The ancient Greeks had plays with songs, and Roman comedies included song and dance routines. But the music of these eras disappeared long ago, so they had no real influence on the development of modern musical theatre and film. The Middle Ages brought traveling minstrels and musical morality plays staged by churches, but these had little if any influence on the development of musicals as an art form.

Although there were many musical stage entertainments in the 1700s, none of them were called "musicals." The first lasting English-language work of this period was John Gay's The Beggar's Opera (1728), a ballad opera that reset popular tunes of the day to lyrics that fit a satirical spoof of respectable citizens who are no better than common thieves. This, and other British ballad operas, burlettas and pantomimes, formed the majority of musicals offered on American stages right into the early 1800s.

The musical as we know it has some of its roots in the French and Viennese Operettas of the 1800s. The satiric works of Jacques Offenbach (Paris) and the romantic comedies of Johann Strauss II (Vienna) were the first musicals to achieve international popularity. Continental operettas were well received in England, but audiences there preferred the looser variety format of the Music Hall.
While the contemporary Broadway musical took its form from operetta, it got its comic soul from the variety entertainments that delighted America from the mid-1800s onward. Crude American Variety and Minstrel Shows eventually gave way to the more refined pleasures of Vaudeville -- and the rowdy spirit of Burlesque.

The success of The Black Crook (1860) opened the way for the development of American musicals in the 1860s, including extravaganzas, pantomimes, and the musical farces of Harrigan & Hart. The comic operettas of Gilbert & Sullivan (1871-1896) were witty, tuneful and exquisitely produced – leading to new standards of theatrical production. After Gilbert and Sullivan, the theatre in Britain and the United States was re-defined – first by imitation, then by innovation.

During the early 1900s, imports like Franz Lehar’s The Merry Widow (1907) had enormous influence on the Broadway musical, but American composers George M. Cohan and Victor Herbert gave the American musical comedy a distinctive sound and style. Then (1910s) Jerome Kern, Guy Boulton and P.G. Wodehouse took this a step further with the Princess Theatre shows, putting believable people and situations on the musical stage. During the same years, Florenz Ziegfeld introduced his Follies, the ultimate stage revue.

In the 1920s, the American musical comedy gained worldwide influence. Broadway saw the composing debuts of Cole Porter, Rodgers and Hart, the Gershwins and many others. The British contributed several intimate reviews and introduced the multi-talented Noel Coward. Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II wrote the innovative Showboat (1927) the most lasting hit of the 1920s.

The Great Depression did not stop Broadway – in fact, the 1930s saw the lighthearted musical comedy reach its creative zenith. The Gershwin’s Of Thee I Sing (1931) was the first musical ever to win the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Rodgers & Hart (On Your Toes - 1936) and Cole Porter (Anything Goes – 1934) contributed their share of lasting hit shows and songs.

The 1940s started out with business-as-usual musical comedy, but Rodgers & Hart’s Pal Joey and Weill and Gershwin’s Lady in the Dark opened the way for more realistic musicals. Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma (1943) was the first fully integrated musical play, using every song and dance to develop the characters or the plot. After Oklahoma, the musical would never be the same – but composers Irving Berlin (Annie Get Your Gun - 1946) and Cole Porter (Kiss Me Kate – 1947) soon proved themselves ready to adapt to the integrated musical.

During the 1950s, the music of Broadway was the popular music of the western world. Every season brought a fresh crop of classic hit musicals that were eagerly awaited and celebrated by the general public. Great stories, told with memorable songs and dances were the order of the day, resulting in such unforgettable hits as The King and I, My Fair Lady, Gypsy and dozens more. These musicals were shaped by three key elements: 

Composers: Rodgers & Hammerstein, Loesser, Bernstein 
Directors: George Abbott, Jerome Robbins, Bob Fosse
Female stars: Gwen Verdon, Mary Martin, Ethel Merman

At first, the 1960s were more of the same, with Broadway turning out record setting hits (Hello, Dolly!, Fiddler on the Roof). But as popular musical tastes shifted, the musical was left behind. The rock musical "happening" Hair (1968) was hailed as a landmark, but it ushered in a period of confusion in the musical theatre.

Composer/lyricist Stephen Sondheim and director Hal Prince refocused the genre in the 1970s by introducing concept musicals – shows built around an idea rather than a traditional plot. Company (1970), Follies (1972) and A Little Night Music (1973) succeeded, while rock musicals quickly faded into the background. The concept musical peaked with A Chorus Line (1974), conceived and directed by Michael Bennett. No, No, Nanette (1973) initiated a slew of popular 1970s revivals, but by decade’s end the battle line was drawn between serious new works (Sweeney Todd) and heavily commercialized British mega-musicals (Evita).

The public ruled heavily in favor of the mega-musicals, so the 1980s brought a succession of long-running "Brit hits" to Broadway – Cats, Les Miserables, Phantom of the Opera and Miss Saigon were light on intellectual content and heavy on special effects and marketing. 

By the 1990s, new mega-musicals were no longer winning the public, and costs were so high that even long-running hits (Crazy for You, Sunset Boulevard) were unable to turn a profit on Broadway. New stage musicals now required the backing of multi-million dollar corporations to develop and succeed – a trend proven by Disney’s Lion King, and Livent’s Ragtime. Even Rent and Titanic were fostered by smaller, Broadway-based corporate entities.

As the 20th century ended, the musical theatre was in an uncertain state, relying on rehashed numbers (Fosse) and stage versions of old movies (Footloose, Saturday Night Fever), as well as the still-running mega-musicals of the previous decade. But starting in the year 2000, a new resurgence of American musical comedies took Broadway by surprise. The Producers, Urinetown, Thoroughly Modern Millie, Hairspray -- funny, melodic and inventively staged, these hit shows offered new hope for the genre.

What lies ahead in the future? It's hard to say, but there will most assuredly be new musicals. The musical may go places some of its fans will not want to follow, but the form will live on so long as people like a story told with songs. 

Humble Beginnings
When the present-day United States was a collection of thirteen British colonies, live entertainment usually meant lifting pints of ale at a public house. The first professional theatres appeared in Philadelphia and Charleston. Although New York had been in British hands since 1664, the city long retained the spirit of its Dutch founders, so professional acting troupes did not appear there regularly until the 1730s.

It is not surprising that British plays and players dominated America's colonial stages. Musical offerings of that period included --

- pantomimes - one act works which replaced spoken dialogue with wordless clowning and interpolated songs).

- ballad operas - comic plays peppered with popular ballads reset to new satirical lyrics.


The location of the Theatre on Nassau Street as it appears in 2004 -- now a brick office building dwarfed by skyscraping neighbors.
According to the best contemporary scholarship, the first full length musical play performed in America was Flora (or The Hob on the Wall), a ballad opera presented in Charleston as early as 1735. New York's first-known professional musical production was a five performance run of John Gay's satirical British ballad opera The Beggar's Opera, offered by Walter Murray and Thomas Kean's traveling theatrical troupe at the Nassau Street Theatre on Dec.3, 1750.

The American Revolution had a crippling effect on all forms of theatre. In 1774, the new Continental Congress passed a resolution discouraging theatrical "entertainments," and the individual states soon passed laws forbidding all stage performances. Professional troupes were forced to either disband or leave the country. Most of these anti-theatre laws remained in effect until the early 1780s, but Massachusetts and Rhode Island did not lift their bans until 1793. The new Republic's stages remained heavily dependent on British plays and comic operas. Native born musicals began appearing in the 1790s, but it would be some time before they would match the popularity of imported works.

The earliest American musicals were comic operas (satirical operas with original scores and libretti), but sources differ as to which was the first. Some prominent nominees --

· Edwin and Angelina, or The Bandetti was written in 1791, and supposedly received just one performance in December 1796. 

· An anti-Federalist opera called Tammany, or the Indian Chief premiered in New York on March 3, 1796, but no copies of the libretto have survived. 

· The Archers, or The Mountaineers of Switzerland, a comic opera by librettist William Dunlap and composer Benjamin Carr, premiered in New York on April 8th, 1796 at the John Street Theatre. Based on the William Tell legend, its initial three performance run was followed by two nights in Boston. In The American Musical Stage Before 1800 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1962, p. vii), Julian Mates claims that The Archers was the first noteworthy homegrown American musical. While that is debatable, it is currently the earliest American musical for which a complete score and libretto survive. 

Every known American theatre company of the post-Revolutionary era presented a wide range of musical works. For example, in 1796, New York City's prestigious American Company staged 91 performances of 46 different musical works -- accounting for nearly half of their repertory. Almost every theatrical performance seen in America in the late 18th and early 19th Centuries offered interpolated musical numbers, or threw in musical specialties between the two or more featured plays seen in a given evening. Even a Shakespearian tragedy might include a song, or at the very least add on a one-act pantomime or comic opera as a "curtain raiser" or "after piece."


The Park Theatre was New York's first world class entertainment venue. Seen at the center of this period print, it stood just across from City Hall Park from 1798 to 1848.
In the early 1800s, Broadway was New York's main thoroughfare, so it was the natural place for most early theatres to appear. The city's growing population developed a passion for theatre, and producers were happy to cater to this growing audience. Melodramas became increasingly popular, offering forgettable stories enlivened by mood-setting background music, interpolated popular songs and lavish stage effects. There were also musical romances, original works which were more sentimental than comic operas but written in much the same musical style. The term burletta was originally used to describe comic operas that burlesqued popular topics, but this word was soon applied to almost any production that included songs.

For a comprehensive discussion of early American musical theatre, see Susan L. Porter's With An Air Debonair: Musical Theatre in America 1785-1815. Washington DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.
 

Racial Barriers
In the summer of 1821, William Henry Brown (a black West Indian and former ship's steward) opened a "pleasure garden" in his backyard at 38 Thomas Street. This was the first black-owned establishment in New York to offer entertainment to African American audiences. With blacks barred from every theatre in town, Brown drew capacity crowds. He soon built the American Theatre on Mercer Street, and drew curious whites by featuring all-black casts in the same blend of plays and musical acts found in white theatres. 

At first, Brown's work was tolerated by the authorities, and viewed with amusement by the press. When he had the audacity to lease a performance space on Broadway, the establishment reacted with alarm. White theatre owners hired street toughs to break up Brown's performances, and when police were called in they ignored the thugs and arrested the black actors! A white judge ruled that Brown's company was not to perform Shakespeare again, limiting itself to lighter material. Brown returned to his old location, but continuing harassment forced him to shut down altogether in 1823. African American performers would not return to the legitimate stage until after the Civil War, and all-black productions would not successfully return to Broadway until the next century.

(For more on this often overlooked chapter in theatrical history, see Marvin McAllister's White People Do Not Know How to Behave at Entertainments Designed for Ladies and Gentlemen of Color. Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2003.)
Anti-black feeling did not prevent the rise of a new form of variety entertainment based on the denigration of African American culture. White performers had been blacking up their faces and doing "colored" song and dance acts since Thomas Rice introduced the song (and character) "Jump Jim Crow" in the early 1830's. In 1842, a group of four unemployed actors who had experience doing blackface routines in circuses banded together to present a full-length evening. Calling themselves The Virginia Minstrels (to spoof the popular Tyrolese Minstrels of Switzerland), their "plantation songs" and shuffling dances were a sensation. This first minstrel show spawned a flurry of successful imitators. Minstrel troupes soon toured the country, giving  performances that usually included rudimentary one act musicals as part of an evening's entertainment. (See Musicals101's special coverage of minstrel shows for more.)

 

Vague Definitions
In the 1840s, most stage productions included some songs. Working and lower class audiences expected music as part of a night's entertainment, and shows aimed at these audiences were happy to oblige. Benjamin A. Baker's Glance At New York (1848) was a comic look at life on the streets of Manhattan, including petty thieves, gullible "greenhorns," and the street gangsters known as "Bowery B'hoys" -- most notably the semi-legendary roughneck "Mose." This show offered seven musical numbers, some of which were borrowed from other scores. These songs had minimal connection to the plot, serving mainly to add to the general sense of merriment.

By 1850, original musicals were commonplace fare on Broadway, but no one was calling them "musicals." A play with songs might advertise itself as a burletta, extravaganza, spectacle, operetta, comic or light opera, pantomime or even parlor opera. These classifications were so vague that The Magic Deer (1852) advertised itself as "A Serio Comico Tragico Operatical Historical Extravaganzical Burletical Tale of Enchantment" -- just to make sure potential ticket buyers got the point. At the time, most Broadway theatre companies ran varied repertories, so it was rare for a single production to rack up more than a dozen performances. In most cases, the scripts for these disposable entertainments are long-since lost, so we cannot be sure exactly what they were like.

 

Seven Sisters
As New York City's population boomed, the demand for more ambitious entertainments grew. Riding the crest of this new cultural wave, actress-manager Laura Keene became one of the first nationally recognized stars of the American stage -- and the first American woman to succeed as manager of her own troupe. With a strong business sense and versatile stage talents, she produced and starred in a series of popular comedies and musicals in her theatre at 622 Broadway (just above Houston Street).

After setting Broadway's first "long-run" musical record with a 50 performance hit called The Elves (1857), Keene astounded everyone in New York when her "musical burletta" Seven Sisters (1860) racked up an unprecedented 253 performances. Keene starred as one of seven female demons who come up from hell to go sightseeing in New York. Surviving programs list a score cobbled from now-forgotten songs, plus the minstrel classic "Dixie" for a slam-bang finale. With a fantasy theme, spectacular sets, and a "transformation scene" (where the entire stage set changed in full view of the audience), Seven Sisters was a clear precursor to the more widely remembered hits that came later that decade.

 

The Civil War
During The Civil War (1861-1865), most theatrical troupes remained in the more populous (and more prosperous) North, but actors were usually allowed to cross the battle lines to provide entertainment on either side.

As is usually the case in wartime, New York City saw a marked increase in theatrical attendance as people looked for lighthearted distractions. Broadway's wartime musicals ranged from outright fantasies (Cinderella) to topical burlesques (King Cotton, or the Exiled Prince). Laura Keene's troupe offered eight musicals as part of their ongoing New York repertory, then toured nationwide from 1863 onwards. Sadly, Keene is mainly remembered because President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated while watching her performance in the comedy Our American Cousin in 1865.

After the war, the musical stage -- like the nation -- faced a time of extraordinary redefinition. In 1866, two events set the course for the American musical theatre's future. The first (which is rarely noted) came in January, when a double bill entitled The Black Domino/Between You, Me and the Post became the first known Broadway production to call itself a "musical comedy." Since no libretto or score is known to survive, we can't be sure what these shows were like, but the very use of the phrase "musical comedy" shows change was in the air.

The second big theatrical event of 1866 (which is often noted) came in September. Some have called this production "the first Broadway musical" -- which is nonsense. However, no one can deny that The Black Crook was America's first bona fide musical blockbuster.

Accidental Birth

The ornate interior of Niblo's Garden as seen in an 1855 newspaper sketch. Actors needed solid vocal technique to be heard in this 3,000 seat auditorium. 

In 1866, lower Broadway was New York's busiest thoroughfare, every bit as congested with traffic as it is today -- with temperamental horses and piles of manure added to the mix. As postwar business boomed, there was a sharp increase in the city's working and middle class population, and these growing masses of people craved entertainment. Theaters abounded in Manhattan, most notably Niblo’s Garden, a 3,200 seat auditorium at the corner of Broadway and Prince Streets that boasted the most well equipped stage in the city. Its manager was William Wheatley, a sometime actor and the almost forgotten inventor of the Broadway musical. Not that he intended to invent anything. The poor man was just trying to keep his theater booked.

With the fall season set to start, Wheatley held the rights to a dull melodrama that he hoped to sweeten with lavish production values and a stack of mediocre songs by assorted composers. Salvation came in the unexpected form of a fire that destroyed New York's elegant Academy of Music, leaving promoters Henry C. Jarrett and Harry Palmer with a Parisian ballet troupe and a shipload of handsome stage sets. Historians now argue about specifics, but it is clear that Jarrett & Palmer then went to Wheatley and some sort of deal was made. And so, amid chaos, Broadway's first mega-hit musical began to take shape.


The entrance to Niblo's Garden was depicted on this mid-20th Century cigarette card.
When playwright Charles M. Barras objected to having his derivative text "cheapened" by the inclusion of musical numbers, a $1,500 bonus elicited his silence. Wheatley later claimed that he spent the then-unheard of sum of $25,000 to produce The Black Crook (1866 - 474) The opening night performance on September 12 lasted a bottom-numbing five and a half hours, but audiences were too dazzled to complain. 

The Black Crook's tortured plot stole elements from Goethe's Faust, Weber's Der Freischutz, and several other well-known works. It told the story of the evil Count Wolfenstein, who tries to win the affection of the lovely Amina by placing her boyfriend Rodolphe in the clutches of Hertzog, a nasty crook-backed master of black magic (hence the show's title). The ancient Hertzog stays alive by providing the Devil (Zamiel, "The Arch Fiend") with a fresh soul every New Year's Eve. While an unknowing Rodolphe is led to this hellish fate, he saves a dove, which magically turns out to be Stalacta, Fairy Queen of the Golden Realm – she was masquerading as a bird. (Are you still following this?) The grateful Queen whisks Rudolph to safety in fairyland before helping to reunite him with his beloved Amina. The Count is defeated, demons drag the evil Hertzog into hell, and Rodolphe and Amina live happily ever after.


The original cast program for The Black Crook.
Wheatley made sure his production offered plenty to keep theatergoer's minds off the inane plot and forgettable score. There were dazzling special effects, including a "transformation scene" that mechanically converted a rocky grotto into a fairyland throne room in full view of the audience. But the show's key draw was its underdressed female dancing chorus, choreographed in semi-classical style by David Costa. Imagine (if you dare) a hundred fleshy ballerinas in skin-colored tights singing "The March of the Amazons" while prancing about in a moonlit grotto. It sounds laughable now, but this display was the most provocative thing on any respectable stage. The troupe's prima ballerina, Marie Bonfanti, became the toast of New York.


