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Alacartoona launches theatrical film project with a live
performance Friday

Money inspired Alacartoona. Even better, it was someone else’s cash.

Word of the gift came at the end of 2008, more than a year after the band had entertained the thought of pulling
the plug on one of the more unique and creative musical groups in the local scene.

“We were at a point where we needed a new direction,” said Erin McGrane, who plays the role of Ruby Falls in the
four-piece rock/folk/cabaret ensemble. “We felt like we’d done what we wanted to do. We considered killing
ourselves — you know, staging our own wake — and just going out with a bang.”

Instead, they rallied and survived that brief episode of inertia and doubt. This week Alacartoona will complete more
than six months of dreaming, scheming and hard work. It all culminates Friday night at the Off Center Theatre in
Crown Center, when the band will perform music from “Night Is the Mirror,” the ambitious theatrical film that will be
the centerpiece of a project funded in part by the Arts Council of Metropolitan Kansas City.

In the process of creating and then producing “Night,” the band that likes to remind its audiences to live in the
moment taught itself a few things, like: Be careful what you wish for. If you’re going to dream, dream huge. And
you can’t have too many creative friends.

•••

At Jardine’s in December 2007, the original version of Alacartoona played its last show and said farewell to
accordionist Steve Morse, who played the character Archibald Drexel. He was leaving the band voluntarily after
more than three years, having found it increasingly harder to fit Alacartoona into the rest of his busy life.

But even before his departure, the band had been exploring some next steps in its evolution, including a few single
shows that took Alacartoona into slightly different directions.

“Things had been up in the air for a while,” said Christian Hankel (Providence Forge). “Steve wasn’t sure how long
he would continue. We hadn’t been creating anything new. We were playing the same songs over and over.”

“It’s so easy to remain complacent,” McGrane said. “But we decided we were either going to stop and kill it or
evolve.”

That evolution was natural; it proceeded from the band’s initial roots as a troupe of theatrical, cabaret characters
who mingled with their audiences at every show, encouraging listeners to join them in some escapism.

The new material began as single skits. Those soon led to several larger mini-shows that were staged at Bar
Natasha. Those eventually led to a show called “Glitter and Doom: An Homage to the Decadence, Desperation and
Brilliance of the Weimar Republic and Its Heartbeat, the Berlin Cabarets.”

Within that show was “The Poor Slob,” a one-act play that drummer Gregg Jackson (Bachelor Calwood) wrote,
based on a one-act play from the era they were honoring.

The band wasn’t just pulling its stories and songs out of thin air. For years, everyone in Alacartoona had been
studying the writers, poets, playwrights and entertainers of the Berlin cabaret period and using that history to feed
its creative muse.

As ambitious as it was, however, “Glitter” was just the kernel of an idea that sprouted and sprawled into “Night Is
the Mirror.”

•••

Kyle Dahlquist (Overton Wooldridge) was in Jardine’s the night Alacartoona said farewell to Morse. Dalhquist was a
longtime friend and fan of the band and a well-known local musician. He and Hankel go back to the 1990s band
Mongol Beach Party.
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As he watched Morse play accordion at Jardine’s that night, Dahlquist said, a thought crossed his mind: “I kind of
think I could do that. I’d like to give it a try.”

One problem: “I didn’t play accordion.”

Nonetheless, he asked the band for a tryout. “I’d known everyone for almost 20 years, and I really liked them as
people and I liked what they were doing musically and conceptually. I really wanted to be a part of it.”

He was told he had about 30 days until auditions — 30 days to learn how to play the accordion. It was enough
time. He won the part.

“He came in and played three songs,” McGrane said. “He got no special treatment. He earned it.”

He had some catching-up to do, however — on all that German history.

“This is the first band I’ve ever been in that gave me homework,” he said.

His first show with Alacartoona was in June 2008. Several months later, he suggested the band apply for the Arts
Council grant, something he was familiar with. His wife, Chris Dahlquist, a mixed-media artist, had received a grant
a couple of years earlier.

So Alacartoona went through the process, which has grown increasingly competitive. They passed the initial
screening of about four dozen applicants, and then the secondary screening of more than a dozen applicants. On
Dec. 31, they learned they’d won an Arts KC Fund Inspiration Grant of $2,000.

“They submitted a terrific proposal,” said Paul Tyler, the fund’s grants director. “The committee loved it.”

Tyler estimated that fewer than six of the 40 grants his group has awarded since 2007 have gone to performing
artists. Concurrent with Alacartoona’s award, the People’s Liberation Big Band won $1,000 to create a score to go
with the silent film “The Battleship Potemkin,” which it recently performed.

“It’s unusual to get a request from musicians,” Tyler said. “But (Alacartoona) had a clear purpose. Their project
looked very interesting, and it was clear they were all great performers.”

