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Section: FACE TO FACE: Lee Summers 

Clearly, Lee Summers is a composer, book writer, lyricist, and actor. But equally important, he is an entrepreneur. His ambition, he says candidly, is to see his latest show, "From My Hometown," which bowed Off-Broadway at the Gramercy Theatre, Thurs., July 22, "nationally franchised."

"Otherwise, you might as well just get up and sing in front of your friends. If you want your show to live on, you have to think in entrepreneurial terms." So remarks the 45-year-old Nashville-born theatre artist during a phone interview. Among other titles, Summers is the show's main producer.

"From My Hometown" did not begin as a business concept. Indeed, like many actors turned creators, Summers conceived the piece as a performing vehicle for himself. And during the show's more-than-five-year evolution — indeed, when it ran Off-Broadway in 2003 — Summers played Memphis, one of the leads in the three-character musical.

Set in New York City from 1980 to 1990, "From My Hometown" is a feel-good story about three young rock 'n' roll hopefuls from Philadelphia, Detroit, and Memphis; the cities also serve as the names of the three dudes. It tells a tale of struggle, disappointment, and final triumph as the three musicians join forces, learn that there is strength in unity, and beat the odds. The musical celebration employs 24 classic soul and R&B hits spanning three decades, plus eight original songs that give the piece shape and focus.

"The original songs anchor the piece; they were composed for the key moments and plot twists," says Summers. "The classic songs pepper the journey. They could be used almost interchangeably. One of the challenges was getting the original songs to suggest the cities the three men came from. There is a metaphorical connection in their music, but stylistic differences. Memphis has the most rustic sound, while Detroit has a shinier, more mass-market sound. Philadelphia combines elements of both."

The artistic obstacles aside, the most daunting task, Summers says, was "raising money, securing a theatre, and getting the rights to the classic songs. We dealt with 10 publishers. One of the things we learned was that you don't want to secure rights too soon, not until you know what songs you want and where you're going to put them. Otherwise, you may end up losing the rights. You can only hold rights for a certain amount of time."

Summers continues, "In 1995, when I conceived the show, I had no money. Not even enough for a workshop. I believed the show and the talent were the bargaining chips. Even though it was my idea, I agreed to divide the royalties seven ways, with the two other co-authors and four other members of the creative team. It was a tactic designed to launch a show without money."

Summers is the recipient of a 2003 Oilman & Gonzalez-Falla Commendation Award for his work in musical theatre. His other projects include "Yo" Alice," "If These Shoes Could Talk" ("Our Voices" Award winner), and "The Funkentine Rapture."

Being Entrepreneurial 
The son of a self-employed carpenter, Summers credits his father with teaching him the value of entrepreneurship as a steppingstone to obtaining a piece of the American pie: "He has always been my role model." Still, when Summers realized at an early age that he could sing, he set his sights on a show business career. "I had the shallow dreams of being a big star," he laughs. At Tennessee State University, Summers majored in communication and theatre, and he later studied voice at Fisk University.

In 1980, Summers came to New York to perform. Among his many stage credits: the Broadway production of "Dreamgirls," the "Dreamgirls" 20th Anniversary Concert, "Little Ham," "Five Guys Named Moe," "Hair," and "Porgy and Bess." Among Summers' film and TV acting credits: "The Presidents," "Malcolm X," "New York Undercover," and "Law & Order."

As noted, Summers originally starred in "From My Hometown" and loved every minute of it. He acknowledges that seeing someone else on stage playing "his" part causes feelings of ambivalence.

"The show is so high-energy, with so much choreography. It's a show about youth," Summers says. "I'm too old and too tired. And, truthfully, I feel many shows featuring performers who are also the creators don't evolve beyond a certain point because the creator-performers are not willing to relinquish at least some of their power. I now feel I'm more serviceable to the piece in a behind-the-scenes capacity. If I were to wear both hats — performer and creator-producer — it would be suicidal to the production."

Nonetheless, he continues, "It's hard to watch somebody else getting the laughs that I was getting. But at the same time, it's great. I'm the parent watching the kid knowing it's time for me to move on. But I also wish that were me up there performing." He adds, "But the creators will have a chance to perform again when we reunite on stage for a benefit performance."

Summer makes the point that his two talents inform each other. "Being an actor has been a big plus for me as a book writer, songwriter, and composer. Since I've performed in musicals, I know what makes for good dialogue and singable lyrics. As an actor, I know what's funny and how to create vulnerability. I know what makes for good storytelling. When it works, it's like stepping into an expensive suit: You know when it looks good and feels good."

On the flip side, he observes, the experience of writing and composing has given Summers the actor greater respect for the scribe's art form and a certain peace he never had before as a performer. "I'd always blame myself and sometimes it wasn't my fault, but rather the writer's. I'm now far more attuned to the issues of dramaturgy, lyrical content, the structure of the melody, and storytelling."

Summers acknowledges that at this point in his journey, being a creator (as opposed to a performer) is his goal. "My passion is the blank page. I like getting up early and staying awake late, writing lyrics and music. Now acting is my survival job, oddly enough."

He adds, "My big hope now is that my next project may take only three years to launch, as opposed to 10."
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