Why a Landmark?
Controversy sells tickets, and righteous attacks from pulpits and newspaper editorial columns made The Black Crook the hottest ticket on Broadway. Half-clad women? Who could miss seeing such a daring display? At a time when New York productions were happy to run two or three weeks, The Black Crook ran for more than a year, grossing over a million dollars. New tours popped up for decades to come, and the show was revived on Broadway eight times.

So why did The Black Crook become such a phenomenon, when a seemingly similar hit from six years earlier is now forgotten? The Seven Sisters (1860) starred Laura Keene (a top actor-manager of the day) and ran for a whopping 253 performances. It featured the same sort of magical special effects and scene changes, and delighted audiences of all classes and ages. No copies of Seven Sisters score or libretto are known to survive, so direct comparisons are impossible.  However, we can say that two major reasons for The Black Crook's greater success resulted from changes brought about by the Civil War --

· After running businesses and hospitals during the war years, respectable women no longer felt tied to their homes and could attend the theatre. This substantially increased the potential audience for popular entertainment. (Even so, some women attended The Black Crook heavily veiled.) 

· America's railroad system had expanded and upgraded during the war, making it easier and more affordable for large productions to tour. 

British theatre historian Sheridan Morley (Spread A Little Happiness. New York: Thames and Hudson, 1987. p. 15) suggests that The Black Crook was the first musical, American or otherwise. While that is debatable, The Black Crook did prove how profitable musical theater could be in the United States. 


A period print shows what Niblo's Garden looked like from the stage during a performance of The Black Crook.
The Black Crook spawned a host of similar stage spectacles with fantasy themes, known as extravaganzas. None gave much care to plot or characterization, and the songs had little to do with stories that always involved whimsical trips to fairyland. But the best of these early musicals were clean and entertaining, so they became an established part of what was then referred to as "the show business." 

The next musical form to rise on Broadway was full length burlesque. But these shows were nothing like the bump-and-grind girlie shows of the 20th Century.

British Imports

Lydia Thompson, the audacious British showgirl who's troupe of blonde beauties made burlesque musicals a sensation in America.
Full length burlesque musicals were almost as lavish as extravaganzas, but aimed their comedy at specific targets, with a bit of sex appeal thrown in. The first Broadway burlesques appeared in the 1840s, with story lines that allowed lower class audiences to laugh at the habits of the rich -- or at the high-minded plays and operas the rich admired. Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice was spoofed in Shylock: A Jerusalem Hearty Joke (1853),  and Verdi's popular new opera Il Trovatore inspired a burlesque called Kill Trovatore! (1867). These were disposable theatre works, designed to run for a week or two before being swiftly forgotten.

Burlesque moved to a new level of popularity when Lydia Thompson and her troupe of "British Blondes" came to Broadway in a mythological spoof entitled Ixion (1868 - 104). 

By featuring women in both male and female roles, all clad in revealing tights, Thompson's production set off an uproar. In the Victorian age, proper women hid every angle of their body beneath bustles, hoops and frills. The idea of young ladies appearing onstage in tights as sexual aggressors was a powerful visual challenge to the status quo. Thompson and her troupe combined good looks with impertinent humor in a production written and managed by a woman -- no wonder men and adventurous wives turned out in droves, making Thompson the hottest thing in American show business. None of the scripts for these early burlesques survive, but we do know Thompson that and her imitators incorporated popular songs of the day into the action for comic or sentimental effect.

Demand for tickets was such that Ixion moved to Niblo's Garden – the same theatre where The Black Crook had triumphed two years earlier. All told, Thompson's first New York season grossed an extraordinary $370,000. Her impact on the future development of popular entertainment in America was tremendous.

Without question, however, burlesque's principal legacy as a cultural form was its establishment of patterns of gender representation that forever changed the role of the woman on the American stage and later influenced her role on the screen. . . In 1869, the display of the revealed female body was morally and socially transgressive. The very sight of a female body not covered by the accepted costume of bourgeois respectability forcefully if playfully called attention to the entire question of the "place" of woman in American society.
- Robert G. Allen, Horrible Prettiness: Burlesque and American Culture  (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1991), pp. 258-259.
At first, the press praised these burlesques, but soon turned vicious under pressure from do-gooders. Editorials and sermons condemned burlesque as "indecent," which only made the form more popular. Copycat burlesque companies soon appeared, many with female managers. Over time, these companies fell under male control, and burlesque evolved into a form of variety entertainment. (More can be found on this in Musicals101's History of Burlesque.)

 

Burlesque Extravaganzas

Henry E. Dixey as Adonis (1884), a marble statue that comes to life and does not find human existence all it is cracked up to be. 

Broadway soon developed a homegrown form of burlesque, sometimes defined by scholars as burlesque extravaganzas. Produced with lavish stage effects, these musicals spoofed anything from literary classics to contemporary celebrities, poking fun simultaneously at any number of targets. Edward E. Rice dominated the genre, becoming America's first prominent stage composer and producer. As a producer, he brought eighteen burlesque musicals to Broadway, and sent dozens of companies out to tour the United States. Instead of relying on borrowed songs, his shows had original scores. With no formal musical training but a solid sense of melody, Rice dictated tunes to an assistant. His scores graced two of Broadway's most popular burlesques – 

· Evangeline (1874) took its title (and little else) from Longfellow's popular poem. It became a surprise success during a summer run at Niblo's Garden. Rice then mounted a Boston production that was even more lavish, and brought it into New York for another profitable run. There were plenty of young ladies in tights, and an incoherent plot that whisked audiences from Africa to Arizona. Although close to incoherent, the material was clean, and family audiences loved the spouting whale, the dancing cow, and James S. Maffit's performance as the inscrutable Lone Fisherman. This jumble of delights toured the U.S. for several years, periodically returning to New York. The 1885 revival ran 251 performances, and marked the Broadway debuts of future stars Fay Templeton and Lillian Russell. 

· Adonis (1884 - 603) was Rice's most popular hit. It told the story of a gorgeous male statue that comes to life and finds human ways so unpleasant that he chooses to turn back into stone – after spoofing several famous personalities. Appearing in the title role, co-author Henry E. Dixey became a matinee idol. Respectable Victorian women flocked to admire his muscular legs, which were on display in alabaster colored tights. Dixey added new gags to delight returning fans, helping Adonis to become the longest running Broadway musical up to that time. The program described the title character as follows: 

"Adonis: An accomplished young gentleman, of undeniably good family, inasmuch as he can trace his ancestry back through the Genozoic, Mesozoic and Palaeozoic period, until he finds it resting on the Archean Time, His family name, by the way, is 'Marble.'" 

In an 1893 interview, Edward Rice offered his definition of the burlesque musical and explained the importance of casting the right kind of performers --

Is there a difference between burlesque and extravaganza? Decidedly, yes; a subtle one, yet sharply defines. An extravaganza permits any extravagances or whimsicalities, without definite purpose. A burlesque should burlesque something. It should be pregnant with meaning. It should be pure, wholesome, free from suggestiveness. It should fancifully and humorously distort fact. It should have consistency of plot, idealization of treatment in effects of scenery and costumes, fantastic drollery of movement and witchery of musical embellishment. It should be performed by comedians who understand the value of light and shade, and the sharp accenting of every salient point. Strong personality and individual peculiarities are invaluable to the burlesque artist. Passive, negative temperaments go for nothing. Their possessors move on and off the stage unnoticed. It is the man or woman with nervous force, individuality, magnetism who compels the attention of the audience, and this is equally true in tragedy, comedy or burlesque.
- as quoted in The Morning Journal, June 1893
Performers with "strong personality and individual peculiarities" would remain a permanent part of musical theatre. Burlesque musicals continued to thrive through the 1890s. Rice's final production was Excelsior Jr. (1895), another Longfellow spoof that enjoyed a profitable run thanks to a stellar performance by Fay Templeton. 

 

Pantomimes: Clowning Around

Program for an 1873 revival of Humpty Dumpty starring George L. Fox.  He eventually performed the title role over 1,400 times. 
One act musical pantomimes had been a London and Broadway staple since the 1700s, sharing the bill with other entertainments. By the mid-1800s, American pantomimes placed figures from Mother Goose stories in varied settings, then gave a mischievous fairy an excuse to transform them into the characters taken from commedia dell’ arte (Harlequin, Columbine, Clown, etc.). Using the silent language of gesture, these clowns then had to contend with a variety of comic situations and misunderstandings.

The humor in pantomimes was mostly physical, relying on a succession of slapstick routines. A typical pantomime script consisted of detailed stage directions with a few snippets of inserted dialogue. The otherwise mute clowns could burst into song to heighten the mood -- or whenever the audience and the battered cast needed a breather. With colorful sets and athletic antics, this glorified form of children's theater proved to be popular with adults -- many of whom were new immigrants who did not mind the absence of English dialogue.

The most successful American pantomime was Humpty Dumpty (1868 - 483), with comic actor George Fox in the title role. The plot (if you can call it that) turned young Humpty and his playmates into harlequinade characters romping through such diverse settings as a candy store, an enchanted garden and Manhattan's costly new City Hall. With a lavish ballet staged by David Costa (choreographer of The Black Crook), there was plenty of visual spectacle to offset the knockabout humor. The score was sometimes credited to "A. Reiff Jr.," but it was largely assembled from existing material, a mish-mosh of recycled Offenbach and old music hall tunes. But no one paid much attention to the songs – Fox's buffoonery was the main attraction. Humpty Dumpty set a new long-run record, was revived several times and inspired a series of sequels.

Fox's mute passivity set him apart from the clamor surrounding him on Humpty Dumpty's stage, and audiences took the little man to their hearts. Counting revivals and tours, he played Humpty more than 1,400 times. Advanced syphilis eventually clouded Fox's mind. After pelting an audience with props in November 1875, Fox was forced into retirement. He died two years later at age 52.

Pantomime survived in England as a form of Christmas entertainment, but it faded from American stages by 1880. American audiences were looking for something more intimate than burlesque and less childish than pantomime. The time was right for an innovation – musical comedy.

Harrigan and Hart

Hart, Harrigan and an unnamed assistant perform "The Mulligan Guard March."
Some British sources suggest that London producer George Edwardes staged the first musical comedies, but most of his Gaiety Theater productions were little more than Gilbert and Sullivan-style operettas with shortened skirts. The form we know as musical comedy was born on Broadway in a series of shows starring Edward (Ned) Harrigan and Tony Hart. Produced between 1878 and 1884, with book and lyrics by Harrigan and music by his father in law David Braham, these musical comedies featured characters and situations taken from the everyday life of New York's lower classes. With these distinctly American works, Harrigan, Hart and Braham laid a path that Broadway musicals would follow profitably for more than a century to come.

Harrigan had made his name as a comedian in the variety melodeons of San Francisco. Hart was a stage-struck reform school escapee with a rare gift for stage comedy. They met the mid-1870s, and soon developed a routine that poked fun at New York's infamous neighborhood militias. These local "guard" troops were little more than uniformed drinking clubs sponsored by local politicians. Weekend parades designed to impress the public were often so beer-soaked that the participants looked ridiculous. To spoof this, Harrigan and Hart donned ill-fitting uniforms and staggered through inept military drills while singing a merry march.

We shouldered arms
And marched
And marched away,
From Baxter Street
We marched to Avenue A.
With drums and fifes
How sweetly they did play
As we marched, marched, marched
In the Mulligan Guards.
- Lyric transcribed from sheet music
Audiences loved the act and the catchy "Mulligan Guard's March" was soon heard all around the world. In the novel Kim, Rudyard Kipling notes that it was a favorite with British troops in India – who replaced the names of New York streets with various Indian locales.

 

The Mulligan Shows
When Harrigan and Hart reached New York, their "Mulligan Guard" act was such a sensation that it played the city's top variety theaters for more than a year. Inspired by this acclaim, the team expanded the act into The Mulligan Guard Picnic (1878), a forty minute sketch that packed audiences into Broadway's Theatre Comique for a month -- a very healthy commercial run for that time. This became the first in a seven year series of full length musical farces. The versatile Harrigan performed, produced, and directed while writing the scripts and lyrics. The action was always set on the scruffy streets of downtown Manhattan, with Harrigan playing politically ambitious Irish saloon owner "Dan Mulligan" and Hart winning praise as the African American washerwoman "Rebecca Allup."

The Mulligan Guard Ball (1879), Cordelia's Aspirations (1883) and the rest of the series proved extremely popular with New York's immigrant-based lower and middle classes, who loved seeing themselves depicted on stage. Powerful politicians made a point of showing up too, anxious to curry the favor of voters. Harrigan & Hart's plots focused on such real-life problems as interracial tensions, political corruption and gang violence, but there was always enough clownish humor to keep everyone laughing. Since every class and ethnic group was treated as fair game (and often depicted with surprising sympathy), nobody took offense. 

Harrigan's dialogue relied on puns and ethnic dialect to win laughs. In Squatter Sovereignty (1882), an Irish immigrant has the following exchange with his wife when he realizes a fish has been tied to his back as an April Fool's prank –

MICHAEL: Be heavens, that's a haddock.
ELLEN: 'Tis, and was hanging to a sucker.
MICHAEL: You're only codding me.
ELLEN: What eels you?
MICHAEL: I've smelt that before.


Program for The Mulligan Guard Ball (1883). I discovered this tucked between the pages of a Victorian novel -- you never know what might be hiding at your local flea market.
Harrigan and Braham's songs were in the popular style of their day, with lots of sentiment and street-smart humor. The lyrics were redolent with slang, ethnic accents and imperfect grammar, speech forms which had not been set to music before. New Yorkers adored these tunes, and every neighborhood in Manhattan rang with renditions of "Paddy Duffy's Cart" or "The Babies on Our Block" –

If you want for information
Or in need of merriment,
Come over with me socially
To Murphy's tenement.
He owns a row of houses
In the first ward, near the dock,
Where Ireland's represented
By the babies on our block.
There's the Phalens and the Whalens
From the sweet Dunochadee,
They are sitting on the railings
With their children on their knee,
All gossiping and talking
With their neighbors in a flock,
Singing "Little Sally Waters"
With the babies on our block.
"Oh, little Sally Waters,
Sitting in the sun,
A-crying and weeping for a young man;
Oh rise, Sally, rise,
Wipe your eye out with your frock";
That's sung by the babies
A-living on our block.
- Lyric transcribed from sheet music
Since these songs were only peripherally connected to the plots of the shows, hits from previous scores could be interpolated when things needed a lift. Harrigan and Hart could always find an excuse to reprise their "Mulligan Guards March," to show-stopping effect.

Harrigan's penchant for hiring relatives annoyed Hart, who's wife felt he was being slighted. The team split up in 1885. Hart went off on his own, but the crippling effects of advanced syphilis forced him off the stage in 1886, and he died soon afterwards at age 36. Harrigan continued to produce and star in musicals until 1893. George M. Cohan's jaunty "H-A-double R-I-G-A-N spells Harrigan" was an affectionate tribute to this early giant of the American musical stage.

Noteworthy sources on Harrigan & Hart:
Kahn, E.J. The Merry Partners: The Age and Stage of Harrigan and Hart. (New York: Random House, 1955)
Moody, Richard. Ned Harrigan - From Corlear's Hook to Herald Square. (Chicago: Nelson Hall, 1980) 
 

Forgotten Hits

Francis Wilson (seated) as the cowardly thief Cadeaux, and William S. Daboll as his daring partner Ravennes are seen plotting a kidnapping in the original Broadway production of Erminie (1886). Extremely popular with his fellow performers, Wilson was an early leader of the Actors Equity Association. 

There were other troupes offering musical comedy in the 1870s and 80s. The Salisbury Troubadours brought their touring production of The Brook (1879) to Broadway, where it lasted a then-profitable six weeks. The minimalist plot involved two women and three men who go on a picnic via a short boat ride. Along with food, their picnic baskets produced the costumes and props for their specialties, turning the show into a vaudeville-style procession of acts. There were recycled songs from various sources. Audiences and critics found the resulting evening amusing, and its inexpensive format inspired numerous imitators. Several sources claim that The Brook contained the first seeds of modern musical comedy, but I feel this is a questionable premise. By the time this mishmash reached New York, Harrigan and Hart were already a going concern.

During the 1880s, Broadway musicals became more numerous and profitable than ever. Aside from the imported works of Gilbert & Sullivan (discussed elsewhere in these essays), most of the hits from this decade are forgotten today. However, at least one American musical from this period remained popular well into the next century.

Erminie (London 1885, NY 1886) was the tale of two thieves who kidnap a young bride in hopes of a ransom, inadvertently liberating the girl from a marriage she dreads. This lighthearted silliness ran for over 500 performances in London, and was revived so often on Broadway that it racked up more than 1,200 performances there by 1900. As the timorous thief Cadeaux, Francis Wilson achieved lasting stardom. Unlike most of the stage clowns of his time, Wilson did not rely on physical mugging to win laughs --

Wilson's comedy and farce were rooted in his sense of characterization. He achieved much of the force of his humor by the unerring consistency with which successive bits of business built up a rounded and believable character.
- Cecil Smith, Musical Comedy in America (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1950), p. 93.
Although the versatile Wilson played many roles over the course of his long career, he periodically reappeared in Erminie, starring in a Broadway revival as late as the 1930s. Wilson was so admired by his fellow stage actors that they selected him as the first president of their union, Actor's Equity.

Broadway in "The Gay 90s"

The program for A Trip to Chinatown (1891) announces that curtain time was 8:30 PM, and informs theatergoers that carriages may pick them up at 10:50. New York's subway system would not appear until 1904.
Although few (if any) Broadway musicals of the 1890s would merit a revival of today, they appeared during an era of extraordinary theatrical bounty. It was not unusual for fifty or more musical productions to open in a single season. While revivals and European imports were common, the overwhelming majority of these shows were homegrown originals. Farcical musical comedies were standard Broadway fare in this decade. Following the Harrigan and Hart model, these shows had loose plots involving "ordinary people," offering enough gags and dialogue to get from song to song.  Any number of composers might contribute to the score.

