on Saturday at the 
Mendel Center. The group recorded many songs by Jerry Leiber and Mike 
Stoller, whose music fuels the show.

What: “Smokey Joe’s Café” fea-
turing The Coasters

When: 8 p.m. Saturday

Where: Lake Michigan College 
Mendel Center Mainstage Theatre, 

2755 E. Napier Ave., Benton Har-
bor

How much: $48-$60

Contact: 927-1221 or 
www.lmcmainstage.org

Fisher puts 
his own 
stamp on 
standards

By JEREMY D. BONFIGLIO
HP Features Writer

BENTON HARBOR — An-
drew Fisher’s music career has al-
ways been about timing.

Whether the 25-year-old was 
playing a memorable donkey in 
the Southwest Michigan Sym-
phony Orchestra’s 2013 produc-
tion of “Shrek the Musical,” sing-
ing with Paul Mow and David 
Carew and The Citadel Sympho-
ny Chorus, or joining Jenna 
Mammina for a set at a local gal-
lery, Fisher’s big voice has been 
popping up with more and more 
frequency. It’s a fact, the humble 
vocalist says, that has as much to 
do with being in the right place at 
the right time as his obvious tal-
ent.

“I’ve wanted to record an al-
bum for a long, long time, but the 
timing was never right,” he says 
from his home in Berrien Springs. 
“I didn’t think people knew who I 
was or would be interested in 
what I was doing. I just always 
seemed to fi nd an excuse not to 
do it.  This year, I fi nally got to 
the point where I had done 
enough things in the community 
that it was really time to give it a 
go.”

In September, Fisher hired mu-
sicians, booked studio time and 
launched a Kickstarter campaign 
in hopes of funding his debut al-
bum of jazz and soul standards 
titled, “From My Soul to Yours.” 
That campaign culminates with 
Sunday’s concert at The Livery, 
where he will lead a trio that also 
includes Eric Oliphant and Fre-
drick Patrick in a set of songs he 
hopes to record in November.

For Fisher, a classically trained 
vocalist who has sung everything 
from musical theater to opera, the 
biggest decision was deciding on 
a genre for his debut.

“I love singing all kinds of 
genres,” Fisher says. “Since it was 
my fi rst album I wanted it to be 
music that touched my life in 
some way. When I was going 
through songs, I realized that a 
lot of it was jazz, so it morphed 
into that. Out of all the genres I 
sing, jazz is the genre where I can 
share my feelings and emotions in 
the purest way. For me, that was 
the most important thing.”

Fisher, who was born in Hins-
dale, Ill., moved with his family to 
Berrien Springs when he was 7 
years old. The one constant in his 
life, he says, has always been mu-
sic.

“I remember taking piano les-
sons as 4 and 5 years old,” he says. 

See FISHER, page D5 See SMOKEY JOE’S, page D5
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A film still from the first Soviet science fiction movie, “Aelita: Queen of Mars,” which has been turned 
into a a silent film musical by Michigan City, Ind., composer Dan Schaaf, complete with a surround-
sound digital orchestra score, a script with dialogue, and five actors performing live while the film 
is screened. The film-theater hybrid will be shown Friday at The Acorn Theater in Three Oaks.

Russian sci-fi film to 
be screened at The 
Acorn, with some 
help from live actors

See AELITA, page D6

Vocalist will perform   
Sunday at The Livery
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“I sang in churches and that 
morphed into being in 
choirs and playing trumpet 
in band. Music has been the 
one thing that has always 
been there.”

After graduating from 
Great Lakes Academy in 
Grand Rapids in 2007, Fish-
er has studied music at both 
Andrews University and 
Southwestern Michigan 
College. Although he’s been 
performing primarily in en-
sembles or on a bill with 
other artists, Fisher says it 
was St. Joseph native and 
jazz artist Jenna Mammina 
who encouraged him to 
make a recording that was 
all his own.

“I met Jenna almost two 
years ago,” Fisher says. 
“She’s been someone I’ve al-
ways admired. She’s a very 
gifted singer, a very gifted 
songwriter. She invited me 
to sing a couple songs with 
her and just being around 
her and the encouragement 
she gave me, she defi nitely 
has infl uenced me.”

