FOUR SCORE AND SEVEN YEARS AGO

How Four Score Came to Be

Four Score is the first show ArtsPower ever produced; it opened in the fall of 1989. The script was written by Greg Gunning, a director based in New York City, who would write fourteen more plays for ArtsPower on his way to becoming our artistic director. One year prior to the production of Four Score, Mark Blackman had interviewed Greg; Mark needed a director for a theatrical production - on the subject of the space program – that he had in the works. Gary Blackman also met with Greg in New York City to discuss this project. As the meeting ended, Greg handed Gary an untitled script about the Battle of Gettysburg that he had been working on for several years; we took Greg’s script home and read it immediately. It was compelling and suspenseful, and it gave us some good laughs into the bargain! Tabling the space project, we quickly called Greg and told him that we were interested in producing his play.

The script had been inspired by an advertisement in the July 1864 edition of The Gettysburg Sentinel​ that Greg had come across while researching the Civil War era. The ad, for McIlheny's Dry Goods Store, mentions a “generous assortment” of shoes and hats, intended to attract the many soldiers who had taken up temporary occupation within Gettysburg’s city limits. It was this simple announcement that sparked Greg’s imagination to create the plot and characters of Four Score. 

During the summer of 1989, co-producer Gary Blackman traveled to Gettysburg to find out what he could about the history of McIlheny's Dry Goods Store. He was able to locate the exact site on which the store had once stood, a space now occupied by a bank. Gary then visited Town Hall and pored over census records until he was able to find the financial records documenting McIlheny’s personal and commercial holdings. This sojourn to Gettysburg - and the photos and souvenirs recovered from Gary's research - provided a portal through which we could feel incredibly close to the past.

We spent many months with Greg in New York City, brainstorming and debating about the plot and the characters. It was during this intense process that we began to delve deeply into the lives of these imaginary people. We talked about where they could have come from, what their families might have been like, and what emotions could have driven them to behave as they did. The richness and depth of nature that resulted from these fascinating and lively discussions made our creations seem like real people to us. Furthermore, as the talks continued, we all realized that we had come upon something very special: a play involving characters that we all cared about deeply and with whom we could connect emotionally. Something else happened: we all got to know each other better.  Thirteen drafts later - almost exactly one year after we started - this incredibly exciting process had produced a beautifully crafted script that was now ready to be turned into a musical. 

We asked John Forster - a gifted composer and lyricist who not only had a Broadway show (Into the Light) on his resume, but also had a mention a strong personal interest in American history - to write the songs for Four Score. But John was involved in several other projects and couldn’t promise that he would be available. Once he read the script, however, he was quite impressed at its complete and “fully formed” nature; he agreed to join the creative team. Soon thereafter, a set designer, costume designer, and orchestrator were hired.  

As with all theatrical projects, we needed to find capitalization, or funding, to get things rolling. Only with the generous financial and moral support of our parents and grandparents were we able to begin the journey upon which Four Score would find its own voice. Our family’s faith in us is what made our production of the play possible and, when you think about it, is really what gives any individual the support he or she requires to find any kind of success. 

A Story of Irony

Dealing with the unexpected is at the heart of Four Score. One character who must take on this challenge is Lemuel, an escaped slave from Georgia, whose last stop on the Underground Railroad is Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. He works as a clerk in a dry goods store owned and operated by a Quaker woman, Belinda McIlheny. While on the job, Lemuel first meets Sgt. Hitchbourne, a Union supply regiment office who makes no attempt to mask his bigoted beliefs. Lemuel then encounters the Confederate General Pickett, whose gracious behavior comes as a surprise to the young black man. When Mrs. McIlheny's fiery young nephew Jacob McClain - a newly enlisted private in the Confederate army - finds the store, Lemuel doesn't know what to think. All his notions of what is to be a free man in the North, and what is to be a southern soldier, are thrown into doubt.

Using understanding and friendship to combat racial prejudice and intolerance is another central theme. Regardless of what situation the characters are faced with, they discover - sometimes at the cost of emotional distance or even of bodily harm - that fighting back is not the way to find peaceful resolutions. Lemuel and Jacob are both teenagers with very little experience living life on their own. Still children in heart and mind, they are forced to deal with a war not of their own making. The boys already know what their differences are; they must get past their own stubborn preconceptions to find a common ground. They come to realize that such small-mindedness can destroy everything they hold dear: love of G-d, family, and freedom. It is a lesson not easily learned. But once the seeds of friendship begin to flower, they are nourished with compassion and empathy; the result is a bond which could last a lifetime. Especially during these turbulent times, this message transcends history.  It becomes powerfully resonant with today’s audiences, both to the young and to the young-at-heart.

Music

What is a play called Four Score without the Battle of Gettysburg? This question posed a most interesting challenge to the creative team. We knew right from the start that we could not recreate the enormity of the battle with only four actors. So we took another path. Why not use music, lyrics and sound effects to portray the "character" of the battle? Also, the writers wanted to frame the battle with each character’s reactions to the chaos surrounding him or her.

As the battle begins, the characters are on stage, side by side, looking straight out at the battle before them.  As the cannons roar, we hear everyone’s emotional outpourings unfold simultaneously. We hear their melodic motifs sung first individually and then together, in harmonious uproar against the aural landscape of unrelenting explosions.  

An original and moving song ("The People") wraps in and around the unforgettable words of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address. In this poignant epilogue, the characters return to the stage and send the audience off with the words of Abraham Lincoln, an American hero for the ages.