Producer-playwright Charles Hoyt mastered this form, which reached its peak with A Trip To Chinatown (1891 - 657), the story of a widow who accidentally maneuvers several young suburban couples into a big city restaurant – where a rich man loses his wallet before true love wins out in the end. (Did anyone say Hello Dolly?) The show was cobbled together in an almost haphazard fashion, with songs by a multitude of composers. Thanks to interpolations made during the New York run, the score eventually included the perennial favorites "Reuben, Reuben," "The Bowery," and "After the Ball." A Trip to Chinatown toured for several years, and its record-setting Broadway run would not be surpassed until the early 1920s. Its fame was lasting. When the 1927 musical Show Boat needed an emotion-packed song to symbolize the sound of 1890s, Hammerstein and Kern interpolated the evergreen "After the Ball."

The Belle of New York (1897) did poorly on Broadway with its tale of a Salvation Army girl who prevents her millionaire boyfriend from being disinherited. But a London production in 1898 proved a surprise sensation, running more a year and receiving nine West End revivals over the next four decades. This was the first American musical to find unqualified success in Britain, a trend that would expand as the 20th Century progressed. It also made a star out of Edna May, an attractive dark-haired soprano who played the title role on both sides of the Atlantic. The songs, popular in their day, have not had any lasting fame. However, when most people think of the entertainments of the "Gay 90s," this is the sort of show they picture – lighthearted musical comedy with a touch of innocent romance, all designed to showcase lovely young women in lavish but moderately immodest outfits.

The 1890s also brought the first Broadway revue, The Passing Show (1894). This almost vaudeville-like hodgepodge of songs, sketches and specialty acts quickly became common, particularly during the summer months when Broadway audiences flocked to see these light entertainments in open-air rooftop theatres. However, revues would accomplish little of historical importance until Florenz Ziegfeld introduced his Follies in 1907. There is far more on this in the pages ahead.

 

Early Black Musicals
In the years following the Civil War, minstrel shows were the only professional stage outlet for African American performers, so it is no surprise that the earliest black musicals grew out of the minstrel tradition. The Creole Show (1890) reshaped minstrelsy's all-male tradition by offering a female interlocutor and other women in an all-black cast. With a successful tour and a New York run, this production proved that black musicals had substantial commercial appeal.

John W. Isham, The Creole Show’s booking agent, later produced The Octoroons (1895), a touring musical farce that placed traditional minstrel comedy routines in a continuous plot. The show's racial attitude is reflected in the title of its hit song, "No Coon Can Come Too Black for Me." 


Bob Cole (seated) and J.R. Johnson, two of the earliest African American songwriters to succeed on Broadway.
Popular singer Sisseretta Jones starred in Black Patti’s Troubadours (1896), which toured the US for eighteen years and gave many talented black performers their first professional showcase. Black composer/lyricist Bob Cole wrote one-act musicals for the troupe, including "At Jolly Coon-ey Island." When Cole eventually found it impossible to work with the company's white managers, he established his own all black production company. Cole composed and produced the first full-length New York musical comedy written, directed and performed exclusively by blacks, A Trip to Coontown (1898). Aside from the unfortunate title (which spoofed A Trip to Chinatown), it relied on minstrel stereotypes to tell the story of con artist Jimmy Flimflammer’s unsuccessful attempts to steal an old man’s pension. With variety acts thrown in to keep things lively, the show had a successful tour and two runs in New York. Cole went on to compose several more black musicals with lyricist J.R. Johnson, including The Red Moon (1909).
While A Trip to Coontown was still running at the Third Avenue Theater, Clorindy, the Origin of the Cakewalk (1898) opened at the Casino Theatre's Roof Garden. This hour long sketch was the first all-black show to play in a prestigious Broadway house, thanks to a daring maneuver by composer Will Marion Cook. He and his company walked into the Casino Roof one day and informed the manager that the owner had sent them – an outright lie, but it got them onto the stage. Their performance caused such a sensation that producer Edward Rice booked the show for a run. Clorindy's libretto relied on demeaning minstrel-style comedy, but the innovative ragtime score brought acclaim to Cook, who went on to write musicals for Broadway’s first top rank black stars, Bert Williams and George Walker. 

Weber & Fields: Burlesque Musicals 

Joe Weber and Lew Fields as their alter egos "Mike & Meyer."
The most popular burlesque musicals of the 1890s were created by comedians Joe Weber and Lew Fields. Weber played the short, rotund "Mike," while Fields was the tall and lean "Meyer," a bully who constantly schemed to swindle Mike out of his money. With these cartoonish personas, Weber and Fields became vaudeville's definitive "Dutch" act (a corruption of "Deutsch" - i.e. "German"). By the 1880s, they were one of the top comedy acts in vaudeville.

There was nothing subtle about Weber & Fields. They used false chin beards, pork pie hats, and outrageous German accents. Their dialogue relied on silly misunderstandings, and fans reveled in the team's knockabout physical battles. Weber once said that "all the public wanted to see was Fields knock the hell out of me." The act usually began with Fields pushing the smaller Weber onstage, with Weber indignantly squealing, "Don't pooosh me, Meyer, don't pooosh me!" Both characters spoke fractured English --

WEBER: I am delightfulness to meet you!
FIELDS: Der disgust is all mine!
In the course of their banter, one would unintentionally offend the other, with verbal insults turning into all-out battles with punches, kicks, pratfalls, etc.

Beginning in 1896, Weber and Fields parlayed their act into a series of  more than a dozen Broadway musicals which the duo jointly produced and co-starred in. In their earliest productions, the first half of the evening was a musical burlesque of a recent Broadway hit (example: Cyrano de Bergerac became Cyranose de Bric-a-Brac), and the intermission was followed by a collection of individual music, dance  and comedy acts.



The program for Weber and Fields' Whoop-Dee-Doo (1904). Although they would work together again, this run marked the end of their active partnership.
The Weber & Fields burlesques went so far as to spoof specific sets and costumes. These extended parodies were burlesques in the classic sense, with clean content designed to attract a family audience. The humor could aim in almost any direction. When skewering a drama set in Scotland, Weber & Fields included a song entitled "Alexander's Bagpipe Band" -- sending-up Irving Berlin's ragtime hit.

Being spoofed by Weber and Fields proved to be such great publicity that producers enthusiastically campaigned for their shows to be targeted. The variety segments of these catch-all evenings did much to refine and define the revue as a Broadway-level entertainment.

 

Lillian Russell

Beloved soprano Lillian Russell enjoyed prolonged stardom in vaudeville as well as Broadway.
While Weber and Fields were the main stars of their joint productions, they had the good sense to surround themselves with several of the musical theater's biggest talents -- the most stellar company Broadway has ever seen. Fay Templeton, Anna Held, DeWolf Hopper and vaudeville favorite Marie Dressler were regulars, as was Lillian Russell, a singing actress now remembered as the ultimate embodiment of 1890s glamour.

Russell was renowned for her piping high C, a curvaceous (if increasingly ample) figure, and a winning way with comic dialogue. She debuted at Tony Pastor's in 1883 and solidified her reputation in a series of Broadway operettas. Russell's talent, beauty and infamous relationship with financier "Diamond" Jim Brady made her a national celebrity. She eventually commanded an astronomical  weekly salary of $1,250, a record figure for Broadway performers of the 1890s. After adding Russell to their team, Weber and Fields dropped their existing format and switched to full-length musical comedies  with preposterous titles like Whirl-i-gig (1899 - 264) and Fiddle-dee-dee (1899 - 262). These lighthearted hits followed their New York runs with lucrative national tours.

One Russell show -- and one song -- had a back story that became the stuff of theatrical legend. Composer John Stromberg had written several hit songs for Russell. During pre-production for Twirly Whirly (1902 - 244), he delayed delivery of her new solo, insisting it was not ready. Days before the first rehearsal, Stromberg took his own life. The folded manuscript for a sentimental ballad entitled "Come Down Ma Evenin' Star" was found in his coat pocket. Although claims that Russell burst into tears while singing the song on Twirly Whirly's opening night were probably a press agent's fantasy, the public bought into them. "Come Down Ma Evenin' Star" became Russell's trademark number for the rest of her long career.


Faye Templeton, Lew Fields, Joe Weber and Lillian Russell in their final joint stage vehicle, Hokey Pokey (1912).
Although Weber & Fields ended their Broadway partnership in 1904, they reunited eight years later for Hokey Pokey (1912 - 108) with a rather hefty Russell making her final Broadway appearance to reprise "Come Down Ma Evenin' Star." She continued to sing in vaudeville until failing health forced her retirement in 1919. Both Weber and Fields remained active in show business through the 1930s, reviving their old act on several occasions.  

 

Imitators & Legacies
Weber-Fields had many imitators in vaudeville. Their Broadway burlesque-variety formula was blatantly copied by Gus and Max Rogers, who played characters painfully similar to "Mike & Meyer" in a series of eight Broadway musicals between 1899 and 1908. With pleasant but unmemorable scores, the Rogers Brothers musicals profitably showcased such outstanding musical stage talents as Pat Rooney, Della Fox and (in her Broadway debut) vaudeville great Nora Bayes. While audiences enjoyed the silliness, the Rogers' burlesques were considered no match for Weber & Fields.

Lew Fields' most direct legacy was his children – librettists Herb and Joseph, and lyricist/librettist Dorothy, all of whom would contribute to some of the most important musicals of the 20th Century. But Lew's partnership with Joe Weber left a theatrical legacy of its own. Their biographers put it this way -- 

How do we judge the legacy of Weber and Fields and their Music Hall? It was on the Music Hall stage that the basic forms and techniques of the revue and the musical were assembled and tried out . . .It was also on the music hall stage that Julian Mitchell defined the creative responsibilities of the stage director, becoming the progenitor of American musical directors, from Ned Wayburn to Bob Fosse. . . Socially and aesthetically, Weber & Fields Music Hall was the evolutionary link between the popular stage entertainments of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
- Armond Fields and L. Marc Fields, From the Bowery to Broadway: Lew Fields and the Roots of American Popular Theater (New York, Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 203.
While homegrown musical comedies entertained New York, a British team initiated a series of shows that caught the imagination of the entire English speaking world.
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William Gilbert – Arthur Sullivan – Richard D'Oyly Carte
Beginning in the 1870s, playwright William S. Gilbert and composer Arthur Sullivan revolutionized the musical theatre, creating witty, melodic operettas that set a new standard for stage professionalism. Their scores sparkled with melody and clever rhyme, and Gilbert's librettos blended silliness and satire in settings that ranged from pure fantasy to the utterly realistic. Innovative producer Richard D'Oyly Carte publicized these shows as "light operas", but by any name, they were musicals – some of the finest the world would ever see.

 

Beginnings
Gilbert had been an unsuccessful attorney before his illustrated comic poems appeared in several popular magazines. This opened the way to a successful career as a playwright and director. Sullivan was Britain's most promising serious composer, but he was quite willing to compose lighter pieces to cover the expenses of the high-society lifestyle he craved. Both men had contributed to minor musical shows, but neither expected that musical theatre would be their key to lasting fame.

In the 1860s, the British musical theatre consisted of variety shows, French operettas, and the slapdash comic light operas presented by John Hollingshead at his Gaiety Theatre. Hollingshead hired Gilbert and Sullivan to create Thespis (1871 - 63), a mythological spoof involving a theatrical troupe that stumbles onto Mount Olympus and trades places with the aging Greek gods. Written and staged in a frantic five weeks, Gilbert himself later dismissed the show as "crude and ineffective," but it impressed at least one audience member – aspiring producer Richard D'Oyly Carte. Four years later, he needed a one-act "curtain raiser" to share the bill with his production of Offenbach's La Perichole at London's Opera Comique. Carte convinced G&S to adapt one of Gilbert's satirical poems.

 

Trial By Jury: The Curtain Raiser

The opening night of Trial By Jury as recreated for The Gilbert and Sullivan Story.
The resulting thirty five minute musical eclipsed La Perichole and became the talk of London. Trial By Jury (1875 - 131) was a delicious spoof of a breach of promise trial, a now-forgotten procedure where a man could be sued for withdrawing a proposal of marriage. In the show, the defendant is a roguish playboy, the pretty plaintiff (wearing her wedding dress) flirts shamelessly with the all-male jury, and the amoral judge resolves things by marrying the girl himself. This piece established several comic themes that would run through most of Gilbert and Sullivan's shows –

· unqualified men who have oiled their way into high public office

· the course of true love flows in surprising directions

· an appalling disdain for women over 40 years of age 

For example, Trial's "Learned Judge" (originally portrayed by Sullivan's brother Frederic) sings of the questionable tactics that brought him to his exalted position -- 

At Westminster Hall
I danced a dance,
Like a semi-despondent fury; 
For I thought I never
Should hit on a chance 
Of addressing a British Jury.
But I soon got tired
Of third-class journeys, 
And dinners of bread and water; 
So I fell in love
With a rich attorney's 
Elderly, ugly daughter. 
The rich attorney,
He jumped with joy, 
And replied to my fond professions: 
"You shall reap the rewards
Of your pluck, my boy,
At the Bailey and 
Middlesex sessions. 
"You'll soon get used
To her looks," said he,
"And a very nice girl
You will find her!
She may very well pass
For forty-three
In the dusk,
With a light behind her!"
Both Gilbert and Sullivan looked on operettas as a sideline, but they realized it could prove very profitable. D'Oyly Carte persuaded them to attempt a full-length work.

 

The Sorcerer 

George Grossmith, who originated most of the G&S comic "patter" roles – seen here as John Wellington Wells in The Sorcerer.
The Sorcerer (1877 - 178) involved a magician who wreaks havoc in a small English village with a love potion – a plot device Gilbert would suggest often in years to come. The Sorcerer lampooned Victorian notions of social propriety and class distinction, but it was so polished, witty and utterly respectable that no one took offense. It had a healthy run, and unauthorized productions soon appeared in the United States, which at that time did not recognize international copyrights.

Gilbert and Sullivan were initiating a form of British operetta that was quite unlike its continental predecessors. The sexual references and situations found in French operetta were avoided. Where French operettas had cartoonish characters, G&S made a conscious effort to use more familiar, believable characters. Most of the characters in The Sorcerer were the sort of people British audiences knew from everyday life -- with the obvious exception of the slightly bizarre title character.

Encouraged by The Sorcerer's profitable run, the authors next wrote an operetta that had even greater fun with British social conventions. They succeeded beyond their wildest dreams, creating a show that would reshape the popular musical theatre on both sides of the Atlantic.

"Pinafore-mania"
H.M.S. Pinafore (1878 - 571) was the story of a naval captain's daughter who spurns the attentions of the First Lord of the Admiralty (England's equivalent of America's Secretary of the Navy) because she loves a common sailor. This show spoofed Britain's rigid system of social stratification, which limited each person's options in life based on the class they were born into. Pinafore also lampooned the British public's hypocritical tendency to condemn those marrying outside their class while applauding plays and novels that suggested "love levels all ranks." The satire was all the more effective because Gilbert's sets, costumes and staging were meticulous and realistic.

In "When I Was A Lad," The First Lord (assisted by "his sisters and his cousins and his aunts") explains how a man with no nautical experience could attain his lofty position --

Of legal knowledge
I acquired such a grip
That they took me
Into the partnership.
And that junior partnership, I ween,
Was the only ship
That I ever had seen.
But that kind of ship
So suited me, 
That now I am the Ruler
Of the Queen's Navee!

I grew so rich
That I was sent
By a pocket borough
Into Parliament.
I always voted
At my party's call, 
And I never
Thought of thinking
For myself at all. 
I thought so little,
They rewarded me 
By making me the Ruler
Of the Queen's Navee!

Now landsmen all,
Whoever you may be, 
If you want to rise
To the top of the tree, 
If your soul isn't fettered
To an office stool, 
Be careful to be guided
By this golden rule –
Stick close to your desks
And never go to sea, 
And you all may be rulers
Of the Queen's Navee!
Thanks to a freak heat wave and critical disapproval of anything making fun of Britain's sacred class system, Pinafore initially did sluggish business. Then Sullivan began including medleys of the score in his popular summer symphonic concerts. Listeners were intrigued, ticket sales improved, and the show became a sensation.

Pinafore was such a hit that D'Oyly Carte's investors tried to literally steal the production from him, sending thugs to carry off the sets and costumes in the middle of a performance! But the cast and crew fought the blighters off, and the thieving investors only succeeded in denying themselves further participation in a theatrical gold mine. Carte formed an exclusive partnership with Gilbert and Sullivan, splitting all the production expenses and profits three ways. No interpolations by other composers were allowed, and all three men had joint say in casting and production.


This 1885 program cover for the Madison Square Theatre shows a lavish Victorian interior. This is where Gilbert and Sullivan's Pirates of Penzance premiered six years before, when the space was called The Fifth Avenue Theatre.
The new partnership faced some daunting challenges. Since international copyright laws did not yet exist, producers had no qualms about stealing material. Both Britain and the United States were inundated with unauthorized ("pirated") Pinafore productions. When Gilbert and Sullivan brought their company of Pinafore to New York, the casts of several unauthorized Pinafore's brazenly turned out to welcome them.

Although most Broadway critics acclaimed the authorized staging for being superior to all other versions, it had a relatively brief run. Seeing how "Pinafore-mania" had swept the US, D'Oyly Carte was determined to protect the American right to Gilbert and Sullivan's next work.

 

Conquering Pirates

A poster for the original production of The Pirates of Penzance.
D'Oyly Carte secured the first international copyright by premiering The Pirates of Penzance (1880) simultaneously in New York and Great Britain. Illegal productions still sprang up, but were fought in the courts – establishing legal precedents that protect composers and playwrights to this day. 

Pirates is the story of Fredrick, a young man who was accidentally apprenticed to a band of pirates. He falls in love with a Major General's ward and tries to atone for his past by plotting the destruction of his former comrades. When it turns out the soft-hearted pirates are really "noblemen who have gone wrong," they and a relieved Frederick marry the multitudinous wards of a rather "Modern Major General."

