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Composer Shares Advice on
Producing SPFHS’ ‘Wedding Singer’

WF Art Association to Host
Photographer Don Polzo

By SUSAN MYRILL DOUGHERTY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS—Choral stu-
dents at Scotch Plains-Fanwood High
School don’t need to watch the TV
show “Smash” to learn about the
making of a Broadway musical. Tony
nominee Matthew Sklar, composer
of the Broadway musical, The Wed-
ding Singer, shared real life stories
with the high school cast of his show
on February 7. He gave pointers on
their upcoming production that opens
on Friday, March 8.

A Westfield High School graduate,
Mr. Sklar gave students a glimpse of
the talent, training and ambition that
propelled him to where he is today.
While growing up, he participated in
shows and musicals in the Westfield
public school system. “I knew in high
school that I didn’t want to be an
actor,” Mr. Sklar told the teens, “be-
cause I was terrified of forgetting my
lines!” An hour-long question and
answer period brought chuckles and
insight.

He explained to the students and
their directors that he has been com-
posing his own material since his
early days at Westfield’s Edison In-
termediate School. When he was 14,
he got his first taste of the big time
when one of his songs was selected
for production by TV’s “Mickey
Mouse Club.”

“That was back in the day when
Justin Timberlake and Britney Spears
were big on Disney,” he explained to
the audience who may not have even
been born by that time period. An-
other boost to his career was when
he was a teenager and the late Marvin
Hamlisch invited him on stage to
play the piano at the Union County
Arts Center Theatre in Rahway.

Through his career, Mr. Sklar has
participated in 12 Broadway shows
in 12 years as a pit keyboardist,
rehearsal pianist and conductor. Mr.
Sklar took the high school students
who have the leads and chorus roles
in their upcoming show through his
composing/musical journey and his
success.

He spoke of the hard work of
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LEARNING FROM THE BEST…Westfield High School graduate Matthew Sklar, the Tony-nominated composer of The
Wedding Singer, gives the Scotch Plains-Fanwood High School Choral students in the upcoming musical a thrill as he plays
a number from the show. The teens sang solos and ensemble numbers for the guest speaker on February 7.

composing. One of his songs in the
show, “It’s Your Wedding Day,” went
through five drafts before the final
version. In fact, he explained, the
musical was playing out-of-town in
Seattle when there were even more
last-minute song changes. Those re-
writes continued right through the
Broadway previews until opening
night.

For Mr. Sklar, the song that is the
heart of his show is “If I Told You.”
He said, “It felt really good when
that one was finished. Jokes by them-
selves can’t be the substance of a
show. If there isn’t heart, you don’t
have a show.”

He gave more insight about the
nuts and bolts of putting together a
Broadway show. ”We get a big out-
line first with a lyrical hook or a title
and then the music comes,” he ex-
plained. The use of his Mac com-
puter makes the writing of the music
less tedious than sitting at a piano
replaying note after note. “I come
up with a melody first and then the
chords,” he said.

Specific tips he gave the actors to
improve their depth of character in-
cluded having their character ask,
“Why are you singing this? How
does it move the character along?”
Once he, the composer, knows those
facts and knows what he calls the
“assignment,” he proceeds in flesh-
ing out the music.

 One of his responses to a teen’s
question rang true. “Choir room was
a safe place for me to be,” he shared.
Just like with the kids on TV’s
“Glee”, the four walls of the music
room can become their second home.
With late night rehearsals and months
of preparation together, the members
of the cast bond. The composer shared
that he “developed great relationships
in high school chorus because we

were part of a group with a single
focus.”

Concerning that focus, he warned
the teens on their upcoming project.
“Very often high school students get
focused on details in presenting a
musical. Don’t forget that this is about
having fun. Make sure you are out
there having fun.”

In the season opener of “Smash,”
Jennifer Hudson, playing a Broadway
megastar, gives advice to a supposed
Broadway newcomer, Katharine
McPhee. Likewise, mentor Sklar gave
advice to a student who said he would
like to attend college to learn film
scoring. The advice was specific: “De-
velop relationships with directors,
learn the technology, do as many stu-
dent films as possible and remember
to support the emotion of the scenes.”

The second hour found the com-
poser accompanying the singers on
their solos and ensemble pieces from
the show.

Much of Mr. Sklar’s advice on go-
ing into the performing arts as a career
sounded familiar. “My father was a
very talented musician. He was talked
out of pursuing music as his full-time
profession. I say, if you have the need
to do this [show biz] like I do, do it.
Otherwise do something else. It’s
just not an easy profession.”

Performances of The Wedding
Singer will be held on Friday, March
8, at 8 p.m.; Saturday, March 9, at 8
p.m.; Sunday, March 10, at 2 p.m.;
Thursday, March 14, at 7 p.m.; Fri-
day, March 15, at 8 p.m. and Satur-
day, March 16, at 8 p.m.

