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Resident companies

Alocal storefront stages
aGorillatheater
insurgency. By Kris Vire

Dan Abbateis doing something unique
in Chicago’s storefront theater scene.
He’smaking money.

Listening to the CEO of Bucktown’s
Gorilla Tango Theatre talk about his
business plan, yousuddenly realize:
Waita minute, he hasa business plan?
Abbate tosses around phrases like
“cashflow,” “revenue” and
“profitability” with a casual frequency
that might make the city’s standard,
seat-of-their-pants nonprofit companies
uncomfortable. But Abbate hasan equal
interest in helping Chicago’s youngest
producers get their work on stage—as
longassaid work is financially viable.

“Wetakea business approach to
theater. We're very profit-oriented.
We'renot doing theater strictly because
welikeit, though of course we do like it,”
Abbatesays. “But wealsobelieve that if
you can't create some sort of positive
cash flow, then you're not going to be
sustainable, and you're not going tobe
abletodowhatyouwant.”

The GTT modelis unlike Chicago
theater’s normal template. For starters,
it’'sa for-profit corporation, and the
company owns its Milwaukee Avenue
building—both of which are practically
unheard of on the storefront scene. But
GTTisn'tjustarental house,either. As
Abbateexplains it, the company acts
morelikea coproducer. Anyone putting
upashow at GT T isinvited touse the
spacefor the entire process (including
auditionsandrehearsals). GTT

provides box-officeand publicity.
Mostremarkably, GTT doesn’task
for any money up front. Producersare
charged per “show hour,” which GTT
takes out of the show’s box-office
receipts. Anything above thatis split 50-
50. “We basically give[producers]the
opportunity touse our infrastructure as
part of their responsibility for producing
inourspace,” Abbatesays, “andaslong
as they can producea certainamount of
revenue, we've discovered there’'san
advantageon theirend as well. If they
went outand just wrotea check torenta
performancespace, and wrotea check to
rentarehearsal space, and then setup
their own online ticketing and their own
credit-card processing, doall their own
marketing...It's considerably cheaper
towork within our structure.”
Abbatedeveloped the GTT modelin

Albuquerque, where he was studying
physicsand math at the University of
New Mexico. The 27-year-old
Chicagoland native, who'sbeen
performing since he wasnineand
studied improv at Second City and L.O.,
wanted tocreatea place to doimprov in
that desert town. “There was a 6,000-
square-foot building out there thathad
been vacantfor 30 years,” hesays. Using
money saved from Abbate’s daysasan
early internetentrepreneur, “We bought
itand developed it intoa two-story
complex with two theaters, rehearsal
space upstairs, office space, and we
opened it with the idea that it would be
[for]improv exclusively.”

Abbate soonrealized thatimprov
alonewasn’t going tosustainan
operation of this size—at leastnotin
New Mexico. “Wewere like, Why can’t
we take an ‘economies of scale’
approach? We'vealready got this stuff,
it doesn’t cost us anything to domore
since we'vealready gotitallsetup,” he
says. The company beganreaching out
toother groups to coproduce shows
with them, both to plug programming
holesand tofind new audiences.

Gorilla Tango Albuquerque was
soon humming along, and Abbate was
thinking expansion. “Of course [ wanted
tobringitback toChicago,” hesays.
GTT closed onits Bucktown property in
June 2006 and opened in December. The
company’s model of maximizing its
assets by booking shows inas many
slotsasitcan (Saturdays often see six
different shows in the space, from
family-friendly afternoon fare to
rowdier late-night comedy) have made it
aleading venue for nascent theater
groups, since it’s possible to producea
show for a one-weekend or even one-
nightrunand still come out in the black.

Jonathan ThomasservesasGTT’s
production manager and is producing a
double bill of one-acts (Artificialand The
Stand-In) opening this week. “He
actually had themeanstodoit,”
Thomassays of Abbate. “I think theater
people getbogged down by the way
thingsare done. If you'rea nonprofit,
yougooutand beg from everybody who
givestostarvingartists. Youputona
show and make back maybe half of
what youspent. I think theater should
berunlikeany other business: Youkeep
your expenditures lower than your
income. It's basic economics.”

Artificial and The Stand-In open
Thursday 9. See Fringe & storefront.
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