The success of Pirates confirmed Gilbert and Sullivan's place in popular culture. The amazing thing was that they were just getting started. They next took aim at artistic snobbery in Patience (1881 - 578), the story of a pretentious poet who dazzles every woman except the simple dairy maid he desires. The comedy centered on the school of writers and artists whose obsession with beauty had come to be known as "aestheticism." To make sure Americans would understand this essentially British phenomenon, D'Oyly Carte sent famous aesthete Oscar Wilde on a lecture tour of the U.S., keeping him one city ahead of the Patience tour. The resulting public reaction helped to make Patience a hit in the States.

In Gilbert and Sullivan's earlier operettas, many of the characters were one-dimensional comic creatures that inspire little in the way of empathy. With Patience, the authors initiated a series of works that redefined musical theatre, integrating words and music to serve plot and characterization as no one ever had before. There were any number of songs in their early works that could be exchanged from one character to another – even one show to another. From Patience onwards, the major characters are more completely realized, and the songs are almost always custom fit to each character and situation. Long before Rodgers and Hammerstein were born, Gilbert and Sullivan introduced the integrated musical. True, they billed them as "comic operas," but these shows were musicals.

 

How They Worked
Sullivan would begin to compose after Gilbert delivered the completed librettos. Gilbert developed his story ideas in hefty leather bound notebooks, most of which are preserved at the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. These books show how Gilbert worked through plot twists and characterizations in pages of detailed notes, often writing out the plot in short story form before beginning the actual script. His dialogue and lyrics show frequent revisions.

It is no exaggeration to say that Gilbert redefined the art of stage direction for the musical theatre. He was a demanding director, and sometimes relied on sarcasm. When a hefty actress tripped and landed on her rump during a rehearsal, Gilbert bellowed, "I knew you'd make an impression on the stage one day!" In most cases, he was far more civil, and showed remarkable patience in training performers to achieve the effects he desired.

Before rehearsals, Gilbert would work out stage movements on a model stage using small blocks of wood to represent the actors, then teach this blocking to the cast. He forbade ad-libbing or the addition of any unauthorized stage business during a run. Gilbert was assisted in this by his wife Lucy, who made frequent return visits to the Savoy and gave her husband detailed reports on the performances.

For further reading on Gilbert's literary and directorial methods, see Jane W. Stedman's W.S. Gilbert: A Classic Victorian and His Theatre (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).
 

The Savoy Theatre
D'Oyly Carte built The Savoy Theatre in London to serve as his headquarters, moving the company there in October of 1881. The first theatre in Great Britain to use electricity (The California Theatre in San Francisco beat it out by four years), the Savoy took its name from a palace that had once stood on the same location. The theatre gave its name to the G&S works ("Savoy Operas") as well as their performers ("Savoyards"). In 1889, Carte built the Savoy Hotel adjacent to the theatre, providing first-class dining for theatre goers – a new idea in the 1880s.

The long-running Patience moved to the Savoy for its final months. Iolanthe (1882 - 398) premiered there, with its tale of a fairy queen humbling a "rather susceptible" Lord Chancellor and reforming the House of Lords. This was Gilbert's "topsy-turvy" world view at its most delightful, and the chorus of fairies caused a sensation by appearing with illuminated electric wings.


The premiere night of Iolanthe as recreated in The Gilbert and Sullivan Story, with Maurice Evans as Sullivan and Robert Morley as Gilbert.
With its focus on the British political system, Iolanthe was not as popular in the US as other G&S works, but Gilbert's comedy is so solid, his aim at human pretense so timeless, and Sullivan's music so rich and irresistible that many fans (this author included) consider Iolanthe a personal favorite.

Princess Ida (1884 - 246) spoofed a romantic poem by Tennyson which told of a medieval prince winning the hand of a princess who thinks women are superior to men. Based on one of Gilbert's early plays, it is the only G&S operetta where the dialogue is in blank verse. Although the plot pokes fun at feminism, it comes to the conclusion that true love makes men and women equals. Despite a fine score, Princess Ida was not well received and closed months ahead of schedule. In accordance with the terms of their partnership agreement, D'Oyly Carte asked G&S for a new work.

Despite the success they had enjoyed, the collaborators both had reservations about their relationship. Instead of turning out a new show, they came within inches of ending the parthership.

The Mikado: "Object All Sublime"

The D'Oyly Carte Company's 1936 film version of The Mikado, with Martyn Green (center, in black robe) as KoKo.
Gilbert offered yet another plot involving a love potion, and when Sullivan balked, the disagreement turned ugly. Sullivan declared that it was time for him to concentrate on more serious compositions, and Gilbert resented the suggestion that their collaboration was holding Sullivan back. D'Oyly Carte staged a revival of The Sorcerer to keep the company going. The partnership was on the brink of collapse when a decorative Japanese sword fell from the wall of Gilbert's study, nearly beaning the librettist – and inspiring the plot for the most popular show in the G&S canon.

The Mikado (1885 - 672) reflected an 1880s craze for “all things Japanese.” The complicated plot centers on what happens when a fictional Emperor of Japan decrees that flirting is punishable by death. Because no one in the town of Titipu is willing to enforce this horrible law, a condemned tailor (Koko) is appointed Lord High Executioner – the reasoning being that he cannot behead anyone until he beheads himself. When it turns out he has to execute someone after all, he selects Nanki-Poo, a traveling minstrel. Nanki-Poo will only agree to the scheme if he can first marry the executioner's ward and finance, the lovely Yum-Yum. This would allow the minstrel a month of happiness, after which the Executioner can behead the man and marry his ward as originally planned. However, an aged woman (Katisha) from the royal court appears, announcing that Nanki-poo is actually the crown prince who has been in hiding since he toyed with her affections! The Mikado himself soon arrives to proclaim that his "object all sublime" is "to let the punishment fit the crime." After a series of deceptions and misunderstandings no one dies and everything is resolved. 

The Mikado's Japanese setting and costumes masked the fact that it was a send-up of British customs and pretensions. “Three Little Maids From School,” “A Wand'ring Minstrel I” and “Titwillow” were sung everywhere. In the United States, The Mikado was the only G&S operetta to repeat the impact of H.M.S. Pinafore, as "Mikado-mania" fed a new American passion for all things Japanese.

The Mikado is the only G&S musical that has been widely performed in languages other than English. It is also one of the few musicals that ever led to a diplomatic fracas. When the Crown Prince of Japan made a state visit to Britain in 1907, the work was temporarily banned by the government -- a maneuver that backfired when the prince complained that he had hoped to see The Mikado during his stay. It remains one of the most frequently produced musicals of all time, and still receives amateur and professional stagings worldwide.

 

Living up to The Mikado
Few things are harder than trying to follow a smashing success, especially if it's your own. Gilbert and Sullivan's melodramatic spoof Ruddigore (1887 - 288) had its charms. Although rarely staged today, it has a fine score and a well crafted story – but many complained that it was not another Mikado. (As if anything could be?) Sullivan once again grumbled that he should be working on more serious compositions, and made it clear that he was ready to abandon operetta altogether. Gilbert enticed him with a libretto unlike any other in the series. Set in the Tower of London during the reign of Henry VIII, The Yeomen of the Guard (1888 - 423) had political intrigue and the threat of execution overshadowing a romance. Yeoman gave Sullivan the opportunity for his most melodically ambitious Savoy score, and Gilbert's script had little trace of his "topsy-turvy" sense of humor. The most serious of Gilbert and Sullivan's works, it was Sullivan's personal favorite.

The team resumed their comic ways with The Gondoliers (1889 - 554), the story of two anti-royalist Venetian gondoliers who find themselves kings of a revolution-torn country. G&S had tremendous fun with the foibles of monarchy and democracy, and the show became a massive hit on both sides of the Atlantic. 
The reclusive Queen Victoria invited the D'Oyly Carte company to give several private performances in her various homes, including a memorable Gondoliers at Windsor Castle (pictured in the thumbnail at left). These performances confirmed the new respectability Gilbert and Sullivan had brought to the musical theatre. No doubt Her Majesty enjoyed a quartet in which the gondoliers and their fiancées sing of what a glorious thing it is "to be a regular royal queen."

When it seemed Gilbert and Sullivan's collaboration was at its peak, it fell apart over several trivial disputes – including an infamous quarrel over the price of some new carpeting in the Savoy Theatre. D'Oyly Carte and his wife Helen sided with Sullivan, and produced his long awaited grand opera Ivanhoe -- which proved a financial failure. Gilbert, who had made a huge fuss over nothing, resumed writing plays -- which didn't fare any better.

After several years, the Savoy trio effected a reconciliation, but things were never quite the same. Utopia Limited (1893 - 245) made fun of Britain's attempts to remake other nations in its own image, and The Grand Duke (1896 -123) had a theatrical troupe trying to seize power in a tottering German principality. While both works were melodic and entertaining, neither ran long enough to cover their high production costs. Both Gilbert and Sullivan were losing the fresh creative edge that had enlivened their most popular works.

 

Curtain Calls

Gilbert reading the libretto of Utopia Limited to the cast on the first day of rehearsal at The Savoy Theatre in London.
Gilbert and Sullivan remained on cordial terms in their final years, and were hailed by the public. Sullivan received a knighthood in 1888, and the old collaborators shared curtain calls when revivals of their hits opened. Sullivan wrote comic operas with new librettists, including the well-received The Emerald Isle (1900). Weakened by years of kidney trouble, he succumbed to a severe case of bronchitis in 1900, dying at age 58.

Gilbert enjoyed renewed health and popularity in the new century, writing plays and musical librettos, and finally receiving his overdue knighthood in 1907. He even had the satisfaction of living long enough to be acclaimed as what he was – a British national treasure. In late May 1911, Gilbert (at age 74) suffered a fatal heart attack while saving a young woman from drowning on his country estate.

After many years of illness, Richard D'Oyly Carte died in 1901. The D'Oyly Carte Opera Company continued under the management of his wife Helen, son Rupert and granddaughter Bridget, reviving the best of G&S through most of the 20th century. Financial woes forced the company to shut down in 1983, but thanks to seed money left by Bridget, a "new" D'Oyly Carte organization was soon formed. Although the founding family is no longer in charge, the company continues to stage popular revivals of the G&S cannon in Britain.

 

The G&S Legacy in Britain

Robert Morley as Gilbert and Maurice Evans as Sullivan in the British screen bio The Gilbert & Sullivan Story. 
The works of G&S have been popular with all levels of British society for more than a hundred years – an extraordinary achievement in one of the world's most class-conscious cultures. Professional and amateur groups performed the canon throughout the British Empire and the United States. Thanks to Gilbert and Sullivan, the British public's affection for popular music became stronger than ever. Noel Coward gives us a sense of what it was like to grow up in Britain at the turn of the 20th century –

"I was born into a generation that still took light music seriously. The lyrics and melodies of Gilbert and Sullivan were hummed and strummed into my consciousness at an early age. My father sang them, my mother played them, my nurse, Emma, breathed them through her teeth while she was washing me, dressing me and undressing me and putting me to bed. My aunts and uncles, who were legion, sang them singly and in unison at the slightest provocation."
- The introduction to The Noel Coward Song Book (London: Methuen, 1953), p. 9.
The D'Oyly Carte family retained exclusive British production rights to all the Gilbert & Sullivan operettas. While this arrangement encouraged ongoing interest in the works and helped to develop a solid G&S "tradition," it also limited the ways in which these musical could be produced and performed.

What can be confidently said is that the combination of the "tradition" and D'Oyly Carte exclusivity kept several generations of performers, conductors and directors from bringing their gifts to Gilbert and Sullivan. We will never know what Noel Coward might have brought to the role of Sir Joseph Porter, for example, or how Charles Laughton might have played Wilfred Shadbolt. Julie Andrews never sang Josephine or Mabel. Sir Thomas Beecham never conducted Yeomen of the Guard . . . we can only speculate on what was lost. 
- Gayden Wren, A Most Ingenious Paradox: The Art of Gilbert and Sullivan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 292-293.
It is almost impossible to estimate the influence G&S had on the development of musical theatre, both as a business and as an art form, in Britain and the United States. Thanks to them, the musical theatre was redefined forever. 

The Gaiety Musicals

The Quaker Girl came to Broadway in 1911 with Ina Claire (far left) in the title role. A poor British girl wins the love of a young American diplomat, but only after she runs away to be a model in Paris.
In Britain, everything on the musical stage during the late 1800s was measured against the works of Gilbert and Sullivan. Their most successful competitor was producer George Edwardes. His first hit was major was Dorothy (1886 - 931), a comic opera by B.C. Stephenson ad composer Alfred Cellier (Sullivan's former conductor). Initially a modest success at the Gaiety Theatre, the show was purchased by Edwardes accountant, who moved the show, recast it effectively, and kept it a sold-out hit for two additional years. With a sweet tale of a rake who falls in love with his disguised fiancée, and the hit ballad "Queen of My Heart," Dorothy broke all London stage records, running far longer than any G&S production. After the modestly successful follow-up Doris (1889 - 202), Cellier's promising career was cut short by his premature death.

Edwardes stumbled upon a new formula with The Gaiety Girl (1893 - 413), perhaps the only book musical named after a theatre (and ironically, it ran at another house). It was the first in a series of musicals that would pack the Gaiety for the next two decades. Although the earliest of these shows have the same sound one expects from Gilbert & Sullivan's operettas, Edwardes called them "musical comedies" – leading some scholars to incorrectly credit him with inventing a form that Harrigan & Hart had established on Broadway a decade earlier. Although Edwardes was not the true inventor of musical comedy, he was the first to elevate these works to international popularity. When The Gaiety Girl reached Broadway in 1894, the imported British chorus of "Gaiety Girls" caused a sensation. 

The Gaiety musicals had two basic plots – either a poor girl loves an aristocrat and wins him against all odds, or a girl tries to escape an unwanted marriage and leads other characters on a chase through some colorful locale. Decades later, a nostalgic Noel Coward described these shows as follows –

In most of these entertainments there was nearly always a bitter misunderstanding between the hero and the heroine at the end of the first act. (if it was in two acts) or the second act (if it was in three acts). Either he would insult her publicly on discovering that she was a princess in her own right rather than the simple commoner he had imagined her to be, or she would wrench his engagement ring from her finger, fling it at his feet and faint dead away on hearing that he was not the humble tutor she had loved for himself alone, but a multi-millionaire. The ultimate reconciliation was usually achieved a few seconds before the final curtain, after the leading comedian had sung a topical song and there was nothing left to do but forgive and forget . . . I still long to hear the leading lady cry with a breaking heart, "Play louder – play louder. I want to dance and forget!"
- Coward's forward to Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson's Musical Comedy (New York: Taplinger Publishing, 1969), pp. 7-8.
All the scores bore a certain resemblance, as did the titles – The Shop Girl, The Geisha, The Quaker Girl, My Girl, The Circus Girl, The Utah Girl, A Runaway Girl . . . all variations on the same basic theme. And that is exactly the way the critics and public wanted it. As late as 1920, a West End revival of The Shop Girl racked up 327 performances.  

The London hits from this period that traveled to Broadway could not equal the influence Gilbert and Sullivan had on the American theatre. Theatre historian Sheridan Morley points out that Britain's musical theatergoers "settled into a tasteful kind of calm from which they had to be regularly jolted by occasional glimpses of how these things were done on the other side of the Atlantic." (Spread a Little Happiness, Thames & Hudson, London, 1987, p. 29).

 

G&S in the USA 

All-juvenile casts of G&S were extremely popular. Here is a program for one such company that appeared on Broadway performing Patience in the 1880s.
Appearing at about the same time as the musical farces of Harrigan and Hart, the works of Gilbert and Sullivan appealed to a much wider audience. After the first unauthorized version of Gilbert and Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore premiered in the United States in 1878, the craze known as "Pinafore-Mania" quickly swept the nation.

Pinafore's songs captivated the nation, and the line "What never? Well, hardly ever," became part of everyday conversation. When one newspaper editor angrily commanded his reporters to never use the phrase again, they responded, "What never?" Defeated, he said, "Well, hardly ever!" Unauthorized companies toured the show all over the country, with several troupes playing simultaneously in New York. 

The works of G&S remained popular in America through the 20th Century, including a record setting centennial Broadway production of Pirates of Penzance (1981 - 787). The effect of W.S. Gilbert on American lyricists reaches into our own time. Johnny Mercer said, "We all come from Gilbert." Larry Hart called Gilbert "the master," Alan Jay Lerner wrote that it was Gilbert who "raised lyric writing from a serviceable craft to a legitimate popular art form," and Stephen Sondheim included an homage to Gilbert in his Pacific Overtures (1976) showstopper "Please Hello." 

But that was all in the future. In the 1880s, Pinafore and the G&S hits that followed made most of America's musical stage entertainment look third rate. Thanks to the industrial revolution and the growth of American cities (the same cultural forces that brought about the growth of vaudeville) theatergoers were becoming more numerous and more sophisticated. Theatrical standards in the US began to change, and an ambitious new breed of native-born musicals quickly developed.

 

The Home Team: "Oh Promise Me"

Broadway's Robin Hood (1891) - and you thought your high school had bad sets?
Several American repertory companies based on the D’Oyly Carte model thrived during the1880s. The Boston Ideal Opera Company, later known as The Bostonians, toured the country for over a quarter of a century giving top-quality professional performances. Most troupes were centered around a particular star, but The Bostonians made their mark as an ensemble. Their repertory included Gilbert & Sullivan as well as original American musicals. Some of the most memorable American "comic operas" –

· "March King" John Philip Sousa wrote several, his most successful being El Capitan (1896), now remembered primarily for its march.

· Composer Reginald DeKoven and librettist Harry B. Smith's The Begum (1887) featured characters with names like "Myhnt-Jhuleep" and "Howja-Dhu" in a G&S-style topsy-turvy plot.


DeWolf Hopper and Della Fox as Siamese royalty in Wang (1891) -- a far cry from what Broadway would one day see in The King and I.
· Wang (1891 - 151) starred matinee idol DeWolf Hopper as the regent of Siam, who tries to end his country's bankruptcy by marrying a rich foreigner. Because popular comedienne Della Fox appeared in tights and portrayed a male character, the producers billed the show as an "operatic burletta." A modest success in its Broadway run, Wang enjoyed extended popularity on tour.