All performances take place at the
Manya Ungar Memorial Auditorium
at Scotch Plains-Fanwood High School,
667 Westfield Road, Scotch Plains.

For tickets, email
Reptix@verizon.net or call Randi
Traiman at (908) 322-6533.

Scotch Plains-Fanwood Arts Association
To Hold Mosaics Workshop

SCOTCH PLAINS-FANWOOD -
The Scotch Plains and Fanwood Arts
Association meeting will be held on
Thursday, March 21, from 7 – 9 p.m.
at the Patricia M. Kuran Cultural Arts
Center, Watson Road, Fanwood. A
brief business meeting will be fol-
lowed by a Mosaics Workshop.

The Scotch Plains Library is work-
ing on a project called the “Big Read,”

encouraging members of the com-
munity to come together to explore
the narrative, themes and Dominican
Republic setting of Julia Alvarez’s
“In the Time of the Butterflies,” and
to share the experiences of our own
traditions and backgrounds. Amidst
the lectures, book discussions, and
music, there will be a display of bean
mosaics created by the community.
Beans—because they are as close to
being a universal food as there is.
Most cultures include them in their
cuisine—for example—dal, cholent,
pasta fagioli, Yankee baked beans,
moros y cristianos, etc.

Local artists, Vicki Parker and
Connie Pinkowski will volunteer their
time to assist members of the com-
munity in making bean mosaics. The
individual mosaics will then be com-
bined into a larger mosaic, which will
be displayed at the Scotch Plains
Library this spring, to coincide with
the library’s Festival of Latin Ameri-

can Cultures on Saturday, May 11.
The Scotch Plains and Fanwood

Arts Association has been asked to
participate in this program and create
mosaics to be incorporated into the
display. Templates and all the materi-
als necessary to create small bean
mosaics will be available at the March
meeting/workshop. Participants may
also bring dried beans of their own to
include if they like. The Scotch Plains
Library will have multiple copies of
the book, “In the Time of the Butter-
flies,” by Julia Alvarez available for
borrowing for those interested in read-
ing the book prior to the workshop.

 All meetings, demonstrations, and
workshops are free and open to the
public. The Patricia M. Kuran Cul-
tural Arts Center is located on the
grounds of Fanwood’s Borough Hall,
facing Watson Road, Fanwood. There
is ample parking at the Carriage
House Pocket Park directly across
the street on Watson Road.

WESTFIELD – On Sunday, Febru-
ary 17, the Westfield Art Association
(WAA) will host a presentation by Don
Polzo, BS, MS, on the transition from
classical to digital photography. Mr.
Polzo teaches many digital media
courses, including advanced Adobe
Photoshop techniques, at the Visual
Arts Center of New Jersey in Summit
where he is the Digital Media Coordi-
nator and has served as a member of the
teaching faculty since 2003. He also
teaches digital workshops throughout
New Jersey.

The Rochester Institute of Technol-
ogy awarded Mr. Polzo a Certificate in
Photographic Science and he has been
recognized by Nikon Small World. His
professional memberships include the
American Society of Media Photogra-
phers (ASMP), the Society of Photo-
graphic Educators (SPE) and the Na-
tional Association of Photoshop Pro-
fessionals (NAPP). In 2009, Mr. Polzo
became an Adobe Certified Expert in
Photoshop.

Mr. Polzo’s prints have been widely

exhibited, including at the Visual Arts
Center in Summit, Gallery 214 in
Montclair, the Hunterdon Museum of
Art, the Ringwood Art Association,
Phillips Mill in New Hope, SOHO
Photo Gallery in NYC and at MOMA
in “Life of the City.”

His photographs have appeared in
numerous publications, including The
New York Times, the Newark Star-Led-
ger, the Westfield Herald and The Works
Magazine of Rhode Island.

If you are either a classical or digital
photographer, a would-be photogra-
pher, or just have an interest in photog-
raphy, save the date on your calendar.

For additional information visit
donpolzophotoart.com and
westfieldartassociation.org.

The meeting will be held from 1 –
3:30 p.m. on Sunday, February 17,
2013 at the Community Room of the
Westfield Municipal Building, 425 East
Broad Street, Westfield. The Commu-
nity Room is handicapped-accessible.
Admission is free and the presentation
is open to the public.

 ART OF PHOTOGRPAHY...On Sunday, February 17, the Westfield Art Asso-
ciation will host a presentation by Don Polzo on the transition from classical to
digital photography. Pictured above, is “Wildwood Beach Balls.”