The purpose of the grant, he said, was to help the band develop “a promotional tool to help them break into new
markets.”

That was the band’s plan, too, initially.

“So many of our fans tell us that our CDs are great but they don’t capture the energy of our live shows,” Jackson
said. “So we planned on making a seven-song DVD that showed how we looked on stage and using it to help us
book shows outside Kansas City.”

During a brainstorming session, however, the band was advised to think larger than that.

“Everyone said, ‘If you make a seven-song DVD, that’s what you’ll have: a seven-song DVD,’ ” Hankel said. “Do
something bigger than that.”

So they thought big. And bigger. And nearly huge.

“The grant inspired us,” Hankel said. “This council — this star chamber of artists — looked at what we had
proposed and said, ‘We’re going to give them this big chunk of money because we believe they have something
worth producing.’ We felt like we had to live up to that.”

“All this support we’re getting is wonderful, but it raised the standard,” McGrane said. “It motivated us.”

•••

The Inspiration grant came with more than just a cash reward; it also came with a deadline: The band had to
produce something by June, no slight feat considering all four support themselves in other careers: Hankel is a
computer programmer; Dalhquist works full time helping his wife with her career; Jackson is a chauffeur; and
McGrane is an actress who has a role in the online serial “UnReal Housewives of Kansas City” and who played a
role in the George Clooney movie “Up in the Air,” which was shot in St. Louis in March.

Despite all their other obligations, the band met its deadline with room to spare, even though its ambitions grew
with each brainstorming session.

In the process of creating “Night Is the Mirror,” Alacartoona has relied on the kindness of friends, many of them
colleagues in the arts community. One of them is Phil Kinen, who joined the process early on as the band’s
theatrical director. He is another longtime friend and fan.

“They have a wonderful grasp of 20th century, 1920 to 1930 Berlin and the songs that would come out if it,” he
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said. “But they come up with biting, 21st-century-relevant songs and put a backstory to it and some great visuals.

“The (‘Night’) script is very much Alacartoona. At times it feels like you could be in a 1950s bohemian bar. There’s
some 1960s psychedelia involved and some 21st-century commentary.”

Kinen is one of a host of local artists and creative minds who has contributed to the creation of “Night.”

“So many amazing people are helping us do this, and a lot of them for basically nothing,” Hankel said. “It speaks to
the number of great artists living in Kansas City.”

Among them: Brian Hicks, the film’s director; John Story, the sound designer and engineer for the live recording;
Pat Thompson, the film’s production coordinator; and the 24 actors and actresses who will participate as hand-
picked and costumed audience members in this week’s staging of “Night.” That happens Wednesday and Thursday.
On Friday at the Off Center Theatre in Crown Center, the band will perform songs from the film live in concert
before fans, friends and anyone who wants to pay $10 to see it.

The play comprises three acts, two dozen scenes, 11 songs and 13 characters, including band members. The DVD
also will include a performance of Jackson’s one-act play “The Poor Slob” and Friday’s live concert.

•••

One week before final production is to start, Kinen and all four band members are sitting around a dining room
table talking about the project and its evolution from a modest promotional piece to a lavish theatrical production
that will take three days to make. Kinen, though, is already looking beyond this week and the making of “Night.”

“I told them when they were writing this to think about what’s next, not to write themselves into a corner,” he said.
“J.K. Rowling didn’t write the first ‘Harry Potter’ and have it get successful and then go, ‘Now what?’ She had the
whole thing planned out. So for Alacartoona, I see this not as the end game but just the beginning.”

Ideally, that near future could look something like this, he said: “They show this film at Sundance and then the
audience walks across the street and sees the band live. Who else could do that?”

But first things first. The film has to be shot and edited and crafted into a package that will serve at least its
founding purpose: help Alacartoona book shows outside Kansas City, outside the country even.

“We would love to take this show to Berlin and Munich and maybe find places that were doing this kind of thing
back then,” McGrane said.

That’s a long leap from a modest 20-minute promo DVD.

“The grant is vital,” Hankel said. “It is helping us financially, but even more, it also really motivated us and inspired
us to come up with something better than just good. I’m not sure we’d have gone this far without it.”

It’s appropriate, then, that the council gave its Inspiration award to Alacartoona, which nearly became just another
special local band cast into the past tense. For a mirror reflects the world in reverse; and the reverse of “expire” is
“inspire.”

‘NIGHT IS THE MIRROR’ 
Alacartoona will perform music from “Night Is the Mirror” at 8 p.m. Friday at the Off Center Theatre in Crown
Center. Tickets are $10 at the theater’s box office. Call 816-842-9999.

For more information on “Night Is the Mirror,” visit alacartoona.com. A PayPal account has been created for anyone
who wants to help the band defray the cost of the film.
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