· DeKoven & Smith reached their peak with Robin Hood (1891), a semi-comic opera based on the popular British legend of a nobleman who steals from the rich to give to the poor. It featured "Oh Promise Me," a sentimental ballad that became a favorite at American weddings. (Click here to see a script sample from Robin Hood.)

· Although DeKoven was prolific, his melodies faded from public favor soon after he completed his longest-running hit, The Highwayman (1897 - 123).

Harry B. Smith was one of the unsung giants in the development of the American musical. In a career spanning from 1887 to 1932, he wrote the librettos for 123 Broadway musicals. (By comparison, the great Oscar Hammerstein II wrote less than 50 shows.) Smith's productions included the earliest American comic operas, 13 musicals with Victor Herbert, and material for the earliest editions of Ziegfeld's Follies. Forgotten today, Smith did much to set a professional standard in this young art form. 

Now that the American musical had learned to have a good laugh and sing a catchy tune, it was ready for what the 1900s would bring. "It was the music of something beginning, an era exploding, a century spinning . . . "

British Imports: Florodora

Broadway's Florodora sextet and their male co-stars. Their rendition of "Tell Me Pretty Maiden" made this musical comedy a sensation.
At the start of the 20th Century, America was in the full glory of its cultural adolescence, bursting with energy and optimism. London was still the theatrical capital of the world, but New York was gaining fast in clout, sophistication and size. As of 1900, there were thirty-three legitimate Broadway theatres, and many more would be built within the next decade to meet growing audience demand.

New York's exploding population was also enjoying increased mobility. In 1904, the city opened its first underground commuter railroad lines. Thanks to these "subways," tens of thousands living far from the theatre district could catch a Broadway show and still sleep in their own beds. Add in the ever-increasing numbers of tourists who came into the city by rail and steamship, and it was easy to see why Broadway could now support more productions and longer runs than ever before. 

The first theatrical sensation of the new century was the British musical comedy Florodora (1899 - London 455 / 1900 - NY 553), the story of a young woman seeking romance and the restoration of a stolen inheritance. After it opened to raves in London a year earlier, various producers in N ew York rejected the show as "too British" -- but a team of newcomers took a chance, earning millions of dollars. When Florodora's sextet of attractive chorines (each standing five foot four and weighing a uniform 130 pounds) joined their well-dressed male counterparts to sing (with bogus Mayfair accents) the flirtatious "Tell Me Pretty Maiden" audiences were entranced –

MEN
Oh tell me, pretty maiden,
Are there any more at home like you?
GIRLS
There are a few, kind sir,
But simple girls, and proper too.
MEN
Then tell me pretty maiden
What these very simple girlies do.
GIRLS
Kind sir, their manners are perfection
And the opposite of mine.
The original Florodora sextet – Daisy Green, Marjorie Relyea, Vaughn Texsmith, Margaret Walker, Agnes Wayburn, and Marie Wilson – inspired all sorts of publicity. Some theatre historians have perpetuated the claim that all six married millionaires, which sounds like press agent ballyhoo. However, it is true that the public was fascinated by these chorines. When chorus boys from a neighboring theatre took to peeking into the sextet's dressing rooms, the girls defended their own honor by launching a cascade of seltzer. Florodora was revived on Broadway several times, including a 1920 production that turned the sextet into flappers.

Other British musicals of the early 1900s enjoyed record setting success on both sides of the Atlantic. West End lyricist George Dance and American-born composer Howard Talbot designed A Chinese Honeymoon (1901 - 1,074 London) to please provincial English audiences, but Londoners were so taken by this tale of British couples who honeymoon in China and inadvertently break (shades of The Mikado!) the kissing laws that it became the first West End show ever to run over a thousand performances. The show managed a profitable 376 performance run on Broadway the following year.

 

The Wizard of Oz
Broadway boasted plenty of native hits in the early 1900s. Frank L. Baum provided the book and lyrics for the musical version of his classic children's novel The Wizard of Oz (1903 - 293). The story of Dorothy and her pet cow Imogene (easier to see from the balcony than a small dog like Toto) being blown to the magical land of Oz became a spectacular production, with a stereopticon cyclone and lavish fantasy sets. Vaudevillians David Montgomery (as the Tin Woodman) and Fred Stone (as The Scarecrow) acrobatically clowned their way to long-lasting Broadway stardom, and the show inspired a slew of musicals based on children's fairy tales. It should be noted that no material from this stage version of The Wizard of Oz was used in MGM's classic 1939 film. The 1903 stage Oz had several hit songs, but all faded from the general public's memory.

After its successful Broadway run, The Wizard of Oz enjoyed a long national tour, with Montgomery & Stone repeating their acclaimed performances. Thanks to ongoing improvements in America's railroads, taking a full scale Broadway production on tour was easier and potentially more profitable than ever. By 1900, there were over 3,000 professional theaters across the United States. Some were far better than others, but at least 1,000 were equipped to house Broadway-level productions. By 1904, it is estimated that over 400 touring companies were trouping plays and musicals across the country. With millions of dollars at stake, there was fierce competition to control this blossoming business.

 

No Business Like Show Business
Lee and Jacob Shubert succeeded in their efforts to wipe out Abe Erlanger's once invincible theatrical syndicate and replace it with one of their own. By the 1920s, the Shuberts would control 75% of the professional theatres in America. More ruthless than Erlanger, Lee and "J.J." became infamous for suing actors, writers, producers, and even each other. The Shuberts treated all their employees as expendable commodities. The ever-practical Fanny Brice described what it was like to be on a Shubert tour by saying, "It took the Shuberts to invent a new way to kill the Jews." (Herb Goldman's Fanny Brice, Oxford, NY 1992, p. 161.)

Everyone working in the American theatre of the early 20th Century, from producers on down to the ushers, saw theatre as a business, not an art form. Productions had to be commercially successful to attract audiences, breed imitators and form the basis for future trends. This meant that all shows, musicals included, had to appeal to the growing middle and working classes. The resulting musicals of the early 1900s were mostly upbeat  celebrations of American know-how and decency, and no one was more expert at providing such entertainments than a little guy named Cohan.

 

George M. Cohan

A publicity photo of George M. Cohan taken in the 1920s.
George M. Cohan was an Irish-American graduate of variety and vaudeville who wrote, directed, choreographed, produced and starred in jingoistic musical comedies that celebrated the triumph of American know-how and New York-style "street smarts." After limited runs on Broadway, where most critics frowned on Cohan's shameless, sentimental jingoism, these musicals toured the U.S., drawing packed houses for a year or more. Cohan's most memorable hits included –

– Little Johnny Jones (1904 - 56) featured Cohan as an American jockey who loses the English Derby, clears himself of false charges that he threw the race, and simultaneously wins the girl he loves. Cohan's first wife Ethel Levy played his beloved, and his parents played major comedy roles. After a cool reception in New York, the show toured for two seasons and returned to Broadway twice, racking up profits all along the way. "Yankee Doodle Dandy" and "Give My Regards to Broadway" made Cohan's name a nationwide household word.

– Forty-five Minutes From Broadway (1906 - 90) featured musical comedy favorite Fay Templeton as a small-town girl who would rather give up an inherited fortune than lose the poor street-smart New Yorker she loves (played by newcomer Victor Moore). The title song and "Mary's a Grand Old Name" became lasting hits, and Cohan took over Moore's role when the show was revived a few years later.

– George Washington Jr. (1906 - 81) opened a few weeks after Forty-five Minutes, with Cohan playing a senator's son who (in the name of patriotism) refuses to marry a British nobleman's daughter. The showstopper was "You're a Grand Old Rag," a tuneful tribute to the Stars and Stripes. The word "Rag" was switched to "Flag" after one of Cohan's critics instigated a journalistic outcry. The song remains a patriotic favorite.


George M. Cohan and first wife Ethel Levy kick up their heels in Little Johnny Jones (1904).
Cohan became one of the most powerful producers in show business, forming a longtime partnership with Sam Harris. In fact, Cohan excelled in more capacities than anyone else in American theatrical history. Friend and fellow performer William Collier put it this way –

"George is not the best actor or author or composer or dancer or playwright. But he can dance better than any author, compose better than any manager, and manage better than any playwright. And that makes him a very great man."
- As quoted in John McCabe's George M. Cohan: The Man Who Owned Broadway (New York: Doubleday& Co., 1973), pp. xi-xii. 

It would take a bitter actors' strike and a change in popular taste to put the brakes on Cohan's popularity. He remained "The Man Who Owned Broadway" until the 1920s. Cohan's shows had little appeal outside the United States and are too simplistic to be revived in their original versions, but (thanks in large part to the musical film Yankee Doodle Dandy) the best of his songs are still familiar, including the wartime hit "Over There." Cohan always ended his curtain calls with a signature speech that had become part of his legend –

"My mother thanks you, my father thanks you, my sister thanks you, and I assure you, I thank you."
(Note: You can find more about Cohan in our special section, Cohan 101.)

 

The AABA Song Form
As George M. Cohan rose to fame in the early 1900s, one song format became the accepted standard in all forms of popular music, including Broadway showtunes – the AABA form, a structure ingrained in American ears by countless Christian hymns.

Here's how it works. Most showtunes have two parts – 

· The verse sets up the premise of a song. For example, the verse of one popular Cohan hit begins "Did you ever see two Yankees part upon a foreign shore?," going on to explain that the one remaining behind will ask his friend one parting favor. The verse can be most any length.

· The chorus (or "refrain") states the main point of the lyric – "Give my regards to Broadway, remember me to Herald Square." Since the early 1900s, the choruses of most American popular songs have been thirty-two bars long. 

Those thirty two bars are usually divided into four sections of approximately eight bars each. Musicologists describe this as the AABA form –

· A is the main melody, usually repeated three times – in part, so that it can be easily remembered. 

· B is the release or bridge, which should contrast as much as possible with melody A. 

The uniform use of this predictable format falls easily on the public's ears, making songs easy to listen to. It also forces composers and lyricists to make their points efficiently, acting more as a discipline than a limitation. From George M. Cohan to Jonathan Larson and beyond, all modern Broadway songwriters have written most of their songs in the thirty-two bar AABA format. In fact, it remained the standard for all popular music until the hard rock revolution of the 1960s.

Of course there are many exceptions, but showtunes that do not use the thirty-two bar AABA format tend to use a variation, such as –

· ABAB form (examples: Cohan's "Mary," The Gershwins's "Embraceable You") 

· AABA with double the number of bars (four sections of sixteen apiece) 

· Multiple AABA segments in one extended number (example: Rodgers & Hammerstein's "Soliloquy" in Carousel) 

· Patterns that skip a section of the standard formula (example: ABA) 

Even radical departures from the form usually retain some vestige of it. The chorus of Cole Porter's "Begin the Beguine" is a whopping 104 bars long, and follows an AAB structure, but the B section ends by echoing the opening bar of A – providing some satisfaction to ears accustomed to AABA melodies.

Broadway's most respected composer at the start of the 20th Century was Victor Herbert, a classically trained musician who turned out musicals that were considered to be more sophisticated than Cohan's -- yet were equally popular. 

Victor Herbert

Victor Herbert as he appeared on the sheet music for Naughty Marietta's "Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life."
The other pre-eminent Broadway composer at the start of the 20th Century was an Irish immigrant who was just as patriotic as Cohan, but who waved fewer flags. Trained in Europe, Victor Herbert was the longtime conductor of the prestigious Pittsburgh Symphony. He composed more than forty musical comedies and operettas for Broadway, becoming one of the most acclaimed songwriters of his time. Despite a melodic sophistication worthy of Europe, his scores had a distinctly American sound. He was the first Broadway songwriter to successfully  insist that no changes be made in his scores without his permission -- a precedent that did much to end the age of "interpolations," and thereby reshape the role of composers in the American theatre.

Herbert's musicals (written with various collaborators) involved simple American goodness triumphing over Old World ways. His most famous works include –

· Babes in Toyland (1903 - 192), a childhood fantasy best remembered for its sentimental title song and the martial "March of the Toys." In attempting to copy the success of the musical hit The Wizard of Oz, Herbert's this children's fantasy boasted a far better score than its predecessor. A longtime audience favorite, Babes was revived on Broadway through the 1940s. 

· Mlle Modiste (1905 - 202) told of an American shop girl who finds romance and operatic fame in Paris. Metropolitan Opera soprano Fritzi Scheff triumphed in the title role, introducing the wistful waltz "Kiss Me Again." She toured in revivals of the show for more than two decades. 

· The Red Mill (1906 - 274) involved a pair of vaudeville comedians kidding their way through some minor adventures in Holland. The plot was Cohan-esque, but the score was pure Herbert, including the ballad "Moonbeams" and the popular "In Old New York." A 1945 production starring Eddie Foy Jr. ran for 531 performances, becoming Broadway's first musical revival to outlast an original run. 

· Naughty Marietta (1910 -136) told the story of a French noblewoman who flees the prospect of a loveless marriage to find love with an American soldier of fortune in colonial New Orleans. The lush score included "Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life" and the coloratura showpiece "The Neapolitan Street Song." Designed as a showcase for operatic voices, it is the only Herbert musical still performed with any regularity. (One of its songs -- "I'm Falling in Love With Someone" -- reappeared in Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002). 


A tinted magazine photo of Fritzi Scheff in the bejeweled costume she wore for the finale of Mlle. Modiste.
Herbert was the driving force behind the formation of the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP), an organization that to this day protects the rights of composers and lyricists. He continued composing until his death in 1924, and his music remained popular for decades to come. By expressing contemporary American sentiments with an Old World level of musical refinement, he set a course that would be followed by Jerome Kern, Richard Rodgers and other great Broadway composers. 

 

The Merry Widow

Donald Brian (Danilo) and Ethel Jackson (Sonja), the original Broadway leads in The Merry Widow.
Although Broadway audiences took increasing pride in homegrown musical shows, in the early 1900s a European import became the biggest cultural phenomenon since H.M.S. Pinafore. Its original Austrian producers expected this blockbuster to fail. 

In 1905, unknown Hungarian composer Franz Lehár's operetta Die Lustige Witwe premiered in Vienna. Lehar and librettists Victor Leon and Leo Stein created a seamlessly integrated musical masterpiece, with every number and bit of dialogue contributing something crucial. This melodic and amusing tale of a rich young widow re-igniting a lost love with a playboy nobleman was not getting a first class production. Uncertain producers used left-over sets and costumes to minimize their losses, but the public soon embraced the show. Only when the show reached its 300th performance did the producers finally invest in a lavish new production.  

Die Lustige Witwe was translated into more than a dozen languages as it waltzed its way to every theatrical corner of the world. And its success kept confounding the experts. London producer George Edwardes was surprised when his staging of The Merry Widow (1907 - 718) became a runaway hit.

Though not immediately recognized as such, it was the beginning of a new wave of modern operettas in which the waltz was used for romantic, psychological purposes, and danced as much as sung. . . Lehar's melodic gifts were prodigious, and he had a penchant for sweepingly romantic phrases which at once define his era.
- Richard Traubner, Operetta: A Theatrical History (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1983), p. 243.
The first Broadway production of The Merry Widow at The New Amsterdam Theatre (1907 - 416) delighted Americans with its romance and refined sensuality. When the dashing Donald Brian whirled Ethel Jackson around the stage in what became known as "The Merry Widow Waltz" ("I Love You So"), they ignited a cultural firestorm. Several companies toured the USA, a full length parody version ran profitably in New York, and the waltz itself was heard everywhere. 

Click here to read a sample scene from The Merry Widow
All sorts of unauthorized products tried to cash in on the show, releasing "Merry Widow" hats, cigars and corsets. 

The Merry Widow could not have waltzed across the world's stages at a more propitious time. It came as close to being the perfect turn-of-the-century stage piece as anyone could have hoped. . . What mattered was the story, the attitudes underlying that story, and, most of all, Lehar's meltingly beautiful melodies. More than anything else, the music carried the day -- as it still does in any revival -- and almost assuredly would have triumphed attached to any tale. The libretto, accompanied by a lesser score, also might have succeeded, though not as rapturously. . . The totality was irresistible.
- Gerald Bordman, American Operetta: From H.M.S. Pinafore to Sweeney Todd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 74-75.
Lehar's success set off a new international craze for romantic Viennese operettas, including Leo Fall's The Dollar Princess (1909 - 288) and Oskar Strauss' The Chocolate Soldier (1909 - 296). These works did well on both sides of the Atlantic right up to the onset of World War I, but no other work quite equaled the lasting popularity of The Merry Widow, which continued to have long-running revivals through the 1940s. (You can learn more about this landmark hit in our special feature, The Merry Widow 101.)

As the new century revved up, Broadway balanced the influence of European works by developing fresh theatrical trends. From African-American rhythms to "the glorification of the American girl," there was fresh excitement brewing on the street that (thanks to the invention of electric light) was coming to be known as "the Great White Way."

Ziegfeld: Broadway's Ultimate Showman 

In this ad found on the back of a program for Show Boat, Ziegfeld is quoted as saying that Lucky Strike cigarettes "most assuredly protect the voice." 
Florenz Ziegfeld's name has taken on legendary status, and remains familiar in an age that pays little attention to the theater. This son of a Chicago music professor produced his first Broadway musical in 1895, showcasing glamorous French chanteuse (and common-law wife) Anna Held. It was not until 1907 that Ziegfeld (at Held's suggestion) invented his now legendary Follies. 

Held and Ziegfeld took their inspiration from the Folies Bergere, a long-running Parisian revue that used skits and songs to spoof the social and political "follies" of the day, pausing for production numbers featuring legions of creatively under-dressed women. Ziegfeld gave this format an American spin with lavish production values and a wholesome, attractive female chorus. Out of consideration for the sensibilities of respectable theatergoers, the tone was sexy but never trashy. Because the superstitious Ziegfeld considered thirteen his lucky number, he gave his revue the thirteen letter name Follies of the Day, taken from the title of a popular newspaper column penned by librettist Harry B. Smith -- who Ziegfeld hired to write the libretto.