That is evident in at least 
one song Fisher has chosen 
to record for “From My 
Soul to Yours” – “Left 
Alone” by Mammina’s own 
jazz mentor, Abbey Lincoln. 
Most of the songs, however, 
Fisher has chosen are deeply 
personal.

“‘Time Makes Two’ by 
Robert Cray is the song I 
used to listen to on the bus 
every morning when I went 
to a sales job,” Fisher says. 
“And ‘Feeling Good’ by 
Nina Simone, I remember 
listening to at the end of the 
day. Some of these songs 
have literally gotten me 
through the day. So it’s nice 
to put my artist stamp on 
them.”

Other songs to be featured 
on the recording, and in 
Sunday’s set list, includes 
Nat King Cole’s “Crazy She 
Calls Me,” “Mona Lisa” 
and “Straighten Up and Fly 
Right”; Simone’s “Do I 
Love You” and “Don’t 
Smoke in Bed”; Billy Joel’s 
“New York State of Mind”;  
Ella Fitzgerald’s “A Night 
in Tunisia”; and Peggy Lee’s 
“Fever.” 

Unexpectedly, the project 
has also turned into a fare-
well to Southwest Michigan 
for Fisher, who recently an-
nounced plans to move to 
St. Petersburg, Fla., at the 
end of the year to fi nish col-

lege, continue his musical 
pursuits, and for a far more 
personal pursuit.

“There’s been an itch for 
me to explore and continue 
in my musical career, but 

there’s a romantic reason for 
the move as well,” Fisher 
admits. “Since I’m going to 
be moving to Florida, it not 
only turned into me wanting 
to record my fi rst CD, but in 
many ways show the com-
munity how much I appreci-
ate how they have supported 
me.”

Although Fisher says his 
Kickstarter campaign has 
been a long, slow process – 
he was still about $10,000 
shy of his $11,000 goal as of 
Wednesday – he remains op-
timistic about the concert, 
the recording and whatever 
the future may hold.

“The Kickstarter has been 
a labor of love, and it hasn’t 

been going too well,” Fisher 
says. “But I’m a man of 
faith and I still think we can 
fi nish strong. Miracles do 
happen and we’re still hop-
ing. Even if we don’t make 
our goal, it’s not the end of 
anything. No matter what 
I’ll continue to do what I 
do.”

Contact: jbonfiglio@TheHP.com, 932-
0364, Twitter: @HPBonfiglio
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and allow them to be 
featured but still be 
‘Smokey Joe’s Café.’”

Trying to improve upon 
a show that ran for 2,036 
Broadway performances, 
was nominated for seven 
Tony Awards in 1995, 
including Best Musical, 
and won a Grammy 
Award in 1996, was a 
daunting task. So Allan 
brought in Tony Award-
winning director and 
choreographer Chet 
Walker, best known for his 
work with Bob Fosse.

In its original incarna-
tion, the show, which is in 
a revue format with no 
unifying theme or dia-
logue, features 39 songs 
presented by various 
members of the nine-mem-
ber cast. In this version, 
the cast of Nik Alexander, 
Malcolm Armwood, Keely 
Beirne, Yvette Clask, Erin 
McGrath, Caliaf St. 
Aubyn, Vaden Thurgood, 
Robert Fowler and 
Kathleen McCann is 
occasionally joined by The 
Coasters primarily singing 
their own hits. 

“We wanted to intro-
duce The Coasters early,” 
Allan says. “The fi rst song 
in the show is called 
‘Neighborhood,’ and the 
original intention was to 
have the nine ensemble 
members sing it. Three-
quarters of the way 
through the number the 
music swells and The 
Coasters makes their 
entrance and sing a verse. 
It introduces them in a 
cool and unique way to 
make them part of the 
group, and it works that 
way throughout the play. 

It’s not so much that you 
feel like you’re at a 
Coasters concert, but 
enough so that everybody 
sort of gets what they 
want.”

Allan says The Coasters 
– whose roster features 
Dennis Anderson, Primo 
Candelaria, Eddie Whit-
fi eld and Joe Lance 
Williams – do sing one 
additional song not in the 
original production. 
Ironically, it’s the title 
song, “Smokey Joe’s Café.”