Charles Sabba to Exhibit New Paintings at
1591 Gallery in Rahway Arts District

Butterfly Bean Art

RAHWAY - Rahway Arts District,
Inc., a not-for-profit arts and eco-
nomic development organization will
present Artistes Extraordinaires: La
Boheme C’est Nous! (Extraordinary
Artists: We are Bohemia!). New paint-
ings by Charles Vincent Sabba will be
revealed in this solo exhibition at
Rahway Arts District’s 1591 Gallery,
1591 Irving Street Rahway. The show
opens on Friday, March 8, and runs
through Friday, April 12. A free, pub-
lic reception will be held on Friday,
March 8, from 5 -8 p.m. All are
welcome to attend.

Charles Vincent Sabba is a trained

artist and a police supervisor. Sabba
found his artistic niche by using the
skills of both métiers, his police train-
ing and visual arts education, to ob-
serve and paint the portraits of art
thieves, forgers, smugglers and de-
tectives. He seamlessly merged both
of his worlds to conduct this series of
“visual investigations”.

Likening his interests to that of
poet Charles Baudelaire, Mr. Sabba
says, “Baudelaire plunged into the
depths of Paris in search of experi-
ences that could fulfill his passion for
feeling and seeing...I chose to plunge
into the depths of the art underworld.”

In a series of portraits of
varying sizes, Sabba has re-
cently expanded his visual
investigations to focus on
artists and art world
habitués who have touched
his life or inspired his artis-
tic path. Mr. Sabba paints
these works without “eco-
nomic motives and expec-
tations”, out of love for the
subjects, referring to people
as “the true artworks in our
lives”.

Charles Vincent Sabba
was born in Elizabeth and
raised right in the heart of
Rahway Arts District. He

attended Rahway High School before
serving in the U.S. Navy and after-
wards entered the police academy. As
a first grade student, Mr. Sabba de-
clared himself an “artist” and studied
art through high school. He later ex-
panded his artistic abilities through
formal training at DuCret School of
Art in Plainfield and received his Bach-
elor of Fine Art degree from the School
of Visual Arts in New York. During
that time, he continued to serve on the
Rahway police force.

Rahway Arts District executive di-
rector Rachael Faillace said, “Mr.
Sabba has been an important part of
the Rahway community – as a resi-
dent, artist, and police officer – for
many years. We’re pleased to exhibit
his new work in our gallery as part of
our focus on ‘Rahway’s Own’, a year-
long celebration of Rahway’s talented
community and extraordinary his-
tory.”

1591 Gallery, a new exhibition
space in downtown Rahway is run by
Rahway Arts District, Inc. The gal-
lery is named after the address of the
building that houses it – 1591 Irving
Street. Gallery hours are as follows:
Thursdays, 1 – 6 p.m., and by ap-
pointment. Call (732) 540-1075 or
email rahwayartsdistrict@gmail.com
to schedule an appointment.

OIL ON CANVAS...“Andrew Ginzel,” left,  and
“Ryan Brown,” both oil on canvas painting by
Charles Vincent Sabba, can be seen in solo exhibi-
tion at Rahway Arts District’s 1591 Gallery, 1591
Irving Street Rahway opening Friday, March 8.

Kean’s Theatre Dept.
Presents Hairspray

UNION – Almost twenty-five years
to the day John Waters’ iconic film
was released, the Kean Department
of Theatre will present the Tony
Award-winning musical adaptation
of Hairspray from Friday, February
22, to Saturday, March 2, in Kean
University’s Wilkins Theatre.

Set in a blue-collar Baltimore
neighborhood in 1962, Hairspray
focuses on teenage dance enthusiast
Tracy Turnblad, who defies her
mother’s hardworking realism and
auditions for the wildly popular Corny
Collins Show. Rejected by egotistic
producer Velma von Tussle and her
“teen queen” daughter Amber for her
weight, Tracy ends up catching
Corny’s attention at a local school
dance with her energetic moves. Once
on the show, Tracy takes Baltimore
by storm, eventually winning over
heartthrob Link Larkin and mobiliz-
ing the city’s youth to fight television
segregation. Tackling hot-button is-
sues like racism, inequality, stereo-
typing, and political activism with
big hair, big bodies, big dreams and
undeniable spirit, it is no mystery why
this story’s relevance and charms en-
dure, and continue to inspire myriad
creative incarnations.

Hairspray opens Friday, February
22 at 8 p.m. Additional performances
include: Saturday, February 23, at 2
p.m. and 8 p.m.; Sunday, February 24,
at 2 p.m.; Wednesday, February 27, at
8 p.m.; Thursday, February 28, at 5
p.m.; Friday, March 1, at 8 p.m.; and
Saturday, March 2, at 2 p.m. and 8
p.m. The performance on February 28
will be followed by a post-show dis-
cussion.

All tickets are $15 and may be pur-
chased online at www.keanstage.com
or by calling the Kean Box Office at
(908) 737-SHOW (7469).