The Shubert Brothers had such success staging lavish "reviews" at the new Hippodrome Theatre from 1906 onwards that competing theatre owners Klaw and Erlanger were on the lookout for a promising alternative. They agreed to finance Ziegfeld's Follies, which affirmed its European pretensions by using the French spelling, "revue." Never one to turn down a good source of funding, Ziegfeld settled for the title of producer and a salary. Although Erlanger made suggestions, Ziegfeld was given a relatively free creative hand.

Starting as a limited-run three month summer show, the Follies was so profitable that it immediately became an annual institution. Ziegfeld's "girlie" shows were so fashionable that wives were happy to attend with their husbands. Larger than cabaret and more sophisticated than vaudeville, the Follies was the ultimate in variety entertainment. Ziegfeld supervised more than twenty editions of the Follies, setting new artistic and technical standards for the professional theatre in America. (You can find more about Ziegfeld and the Follies in the essays to come, as well as in our special sub-site Ziegfeld 101.)

 

Williams and Walker: Black Pioneers

The stars of In Dahomey, Bert Williams and George Walker, as they appear on the original production's sheet music.
Although many have dismissed musical comedies as "frivolous entertainment for the tired businessman," black musical theatre retains a prime importance in Afro-American history. Around the turn of the (20th) century, musical theatre became one of the few avenues of black mobility in a white world. Within a short period, the barriers of burnt cork fell – black actors, writers, producers, choreographers, songwriters and directors assaulted the musical theatre in order to achieve financial success but also to carve a niche for black theatrical artists and culture in a restricted field. The pace of change, though at times halting, was relatively swift . . . 
- Allen Woll, Black Musical Theatre: From Coontown to Dreamgirls (New York: Da Capo, 1989), p. xiv.
Leading the latest wave of African-American musicals was the ragtime song and dance team Bert Williams and George Walker. They had toured in vaudeville, with Williams playing a well-dressed conniver and Walker as a lumbering stooge. After their specialty number proved to be the highlight of the otherwise unsuccessful Broadway operetta The Gold Bug (1896), Williams and Walker starred in a series of musical comedies. Although these shows depicted blacks in a less than flattering light, the team was moving toward more believable characterizations.

Williams and Walker achieved international success with In Dahomey (1903 - 53) a musical comedy with songs by Will Marion Cook. The plot involved several African Americans who find a pot of gold and use their fortune to travel back to Africa. Once there, Williams (as 'Shylock Homestead') and Walker (as the conniving 'Rareback Pinkerton') triumph over several plot twists and are crowned the rulers of Dahomey, where –

Evah dahkey is a King.
Royalty is jes’ de ting.
If yo’ social life is a bungle,
Jes’ you go back to the jungle,
And remember dat you daddy was a king.
White fo'k's what's got dahkey servants,
Try and get dem everything.
You must never speak insulting.
You may be talking to a king.
- as quoted in Woll's Black Musical Theatre
Degrading minstrel stereotypes were still there, but Williams and Walker had turned a show written and presented by blacks into a clear financial success. The show played a brief but acclaimed runs in New York but became a long-running novelty hit in London. Then as now, nothing impresses investors as much as commercial success, so Williams and Walker had little trouble raising the funds for Abyssinia (1906 - 31), the tale of two black American lottery winners who tour Ethiopia. There was some critical grumbling about "a white man’s show acted by colored men," a complaint that hampered black musicals that dared to rely on anything other than minstrel stereotypes.

Bandanna Land (1908 - 89) was Williams and Walker's longest running Broadway production, but illness forced Walker into retirement before the closing night. When Williams went on to solo stardom in the Ziegfeld Follies, the black musical lost its primary proponent and the newborn form went into a quick decline. More than a decade would pass before black musicals found new life, thanks in part to the rise of the Jazz Age. (More on that in an upcoming chapter.)

Some key elements were now in place – Cohan's American flair, Herbert's stylistic versatility, Lehar's call to romance, Ziegfeld's sense of style, and the ragtime jaunt of the cakewalk. When a composer appeared who could bring the best of all these together, the American musical moved to a new creative level.

Imported Hits

This program title page for The Pink Lady (1911) announces that complimentary pink parasols will be distributed to all ladies attending the 200th performance.
George M. Cohan and Victor Herbert were still turning out hits, but these scores were a continuation of the kind of work each had been doing since the start of the century. Between 1910 and 1920, many Broadway producers concentrated on importing musicals from Europe. Notable examples include –

· Madame Sherry (1910 - 231), a Viennese operetta involving a bachelor who pretends he is married in order to wheedle some money out of his wealthy uncle. The New York production kept the original plot, but American librettist Otto Harbach provided a new book and lyrics, with all-new melodies by Karl Hoschna. The waltz-laden score included the mega-hit "Every Little Movement (Has a Meaning All Its Own)." 

· The Arcadians (1910 NY - 193), with its fanciful tale residents of an earthly paradise who try to teach modern Londoners the value of honesty, ran for more than two years on the West End. Despite a tuneful score by both Lionel Monckton and Howard Talbot, it was only a moderate success in the US. 

· British composer Ivan Caryll's The Pink Lady (1911 - 320) was the story of a young man stealing kisses in a French forest and a some other loosely related romantic shenanigans. It made Hazel Dawn a star and initiated an American craze for "pink lady" fashions. With its popular "Kiss Waltz," The Pink Lady set a box office record for Broadway's massive New Amsterdam Theatre. 

· The Shubert Brothers had the 1874 Johann Strauss operetta Die Fledermaus translated into into a vehicle for vaudeville's popular Dolly Sisters, re-titled it The Merry Countess (1912 - 135) and reaped healthy ticket sales. 

· Maid of the Mountains (1917) wowed wartime London with its old-fashioned tale of a country girl who loves a swashbuckling bandit, racking up a then-astounding 1,325 performances. It made a star of soprano Jose Collins, who would play the role for decades to come. The heavily revised 1918 Broadway version was so clumsy that it closed in less than a month. 

 

Jerome Kern: "They Didn't Believe Me"
The American musical found a new creative direction thanks to a native New Yorker who got his start amending the scores of imported British musicals. Since British high society rarely arrived at a theatre before intermission, London musicals of the early 1900s often saved their best material for the second act and filled the first half of the evening with fluff. These shows had to be revised for New York audiences, who tended to arrive for the first curtain and leave at intermission if the first act was not up to snuff.

When producer Charles Frohman brought over the British hit The Girl From Utah (1914 - 120), the plot (an American girl flees to London rather than become a rich Mormon's latest wife) proved amusing, but the British score was unremarkable. So Frohman hired composer Jerome Kern and veteran lyricist Herbert Reynolds to write five new numbers for the lackluster first act.


When Julia Sanderson and Donald Brian introduced Kern's "They Didn't Believe Me" in The Girl From Utah, they became one of the most popular stage duo's of their time. These photos come from the original cast program.
Kern and Reynolds had added uncredited songs to previous imports. This time they demanded and got full program credit. Their delightful ballad "They Didn't Believe Me" marked a turning point in the development of popular music. The melody defies time. Forthright sentiment meets refined romance, and the resulting sound pointed to the Broadway musical's future. Rejecting the flowery poetry found in most period love songs, the lyric captured the easy cadence of everyday conversation –

And when I told them
How beautiful you are
They didn't believe me.
They didn't believe me.
Your lips, you eyes, your curly hair
Are in a class beyond compare
You're the loveliest girl 
That one could see.
And when I tell them,
(And I certainly am going to tell them)
That I'm the man
Who's wife one day you'll be,
They'll never believe me,
They'll never believe me,
That from this great big world
You've chosen me.
- Transcribed from sheet music
As Julia Sanderson and Donald Brian sang those words in the Knickerbocker Theatre on the night of August 14, 1914, it is doubtful that they or their audience realized they were part of an historic moment. As far as they knew, it was just great entertainment. But "They Didn't Believe Me" eclipsed everything in the show's original British score and made Kern the hottest new composer on Broadway. Musical theatre -- in fact, all popular music -- would never be the same.

 

The Princess Theatre Musicals
Kern's best melodies have a timeless, distinctly American sound that redefined the Broadway showtune. He made the most of his early popularity, composing sixteen Broadway scores between 1916 and 1920. The most memorable of these graced a series of innovative musicals for The Princess Theatre. 

Ray Comstock built this cozy 299 seat house for a dramatic repertory company that proved unsuccessful. Agent Elizabeth Marbury suggested producing small, low-budget musicals as alternatives to the lavish songfests then dominant on Broadway. Comstock and Marbury joined forces, hired Kern and librettist Guy Bolton, limited production expenses to $7,500, and launched a series now referred to as The Princess Theatre Musicals. Kern and Bolton began by adapting the London operetta Mr. Popple of Ippleton. They downsized the cast, replaced the book and most of the score, and renamed the results Nobody Home (1915 - 135). The show barely broke even, but was so promising that the creative team decided to attempt an original project.

This time, Kern and his collaborators focused on settings and characters that would be familiar to Broadway audiences of that time. Very Good Eddie (1915 - 341) involved two honeymooning couples who get involved in some innocent misunderstandings while taking a cruise on a Hudson River steamboat. Because of the Princess Theatre's size, the production aimed for a naturalistic and seemingly informal style. 

With little or no space separating the players from the audience, Very Good Eddie depended upon the ease and credibility of the acting and characterization. Scarcely any previous musical comedy had been favored with a plot and dialogue so coherent, so nearly related to those of well-written non-musical plays.
- Cecil Smith, Musical Comedy in America (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1950), p. 212.

Man and wife are reunited in the finale to Oh Boy! (1917), the longest running Princess Theatre musical.
The Princess Musicals hit their full stride when British lyricist-librettist P.G. Wodehouse joined the team. Their next few shows featured amusing plots, a trove of charming Kern melodies, and thanks to Wodehouse, the wittiest lyrics since the best of  W.S. Gilbert –

– Have a Heart (1917 - 76) landed in the hands of producer Henry Savage, who greedily booked it into the sizeable Liberty Theatre. Perhaps that is why this story of a second honeymoon that nearly wrecks a marriage only lasted two months.

– Oh Boy! (1917 - 463) - While a newlywed man's wife is away, he lets a college girl avoid arrest by hiding out in his house. Then his wife comes home – crisis! But all the tangled  misunderstandings were resolved by the final curtain. With a score that included "Till the Clouds Roll By," this became the longest running Princess Theatre musical, one of the few American musicals of its time to enjoy a successful run in London.

– Leave It To Jane (1917 - 167) - With Oh Boy! still running at the Princess, the team opened this show at the slightly larger Longacre Theatre. A college president's daughter woos a rival school's star quarterback and loses her heart to him in the process. The catchy title tune and the comic "Cleopatterer" were highlights. A cozy 1959 Off-Broadway revival captured enough period charm to run for a whopping 928 performances.

– Oh, Lady! Lady! (1918 - 219) - A young man tries to convince an ex-girlfriend he was unworthy of her, and only succeeds in looking ridiculous to his new fiancé.

– Oh, My Dear! (1918 - 189) - A group of eccentric New Yorkers check into a health farm. With Kern otherwise occupied, the music was provided by Louis Hirsch. Despite a respectable run, everyone realized there was little point in continuing the series without Kern.

In a period interview, Bolton explained what he and his collaborators were trying to do –

"Our musical comedies . . . depend as much upon plot and the development of their characters for success as upon their music, and . . . they deal with subjects and peoples near to the audiences. In the development of our plot . . . we endeavor to make everything count. Every line, funny or serious, is supposedly to help the plot continue to hold."
- as quoted in Gerald Bordman's American Musical Theatre: A Chronicle (New York: Oxford Press, 1978), p. 330.
Despite the claims of some experts, The Princess shows were not the first musicals to integrate song and story – Offenbach did it in the previous century, as did Gilbert and Sullivan. As for believable characters in everyday settings, Cohan and others started doing that over a decade earlier. So what made the Princess series unique? Aside from an intimate performing style that presaged the future appeal of sound film, these were the first musicals to profit from the full creative genius of Jerome Kern. There is no question that Bolton and Wodehouse's wit was crucial to the success of the series, but it is Kern's music that captured the hearts of theatre goers. It is no accident that the series died right after Kern left the team.

Kern loved it when his songs became hits, but he had a higher priority. As he once told an interviewer, "I'm trying to apply modern art to light music as Debussy and those men have done to more serious work." Kern would continue to enrich the musical stage and screen for decades to come – there is more on him in the chapters ahead.

Just months after Kern made the scene with his contributions to The Girl From Utah, another great American composer unveiled his first complete stage score. Trained in the pop song traditions of Tin Pan Alley, Irving Berlin became an immediate Broadway legend.

Irving Berlin: Watch Your Step

Vernon and Irene Castle were the most popular dance team of the 1910s, initiating various dance and fashion crazes. Here they are seen in the original program to Watch Your Step (1914) performing the popular "Castle Walk."
While the European influence remained strong, America was reshaping the sound of popular music. In 1911, former Bowery waiter Irving Berlin's vaudeville song "Alexander's Ragtime Band" became an international hit, igniting a worldwide craze for the all-American sound of syncopation. Without warning, America was setting the pace and rhythm of popular culture, something it would continue doing into the next century. Most of New York's music publishers had offices on a three block stretch of West 28th Street, where the din of pianists at work was compared to housewives banging tin pans, earning that area (and the music publishing industry the nickname "Tin Pan Alley."

Berlin had already contributed songs to various revues, but created his first complete stage score for producer Charles Dillingham's "syncopated revue" Watch Your Step (1914 - 175). Unlike most revues, it had a wisp of a plot -- librettist Harry B. Smith's program credit read "Book (if any)" -- involving a young man and woman competing to win an inheritance by each proving they had never been in love, and (of course) falling in love as they spend a day wandering about Manhattan. The show was designed as a showcase for the most popular dance team of the era, Vernon and Irene Castle. The Castle's brought a modern sense of intimacy and humor to ballroom-style dancing -- making them the perfect choice to bring Tin Pan Alley syncopation to Broadway. Berlin's jaunty counterpoint ballad "Play a Simple Melody" became a standard, and his "Syncopated Walk" gave the Castle's a showstopping dance. Berlin found this success so satisfying that he turned out scores for several more revues, including the songs "I Love A Piano" for Stop! Look! Listen! (1915) and "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody" for The Ziegfeld Follies (1919). Although Berlin was more interested in writing hit songs than in creating great theater, he continued writing for Broadway revues and book musicals into the 1960s. There is more on him in the pages ahead.

 

Scandals & Vanities 

The Passing Show of 1913 offered chorus girls cascading down a stage-wide staircase. A serious Follies competitor, this twelve year series is almost forgotten today.
Ziegfeld's Follies (discussed in detail on our next page) were generally considered the best revues of this era, but there were several major competing series in the 1910s and 1920s  –

– George White was a featured dancer in the 1911 and 1915 editions of the Follies. Confident that he could improve on Ziegfeld's approach, White produced a series of thirteen lavish Scandals between 1919 and 1939. With music, comedy, beautiful chorus girls and top-quality dance routines, White's revues were so popular that they made Ziegfeld uneasy. White also demanded better scores, so the Scandals introduced such lasting hits as George and Ira Gershwin's "Stairway to Paradise" and "Somebody Loves Me," as well as DeSylva, Henderson and Brown's "Birth of the Blues," "The Black Bottom" and "Life is Just a Bowl of Cherries." The Scandals' roster of stars included Rudy Vallee, Harry Richman, Ethel Merman and former Follies dancer Ann Pennington. White moved on to Hollywood and filmed several Scandals, but drifted into obscurity after the 1940s.

– Director John Murray Anderson initiated The Greenwich Village Follies, an intimate downtown revue that proved so popular it had to be moved to Broadway. Displaying Anderson's masterful gift for inventive, stylish staging, this series had eight successful editions between 1919 and 1928, becoming bigger and more elaborate each year. Anderson soon left the series but remained an important stage director, helming two editions of the Follies after Ziegfeld's death. His New Faces of 1952 (1952 - 365) and Almanac (1953 - 229) won acclaim long after the Broadway revue had been dismissed as a dead genre.

 

Raunchier Options

Long before Saturday Night Live, presidential candidates took their comic licks from Broadway revues. Here Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt and Senator Charles Evans Hughes seek the hand of "Miss Nomination" in The Passing Show of 1916. 

– In a blatant attempt to copy the success of the Follies, theatre owners Lee & Jacob Shubert presented lavish revues at their new Winter Garden Theatre. After several false starts, they launched The Passing Show, a series that ran irregularly from 1912 to 1924. The Shuberts' underpaid staff writers and designers turned out shows that were short on style but brimming with almost-naked chorus girls. However, the Passing Show also boasted a stellar line-up of performing talent. Headliners included comics Willie and Eugene Howard, Ed Wynn, DeWolf Hopper, Adele and Fred Astaire, Charles Winninger, and future Ziegfeld star Marilyn Miller. The most memorable songs from the series included "Smiles" and "I'm Forever Blowing Bubbles." The Passing Show became the first major revue series to fade away when the Shuberts decided they could make more money by setting their sights even lower.

– Convinced that nudity could be a revue's key selling point, Jacob Shubert produced a separate series of revues entitled Artists and Models. During rehearsals, Shubert would rip material off the chorus girls' costumes until he felt sufficient flesh was showing! The resulting displays drew so much condemnation in the press that curious audiences packed the theatre for three long-running annual editions (1923-1925).

– Earl Carroll was an occasional songwriter who produced a series of popular Vanities and Sketchbooks between 1923 and 1940. He didn't settle for under-dressing his chorus girls – he often presented them stark naked, defying the law and garnering tremendous publicity. Carroll had a taste for bawdy comedy acts that would never have been allowed in a Ziegfeld show. Carroll's stars included Joe Cook, Sophie Tucker, W.C. Fields, Jack Benny and Milton Berle. Carroll's racy private life and outrageous publicity stunts landed him in jail on several occasions. When the Great Depression killed off lavish stage revues in the 1930s, he opened a popular Hollywood nightclub and produced several successful films before dying in a 1948 plane crash.

Most Broadway revues of this period were content to offer large numbers of underdressed women, with just enough comedy to keep audiences awake between lavish production numbers. With a few exceptions, most of the songs in these revues were forgettable.