“When it went to 
Broadway, just one verse 
of ‘Smokey Joe’s Café’ was 
attached to another song,” 
Allan says. “Since we had 
The Coasters it seemed 
like a great song to give 
them, so in the second act 
they sing the full version 
of the title song.”

In addition to The 
Coasters’ hits, the show 
features classics such as 
“On Broadway,” “Hound 
Dog,” “Fools Fall in 
Love,” “Spanish Harlem” 
and “Jailhouse Rock.” The 
Coasters and the cast are 
augmented by a six-piece 
band, led by musical 
director Todd Olson, 
performing live on stage. 

For Allan, this produc-
tion has come together in a 
way that pays tribute to 
Leiber and Stoller, The 
Coasters and the original 
show itself in its 20th 
anniversary season.

“The music is incred-
ible,” Allan says. “It’s such 
a great collection of songs 
that are universally known 
and loved. This show 
seems to appeal to 
everybody and it felt like it 
was time to get this thing 
out again in front of 
people.”

Contact: jbonfiglio@TheHP.com, 
932-0364, Twitter: @HPBonfiglio

SMOKEY JOE’S
From page D1
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Berrien Springs resident Andrew Fisher performs a selection of jazz and soul standards Sunday 
at The Livery that he hopes to record next month in what would be his debut album.

FISHER
From page D1

Who: Andrew Fisher

When: 7 p.m. Sunday

Where: The Livery, 190 
Fifth St., Benton Harbor

How much: Free but 
donations accepted

Contact: 925-8760 or 
www.liverybrew.com

Annie Lennox embraces jazzy ‘Nostalgia’
By GREGORY KATZ
Associated Press

LONDON — How do 
you follow in the footsteps 
of Frank Sinatra and Ray 
Charles without sinking in 
the footsteps of Frank Si-
natra and Ray Charles? The 
answer, for Annie Lennox 
at least, is to throw out, to 
the greatest degree possible, 
the work of these giants 
and tackle some of their 
classics anew: no use of 
their phrasing, their ar-
rangements, their orchestral 
sheets allowed.

The former Eurythmics 
star sat down – slowly and 
deliberately – with songs 
like “Mood Indigo” and 
“Georgia on My Mind” 

and reduced them to their 
bare essentials before build-
ing them up, in her own 
style, without trying to re-
capture the past. That’s the 
strategy she has used in her 
new album released Tues-
day called “Nostalgia,” a 
move into jazz that pays 
homage to the Great Amer-
ican Songbook and takes 
her miles away stylistically 
from the 1980s hits that 
brought her international 
fame.

The challenge was to do 
it her way – sorry Frank –so 
the songs could sound fresh. 
The last thing she wanted 
to do was imitate the mas-
ters, including Billie Holi-
day, whose signature songs 
“God Bless the Child” and 

“Strange Fruit” are fea-
tured.

“I tried to step away from 
all the other arrangements,” 
said Lennox, who worked 
on the album alone with her 
voice and a keyboard in a 
rented cottage in Cape 
Town, South Africa. “I 
tried to strip them down to 
their raw, bare version. 
Once I knew I could do 
that, just singing and play-
ing the chords on piano, 
getting to the core of the 
song, without any elabora-
tion, then I could work on 
it, from the core root up.”

She wanted to avoid the 
“inherent danger” of just 
covering the songs, imitat-
ing the greatest vocalists of 
the last century with the 

help of a skilled arranger 
and an orchestra leader.

Lennox, 59, was perhaps 
helped by the fact that she 
didn’t grow up listening to 
these songs. They weren’t all 
that popular when she was a 
teen in Scotland, listening 
to – and loving – the hits she 
could pick up each morning 
on the tinny transistor radio 
that was her main connec-
tion to the outside world as 
she got dressed for school. 
That steady diet – the Beat-
les, the Rolling Stones, the 
Supremes, Four Tops and 
Marvin Gaye, plus the 
Ronettes, of course – shaped 
her consciousness, and it 
wasn’t until recently that she 
became fascinated with 
these older, jazzier tunes.
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