The popularity of revues took off during the 1910s thanks to Ziegfeld's Follies -- which made the transition from success story to theatrical legend during this decade. . . 

Ziegfeld: Setting Standards

Ziegfeld as he appeared at the height of his career.
Having established the popularity of the revue format with his Follies, Florenz Ziegfeld continued to set new artistic standards with the series in the 1910s. Although this now-legendary showman used his unique personal taste to shape and define each edition of the Follies, several people added signature elements to the series –

· Julian Mitchell re-affirmed his status as the first important director of Broadway musicals -- an extraordinary distinction for a man who was deaf.

· Gene Buck served as songwriter, occasional director, and Ziegfeld's right hand man.

· Joseph Urban's exquisite sets became the embodiment of art nouveau.

· When a bizarre New York law made it illegal for nude actors to move on stage, artist Ben Ali Haggin placed naked Ziegfeld girls in a series of motionless but dazzling tableaux. These lavish "living pictures" sidestepped the law and delighted audiences.

· Ned Wayburn became Broadway's first important dance director -- no one on Broadway was willing to use the term "choreographer."

· Lady Duff-Gordon (a.k.a. "Lucille") and Erte raised costume design to the level of international high fashion

Over time, Ziegfeld's tendency to spare no expense made his Follies the costliest productions on Broadway. The 1907 edition was produced for a mere $13,800 -- the 1919 edition came in at $150,000. Although the emphasis was on spectacle and pulchritude, the Follies introduced several memorable songs. Irving Berlin's "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody" became the unofficial anthem for the series, which also introduced such hits as "My Man," "Shine On Harvest Moon," "Second Hand Rose" and "By the Light of the Silvery Moon."

The greatest artistic legacy of the Follies was its stellar line-up of comedy talent. Some of the funniest stars in show business achieved fame by appearing in the series, including W.C. Fields, Bert Williams, Ed Wynn, Will Rogers, Eddie Cantor and Fanny Brice. The Follies would remain a Broadway staple through the next decade, when Ziegfeld would also produce several important book musicals. (You'll find more on him in the pages ahead, or visit Ziegfeld 101.)

 

World War I

The original sheet music for George M. Cohan's wartime hit "Over There." The patriotic lady is singing star Nora Bayes, who Cohan selected to introduce the song. 
After years of avoiding the conflict in Europe, the United States entered World War I in 1917, joining with Britain and France in the struggle against Germany and Austria. Broadway luminaries played an active role on the home front. George M. Cohan's "Over There" was a popular wartime hit. Al Jolson and other stars entertained the troops and raised millions of dollars through war bond drives. Dancer Vernon Castle served in the Canadian air force and was killed while training cadets. 

Few book musicals dealt with the war. However, many topical revues staged war-themed routines. Florenz Ziegfeld dressed his Follies chorines in military uniforms, and had one of his girls appear bare breasted to personify "liberty" – thanks to the patriotic context, no one complained. Not to be outdone, the Shuberts stripped their Passing Show chorines in the name of patriotism, and introduced the hit song "Goodbye Broadway, Hello France" in the 1917 edition.

Things took a dark and unexpected turn in the autumn of 1918 when a devastating worldwide flu epidemic reached the United States. As 25 million fell ill and an estimated 550,000 Americans perished, many cities felt obliged to close their theatres. New York City allowed theatres to operate, but audiences were so sparse that many Broadway productions were forced to close. A core group of shows kept running at a loss, including one of Ziegfeld's Follies. Nationwide, the commercial theater reached the brink of economic ruin. Then, for no apparent reason, the epidemic subsided. Audiences reappeared, and one of the deadliest chapters in history became a footnote to "The War to End All Wars." It is estimated that the epidemic killed more than 20 million people worldwide -- about two times the number of people killed in battle during the war.


The sheet music for "Goodbye Broadway, Hello France," a popular wartime march introduced in The Passing Show of 1917.
As the war ended in 1918, America shifted from being a debtor nation to being a lender to the world. This subtle change had a profound effect on life in New York City.

By 1919, New York had displaced its last and greatest rival, London, as the investment capital of the world, and money was flowing into the city, one British observer remarked, "as water flows downhill." "Only by careful and constant extravagance," one New Yorker replied impertinently, "can we keep it from bursting the banks!"
- Burns, Ric and James Sanders, New York: An Illustrated History. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003, p. 315.
America was in the mood to party. Broadway led the way with giddy editions of George White's Scandals, Florenz Ziegfeld's Follies and numerous forgotten musicals. As a new energy began to make itself felt in all aspects of American popular culture, Broadway took its first tentative steps toward a peacetime era of creativity. Ticket sales rose, and the theatre seemed poised for a post-war boom.

 

Actors Strike of 1919
But that boom was interrupted when the Actor's Equity Association demanded better working conditions for its members. This performers union had formed years earlier in response to abusive treatment by the Shuberts and other producers. It was common practice for actors to pay for their own costumes, to rehearse endless hours without pay, and to be fired without notice. In a patriotic gesture, Equity waited until after the war to press its demands. When producers ended months of argument by refusing to recognize the union, Equity president Francis Wilson called the first-ever strike in the history of the American theatre in August 1919.

Actor-producer George M. Cohan had always treated performers well. Taking the strike as a personal insult, he led an effort to quash Equity. Most actors felt Cohan had forgotten what it was like to be a struggling performer, and his vehemence cost him many admirers. 

Tempers ran high, and the contention was sometimes violent. Producers tried to put together non-union casts to keep shows running . . . until the stagehands union agreed to honor the strike, shutting down almost every professional production in the country. Faced with crippling losses, the producers were forced to recognize Actors Equity and accept its demands. An embittered Cohan never accepted Equity's existence, but others did – and actors finally had some professional leverage.

Irene

Edith Day on the sheet music for Irene's title tune. She traveled with the show to London, where she reigned as a top musical star for several decades.
The first memorable post-World War I hit was the Cinderella-like story of a Manhattan shop girl (played by Edith Day) who becomes a high fashion model and wins the love of a Long Island millionaire. The twist is that the millionaire has to win over the girl's impoverished mother who is prejudiced against wealth! Irene (1919 - 670) set a new long-run record for Broadway by giving audiences what they were looking for in 1919 – sentimental, easy going fun with a fresh "modern" energy. Composer Harry Tierney and lyricist Joseph McCarthy's score included the nostalgic "Alice Blue Gown," which inspired a craze for "Alice blue" dresses and accessories.

A Golden Age

A Playbill listing from 1928, the climax of Broadway's most production-packed decade.
The1920s were Broadway's busiest years, with as many as fifty new musicals opening in a single season. Record numbers of people forked over up to $3.50 a seat. It was also a decade of extraordinary artistic development in the musical theatre. 

. . . the 1920s as a whole saw the the form so refine and transform itself that, by the decade's finish, the "Tee-Oodle-Um-Bum-Bo" chorus line, the Bubble Dances, the nineteenth-century comedy, and the unmotivated star shot would be virtually extinct, unknown to the better writers and unpopular even with second raters.
- Ethan Mordden, Make Believe: The Broadway Musical in the 1920s (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), p. 4.
In 1924, ASCAP won a long battle to give American composers creative control over their scores. As unauthorized interpolations by other composers became a thing of the past, the musical began to grow in ways that no one could have envisioned. Several historians suggest that a "golden age" of the American musical began in September 1925, when four hits opened within a space of seven days –

– Vincent Youmans & Irving Caesar's No, No Nanette (321 perfs), the most lasting musical comedy hit of the decade.
– Rudolf Friml's romantic operetta The Vagabond King (511 perfs), featured matinee idol Dennis King as a common thief who squelches a rebellion against the King Louis XI of France.
– Jerome Kern, Otto Harbach and Oscar Hammerstein II's Sunny (517 perfs), starred popular actress Marilyn Miller (more on this show below).
– Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart's Dearest Enemy (286 perfs), a musical comedy about a romance between a patriotic New York girl and a British officer during the American Revolution. 

These shows were written by craftsmen who took musical theatre seriously, trying to provide quality entertainment and make a profit at the same time. This approach kept the musical theatre booming right through the decade. Among the hundreds of musical comedies that flooded Broadway in the early 1920s, one new star emerged to dominate the decade -- Marilyn Miller.

 

Sally and Marilyn Miller

Marilyn Miller in her biggest hit, Sally.
When producer Florenz Ziegfeld decided to build a hit, he spared no expense, especially when showcasing his favorite star (and sometime mistress) Marilyn Miller. A so-so singer adept at both ballet and tap, Miller's enchanting dancing persona made her Broadway's top female musical star of the 1920s. 

Her longest running success was Sally (1920 - 570), the story of a poor dishwasher who rises to fame as a ballerina. Ziegfeld commissioned a Jerome Kern score (including "Look for the Silver Lining"), throwing in a Victor Herbert ballet for good measure. Follies veteran Leon Errol handled the comedy, but the triumph was Miller's. She played the show on Broadway for two years, toured for a third and filmed an early sound version in 1929. Surviving prints give a hint of Miller's appeal -- her singing and acting border on the awkward, but when she dances, she is irresistible. She went on to star in two more 1920s hits –

– Sunny (1925 - 517) starred Miller as a circus bareback rider who loves and (eventually) marries a millionaire. The score, which included the hit "Who?," was the first of several collaborations between Jerome Kern and lyricists Oscar Hammerstein II and Otto Harbach. A 1926 London version starring Binnie Hale and Jack Buchanan ran for 363 performances, reinforcing Kern's position as the first American composer whose shows found equal acceptance in Britain and the USA.

– Rosalie (1928 - 327) had Miller playing a European princess who loves a dashing West Point flyer. Her royal father (played by Frank Morgan) abdicates so his beloved daughter can marry a commoner. The operetta-style score featured melodies by Sigmund Romberg and George Gershwin, including the Gershwin hit "How Long Has This Been Going On?" 

The often waspish critic Alexander Woollcott described how Miller's Rosalie "star entrance" was staged at the New Amsterdam Theatre --

"There comes a time once in every two or three years when the vast stage of that playhouse begins to show signs of a deep and familiar agitation. Down in the orchestra pit the violins chitter with excitement and the brasses blare. The spotlight turns white with expectation. Fifty beautiful girls in simple peasant costumes of satin and chiffon rush pell-mell onto the stage, all squealing simple peasant outcries of "Here she comes!" Fifty hussars in fatigue uniforms of ivory white and tomato bisque march on in columns of four and kneel to express an emotion too strong for words. The lights swing to the gateway at the back and settle there. The house holds its breath, and on walks Marilyn Miller."
- Review in The World, as quoted in Cecil Smith's Musical Comedy in America (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1950), p. 268.

The sister-brother team of Adele and Fred Astaire surround Marilyn Miller in this publicity photo for the musical Smiles.  They were three of Broadway's top stars in the 1920s.
Charming as Miller was on stage, her volatile temper made her difficult to work with, and she had a gift for using colorful language. Patricia Ziegfeld recalls the day her father took her to a matinee performance of Sally. During the show, the little five year old thought Miller "seemed to be floating over the stage like a thistledown angel," but a backstage visit proved to be an eye opener. (Please pardon the edits - this is a family friendly site) –

Miss Miller was at her dressing table putting cold cream on her face. She was still in the bugle-bead and diamante costume that she had worn in the last act. "Hello, Marilyn," Daddy said. "May we come in?"
"Hello, you lousy son of a b****," Miss Miller said. "Hello, you no-good b**t**d . . . "
"What seems to be the the trouble, Marilyn dear?" Daddy asked her. "Is something bothering you?"
"You g*d*m well know what's bothering me," Miss Miller said. "It's this piece of crap you call a costume. I've told you a thousand times it weighs a ton, and as far as I'm concerned you can take it and shove – " 
-Patricia Ziegfeld, The Ziegfeld's Girl. (Boston: Little Brown & Co., 1964) pp. 183-184.
Miller co-starred with Adele and Fred Astaire in Ziegfeld's unsuccessful musical comedy Smiles (1930 - 63). After a triumphant appearance in Irving Berlin's hit revue As Thousands Cheer (1933 - 400), Miller did not return to the stage as her tempestuous marriage and chronic health problems drove her into premature retirement. Three years later, she died at age 37 of a sinus infection. It is fair to say Miller was irreplaceable, since all of her hits have proven unrevivable without her.

No, No, Nanette

The original sheet music cover for No, No, Nanette (1925), which played at The Globe Theatre (now known as the Lunt- Fontanne).
Few musicals have easy gestations, but even fewer have as difficult a time as No, No, Nanette (1925 - 321). When its first pre-Broadway tour stumbled in 1924, the producers brought in new stars, a new script and new songs -- in essence, creating a new show. Composer Vincent Youmans and lyricists Irving Caesar and Otto Harbach offered a hit-drenched score that included "Tea for Two" and "I Want to Be Happy." Harbach and co-librettist Frank Mandel turned this slight story into a charming laugh fest, highlighted by Youmans' sparkling melodies. The lighthearted coming of age plot centered on a fun-loving Manhattan heiress who gives her fiancé the cold shoulder and runs off to (gasp!) Atlantic City for a weekend. By the final curtain, Nanette and her man are reunited, and her bible publishing father mends his philandering ways.

Nanette was such a hit in Chicago that it stayed there for more than a year. By the time Broadway saw the show, a successful London production was already running. Translated into various languages, it enjoyed international success through the end of the decade. After three mediocre screen adaptations, Nanette began to fade into obscurity. Then in 1971, a nostalgic Broadway revival revamped the book, left most of the score intact and electrified audiences with several sensational dance sequences. In this version, it has become the most frequently performed musical comedy of the 1920s.

In the 1920s, two European-born composers created lush, melodic operettas that ranked among the most popular musicals of the decade. Some sources dismiss their work as "corny" -- but it impossible to understand the popular culture of this period without considering these once beloved shows. 

Friml: "When I'm Calling You" 

Sheet music for "Song of the Vagabonds" from Rudolph Friml's long running operetta The Vagabond King (1925).
Czech native Rudolph Friml 's composed twenty Broadway operettas over the course of his long career. His best scores were fresh and inventive enough to make the wildest romantic plots believable. Handsome baritone Dennis King became a top matinee idol starring in three of Friml's biggest hits –

– Rose Marie (1924 - 557) was the story of a girl who must get the Canadian Mounties to clear the name of the man she loves. The score features "The Mounties" and "Indian Love Call" ("When I'm calling you-oo-oo-oo...), which was introduced by King and co-star Mary Ellis.

– The Vagabond King (1925 - 511) featured King as Francois Villon, a poetic thief who leads the street people of Paris as they sing of allegiance to the besieged Louis XV "and to hell with Burgundy!" King also introduced the hit ballad "Only a Rose" with co-star Carolyn Thompson

– The Three Musketeers (1928 - 319) brought the classic Dumas novel to musical life with flashing swords and ringing high notes. King starred as D'Artagnan, singing the stirring "March of the Musketeers."

Friml continued composing into the 1940s, when many dismissed his work as out of date. But his best songs are still enjoyed by anyone who has a weakness for melody and romance.

 

Romberg: "Deep In My Heart"

A publicity postcard for the original production of Romberg's The Desert Song.
Hungarian-born Sigmund Romberg contributed to more than fifty Broadway scores as staff composer for the Shubert Brothers, including numerous revues and several Al Jolson vehicles. However, Romberg knew his talents deserved a more ambitious showcase, and on several occasions he argued his way into creating the most successful operettas the Shuberts ever produced –

– The Blue Paradise (1915 - 356) was set in a Viennese cafe, where a man learns it is impossible to recapture a long lost love. The sentimental waltz "Auf Wiedersehen" became Romberg's first hit, and made a star of 18 year old soprano Vivienne Segal.

– Maytime (1917 - 492) told of two frustrated lovers who's grandchildren wind up falling for each other. With Peggy Wood and Charles Purcell singing "Will You Remember" ("Sweetheart, sweetheart, sweetheart"), it became America's top World War I stage hit. At one point, the Shuberts had two companies of Maytime running simultaneously on Broadway to meet the demand for tickets.

– Blossom Time (1921 - 592) was a fictitious love story involving the great composer Franz Schubert. Romberg's score used variations on Schubert's classic melodies. For example, the popular hit "Song of Love" was taken from the first movement of Shubert's Unfinished Symphony.

–The Student Prince in Heidelberg (1924 - 608) tells of Prince Karl Franz, who must choose between royal duty and his collegiate love for a tavern waitress. Dorothy Donnelly provided the book and lyrics. "Golden Days," "Deep In My Heart Dear," and "Serenade" became hits, and the rousing "Drinking Song" became a particular favorite with Prohibition-era audiences.

The Shuberts kept these hits touring across the US for decades, bringing them back to Broadway as often as they dared. With threadbare, recycled sets and costumes, these tours became a cliché among theatre professionals and gave Romberg's charming scores a seedy reputation they did not deserve.

In the mid-1920s, Romberg broke free of the Shuberts, composing two hits that became international favorites.

– The Desert Song (1926 - 432) centered on a masked freedom fighter called "The Red Shadow," played by Scottish baritone Richard Halliday. He battles the French Foreign Legion while having a Rudolf Valentino-style desert romance with a French beauty played by Vivienne Segal. The score, with lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II, featured "One Alone" and the popular title song. ("Blue heaven, and you and I, and sand kissing a moonlit sky . . .")

– The New Moon (1928 - 509) was the semi-fictional story of Robert Mission (portrayed by Richard Halliday), a French nobleman with pro-revolutionary sentiments in colonial New Orleans. With book and lyrics by Hammerstein, it featured swordfights, a costume ball, tropical moonlight, and the hit songs "Wanting You," "Lover Come Back to Me" and the stirring "Stouthearted Men."

Romberg's lush scores exemplify Broadway operetta at its grandest. Although corny, these shows provided solid entertainment. While Romberg was sometimes guilty of borrowing a melodic idea (the opening bars of New Moon's "One Kiss" are identical to Vincent Youmans' "No, No Nanette"), he made improbable plots acceptable because of the sheer beauty of his music. Romberg continued composing for stage and screen. His last hit was Up in Central Park (1945 - 504), a musical comedy about young lovers fighting 1800s corruption in Boss Tweed's New York. He continued writing and conducting popular concerts of his music until his death in 1951.

Britain in the 1920s: Coward & Co.

Bea Lillie, Jack Buchanan and Gertrude Lawrence appear on a brochure for the Broadway run of The Charlot Revue of 1926.
Most homegrown Broadway revues of the 1920s were a continuation of the lavish, underdressed "girlie shows" that thrived in the 1910s -- including Flo Ziegfeld's Follies, George White's Scandals, the Shuberts' Passing Shows and Artists and Models, and Earl Carroll's scandalous Vanities. (All these are discussed in a previous chapter.) The possibilities of a more intimate revue were not understood until an acclaimed London revue made its way to New York in 1923.

Frenchman Andre Charlot produced a revolutionary series of London revues, achieving such success that he was referred to as "The British Ziegfeld" -- a title he loathed. Charlot's productions relied on visual elegance, sophisticated wit and top-quality scores, providing a refreshing alternative. As one of his greatest stars explained --

Charlot's revues were characterized by an exquisite economy, a camaraderie between all the players and the audience such as had not been known in America up to this time. It was not a rough-and-ready intimacy, and never a jocular ad-libbing, but a mental closeness hard to define, and immediate in its appeal.
- Gertrude Lawrence, A Star Danced (New York: Doubleday and Company ,1945), p. 129.
Charlot introduced Beatrice Lillie, Gertrude Lawrence and Jack Buchanan to West End audiences in such revues as London Calling (1923 London). When they all traveled to Broadway in Andre Charlot's Revue (1924 NY - 298), audience demand caught them off guard, and a planned six week run was extended to nine months. This provided an American springboard for the most important British musical theatre talents of the 1920s. 

Among those providing the songs for Charlot's revues was Noel Coward, a British newcomer who's talents as an actor, playwright, composer and lyricist would make him the brightest light in the British theatre. Along with his work on the Charlot revues, Noel co-starred with Bea Lillie in the Broadway staging of This Year of Grace (1928 - 316 London, 158 NY). Produced by London impresario Charles B. Cochran, it included "A Room With a View," "Dance, Little Lady" and "World Weary." It was the first revue with songs and skits exclusively by Coward, who up till then was best known as an actor and playwright.

The "world weary" Coward surprised everyone with his next hit, the sentimental operetta Bitter Sweet (1929 - 647 London). The plot concerned a British heiress who gives up everything to marry a poor Viennese composer. After her beloved is killed in a duel, she goes on to operatic fame, and years later encourages a young girl to choose love over everything else. "I'll See You Again" and "If Love Were All" became two of his greatest hits. The only British book musical imported to Broadway in the 1920s, its opening coincided with a disastrous stock market crash. Despite good reviews, Flo Ziegfeld could not keep it running for more than 159 performances.

Most of the British musical comedies of the 1920s have faded into obscurity. One exception is Mr. Cinders (1929 - 528), a lighthearted reversed gender version of the Cinderella tale. London audiences cheered when Binnie Hale sang "Spread a Little Happiness" – which became a popular British anthem of hope during the Depression-racked 1930s. Although this was the greatest hit in the long career of composer Vivian Ellis, it was considered "too British" for American audiences and was never staged in New York. 

Even more excitement was being generated on Broadway by a platoon of new songwriters, the most dazzling pool of talent ever to appear in the realm of American popular music.

Shuffle Along

The sheet music for "Love Will Find a Way," one of the hit songs in Shuffle Along.
One of the least remembered Broadway musicals of the 1920s was one of the longest running, and most culturally significant. Shuffle Along (1921 - 504) was the first major production in more than a decade to be produced, written and performed entirely by African Americans. After a brief tour, it opened at the 63rd Street Music Hall, well North of the main theatre district. There was a slip of a plot involving a mayoral race in "Jim Town," but it was essentially a revue showcasing songs by Noble Sissle and Eubie Blake. With the popular "Love Will Find a Way" and "I'm Just Wild About Harry," Shuffle Along became such a hit that the police converted 63rd Street into a one-way thoroughfare to ease the traffic jams. The show gave several stellar talents their first major breaks, including Josephine Baker, Adelaide Hall and Paul Robeson.

Judged by contemporary standards, much of Shuffle Along would seem offensive. The African American actors darkened their skin with blackface make-up, and most of the comedy relied on old minstrel show stereotypes. Each of the leading male characters was out to swindle the other, and the show closed with one character explaining that the lighter the skin, the more desirable a Negro woman was (as quoted from the original sheet music) –

A high brown gal
Will make you break out of jail,
A choc'late brown 
Will make a tadpole smack a whale,
But a pretty seal-skin brown,
I mean one long and tall,
Would make the silent sphinx
Out in the desert bawl,
If you've never been vamped
By a brown skin,
You've never been vamped at all.
- Transcribed from the sheet music
Despite such content, many African Americans embraced the show. In A Beautiful Pageant: African American Theatre, Drama and Performance in the Harlem Renaissance, 1910-1927 (NY: Palgrave MacMillan, 2002, pp. 263-267), theatre historian David Krasner explains that "African American audiences realized that a certain degree of bowing and scraping was necessary for the success of the performer, and so they accepted performers of their own race "blacking-up." At the same time, whites flocked to see the show because it became "de rigueur for anyone wishing to be au courant."

Shuffle Along was one of the first shows to provide the right mixture of primitivism and satire, enticement and respectability, blackface humor and romance, to satisfy its customers.
- Krasner, p. 264.
While Shuffle Along inspired a new interest in black musicals, its success had a down side –

. . . as Shuffle Along became the model for all black musicals of the 1920s, it also set certain boundaries. Any show that followed the characteristics of Shuffle Along could usually be assured of favorable reviews or a least a modest audience response. Yet, if a show strayed from what had become the standard formula for the black musical, disastrous reviews became almost inevitable. . . The result of this critical stranglehold on the black musical was that Shuffle Along imitators swiftly became commonplace in the 1920s, as black authors and composers prepared shows within extremely narrow constraints.
- Allen Woll, Black Musicals: From Coontown to Dreamgirls (New York: Da Capo Press, 1989), p. 78.
 

Lew Leslie's Blackbirds

The original cast Playbill for Blackbirds of 1928.
Beginning in 1926, white producer/director Lew Leslie staged a popular series of Blackbirds revues, featuring such talents as singers Florence Mills and Ethel Waters, and dance legend Bill "Bojangles" Robinson. Although these productions showcased black talent, they were almost completely created by white writers and composers. In an interview, Leslie made a fascinating claim (the words in parenthesis are added for clarification) –

"They (white men) understand the colored man better than he does himself. Colored composers excel at spirituals, but their other songs are just 'what' (dialect for 'white') songs with Negro words."
- as quoted in Woll, p. 97.
Leslie's series reached its popular and creative peak with Blackbirds of 1928 (518 perfs). This production opened at the Liberty Theater, in the very heart of the theater district, with an all-black cast and an all-white creative team. The score by composer Jimmy McHugh and lyricist Dorothy Fields included the hit songs "I Can't Give You Anything But Love," and "Doin' the New Low Down." Although the material tried to move beyond the minstrel show stereotypes of the past, they were not completely absent. Some of the cast still wore burnt cork to look "blacker," and one backdrop depicted a huge smiling "pickaninny" eating watermelon on a plantation fence. Racial enlightenment was still more dream than reality in 1928. Would that we could claim complete freedom from such ignorance today.

Rodgers and Hart

A publicity handout for Rodger's and Hart's breakthrough Broadway hit, The Garrick Gaieties.
The Garrick Gaieties (1925 - 211) was planned as a two-performance benefit for the prestigious but financially troubled Theatre Guild. Some catchy songs by composer Richard Rodgers and lyricist Lorenz Hart caused a sensation, and the run was extended to several sold-out months. They had been writing together for about a decade, but The Garrick Gaieties put them on the map and the bubbly "Manhattan" became a tremendous pop hit. Rodgers and Hart worked with librettist Herb Fields on several minor successes, many of which were produced by Herb's father, theatrical great Lew Fields. 

Rodgers, Hart and Fields had been working on a book musical based on an actual incident that took place during the American Revolution. At the request of George Washington, a New York housewife entertains a group of British commanders "by every means" – allowing the Americans time to make a strategic retreat. Filled with gentle sexual innuendo, this project was rejected by producers until the success of the Gaieties. Dearest Enemy (1925 - 286) received a lavish production, and made it clear that this new creative team was not just a flash in the pan.


The original sheet music cover for "My Heart Stood Still" one of the hit songs introduced in Rodgers and Hart's A Connecticut Yankee.
Rodgers, Hart and Fields achieved even greater success with A Connecticut Yankee (1927 - 418). Based on Mark Twain's tale of a modern American who dreams that he has been transported to King Arthur's legendary court, it featured amusing combinations of neo-medieval speech and 1920s slang ("Methinks yon damsel is a lovely broad"). The score included "My Heart Stood Still" and the scintillating "Thou Swell." William Gaxton won acclaim in the central role, beginning his long reign as Broadway's most popular musical comedy leading man.

Rodgers and Hart's early shows were lighthearted romps, but some of their songs had surprising, bittersweet undertones. No lyricist ever eclipsed Larry Hart's gift for capturing the heartbreak of hopeless love. Since romantic frustration plagued his private life, this was not altogether surprising.

As the stock market crash of 1929 led to tough times on Broadway, Rodgers and Hart suffered a series of frustrating near hits and outright flops. When Paramount Pictures offered them a generous contract to create screen musicals, they took their talents out West. They would return to Broadway in the mid-1930s to create a string of outstanding musical comedies. (Their story continues in an upcoming chapter.)

 

Cole Porter
Composer-lyricist Cole Porter inherited a fortune, so he had little financial incentive to pursue a theatrical career. His remarkable talents won attention at both Harvard and Yale. After the failure of Porter's first musical -- See America First (1916 - 15) -- he set composing aside and lived the high life in Europe for several years.

Things changed in the 1920s when he placed his career in the hands of agent Louis Schurr. Within a year Porter was working on a succession of worthwhile projects. The modest success of Paris (1928 - 195) with its daring song hit "Let's Do It," led to to the delightful musical comedy Fifty Million Frenchmen (1929 - 254), featuring "You've Got That Thing" and "You Do Something to Me." Porter's melodies ranged from bright to sensual, and his witty lyrics featured witty rhymes and daring sexual innuendo. The first Broadway lyricist to openly discuss sex in his songs, Porter would rise to fame in the 1930s.

 

The Gershwins

Fred and Adele Astaire are featured on a publicity flyer for the Gershwin hit Lady Be Good (1924).
Those who say they love "a Gershwin song" often forget that Ira Gershwin's ingenious rhymes are just as important as his brother George Gershwin's unique blend of jazz and neo-classical melody. 

Both men occasionally collaborated with others. George's rousing melody to "Swanee" (lyrics by Irving Caesar) won little attention in a mediocre Broadway revue, but then Al Jolson made it an international sensation. George quickly became one of the hottest musical talents in New York, and teamed with Ira on nine 1920s stage scores. Most of these shows were produced by the team of Alex Aarons and Vinton Freedley, including these memorable hits –

–Lady Be Good (1924 - 330) brought Broadway stardom to Fred Astaire and his sister Adele as a pair of impoverished dancing siblings who try to masquerade their way into a fortune. The title tune and "Fascinating Rhythm" became major hits. The show and the Astaires triumphed again in London, where a 326 performance 1926 run ended only because the theatre was slated for demolition.

–Oh Kay! (1926 - 256) was a comedy about a millionaire who doesn't realize that Prohibition rum runners are using his Long Island mansion as a smuggling station. It featured Gertrude Lawrence singing "Someone To Watch Over Me" and the catchy "Do, Do, Do."

–Funny Face (1927 - 263) featured Adele Astaire as a girl trying to get back her diary from her guardian (Fred), opening the way for a series of mishaps. The score included "S'Wonderful," "My One And Only," and the title tune.

The librettos to these shows were little more than amusing excuses to get from song to song, something George and Ira would work to change in the next decade. For now, the effervescent songs mattered most.

 

Schwartz & Dietz
Composer Arthur Schwartz began writing specialty numbers for Broadway shows in the mid 1920s, but he got his first taste of top rank success when he collaborated with lyricist (and longtime MGM publicity director) Howard Dietz on the score for The Little Show (1929 - 321). This was the first American revue to give wit precedence over spectacle. Comedian Fred Allen won acclaim with his sardonic banter, torch singer Libby Hollman smoldered in "Moanin' Low," and future movie star Clifton Webb introduced "I Guess I'll Have to Change My Plan." Schwartz and Dietz would cement their reputations with several more intimate revues in the 1930s. There is more on this team in the pages ahead.

We've saved three of the biggest Broadway events of the 1920s for last: Good News, Al Jolson, and Show Boat. And yes, Jolson was not just a person – he was an event.

"Do the Varsity Drag"

The program title page for the original Broadway production of Good News. 

Good News (1927 - 557) was not the first musical about college life, but it was such a hit that it established its own set of theatrical clichés. The plot about a football hero who has to pass an exam so he can play in the big game and win the girl he loves inspired a slew of imitations on stage and screen, but none could match the infectious score composed by Ray Henderson with lyrics by Buddy DeSylva and Lew Brown. Their dance-happy songs included "The Best Things in Life are Free" and "The Varsity Drag," a Charleston-style dance number that became an international craze.

The libretto was a loose affair, allowing members of the cast to offer audience pleasing vaudeville-style specialties. Produced for approximately $75,000 (typical for a Broadway musical at that time), Good News remained popular for decades, with a film version in 1932, and a hit Technicolor remake in 1947. A stage revival toured with Alice Faye in the 1970s. Depicting the "roaring 20s" as people would like to remember it, this show remains one of the definitive theatrical events of 1920s.

 

Al Jolson: "The World's Greatest Entertainer"

Al Jolson and his black-face alter ego "Gus."
America's top musical star of the 1920s was born in a Russian schtetle in the 1880s. After his family emigrated to the United States in 1894, young Asa Yoelson soon decided to become an entertainer and changed his name to Al Jolson. After winning fame in minstrel shows and vaudeville, Jolson made his Broadway debut at The Winter Garden Theatre in the Shubert Brothers production, La Belle Paree (1911). The show was a little more than a variety acts held together by a thread of plot, but the scene stealing Jolson became the toast of New York.

Audiences packed The Winter Garden, responding with enthusiasm to Jolson's charismatic singing. The Shuberts tailored a series of stage musicals for Jolson's outsized talents, and built a runway into the Winter Garden audience so Jolson could move right into the midst of his fans. His shows toured the country for years at a time, making him a star from coast to coast. At his best, Jolson's charismatic blend of comedy and pathos had an almost sexual effect on audiences. His booming voice could fill any theater, a major asset before electrical amplification. No one argued when the Shuberts billed Jolson as "the world's greatest entertainer."

Three of Jolson's biggest hits were built around "Gus," a likeable blackface character Jolson had been using since his years in minstrelsy –

– Sinbad (1920 - 164) had Gus as a porter who lands in a wild variety of historic settings. Jolson interpolated "Rock-a-bye Your Baby with a Dixie Melody," "Swanee" and "My Mammy" into the otherwise disposable score.

– Bombo (1921 - 219) turned Gus into a deckhand for Christopher Columbus. Jolson kept audiences cheering by adding "Toot, Toot Tootsie," "April Showers" and "California Here I Come" to the show.

– Big Boy (1924 - 180) had Gus as a jockey, featuring live horses racing on treadmills. Jolson interpolated "Keep Smiling at Trouble" and reprised the best of his past hits. With occasional interruptions, Jolson traveled in Big Boy for more than three years.

The only thing bigger than Jolson's talent was his ego. When audiences were enthusiastic, he would dismiss the supporting cast mid-performance and sing solo for an hour or more. However, if Jolson felt an audience was sluggish, he gave a half-hearted performance and skipped verses to get the curtain down early.

Jolson is best remembered today for his use of blackface makeup. As offensive as blackface seems today, it was an accepted theatrical device used by many white and black performers in the early 20th Century. Behind a mask of burnt cork, one theoretically became an "everyman" triumphing over trials and heartaches. Jolson was not a racist. Sensitive to discrimination of all kinds, he championed the rights of black performers on several occasions. He claimed that blackface makeup gave him the emotional distance he needed to unleash himself as a performer. Since his most effective filmed moments involve him singing in blackface, it is impossible to dismiss the role this makeup played in his success.

Al Jolson's fame has dimmed with time, but no review of the popular culture of the 20th Century can afford to overlook his presence. Who else could claim a career that spanned stardom in minstrelsy, vaudeville, Broadway, Hollywood and radio? Jolson was one of the greatest stars show biz will ever know, and he would have been the first to insist that history should remember him. (For more, see our special feature, Al Jolson 101.)

 

Show Boat: The Musical as Epic

A caricature of Show Boat's original stars, taken from the title page of the program.
One of the most powerful and popular musicals ever written, Show Boat (1927 - 572) was the collaborative effort of three theatrical giants -- producer Florenz Ziegfeld, composer Jerome Kern and lyricist-librettist Oscar Hammerstein II. Telling the epic tale of the inhabitants of a Mississippi show boat from the 1880's to the 1920s, it deals with racism and marital heartbreak – subjects that had been considered taboo in musicals.

The ground-breaking libretto was matched by an innovative, character-driven score with such hits as "Make Believe," "Old Man River" and "You Are Love." Singer Helen Morgan had the greatest success of her career with "Can't Help Lovin' That Man" and "Bill," introducing the latter while sitting atop an upright piano. Although many identify "Old Man River" with Paul Robeson, the song was introduced on Broadway by Jules Bledsoe – Robeson later performed the song in the 1928 London production and the 1936 film version.

Show Boat was a tremendous gamble. Nothing like it had ever been tried on Broadway before, and Ziegfeld was wracked with doubts about the show's commercial prospects. Even so, he spared no expense, giving this sweeping saga the visual grandeur it needed to achieve optimal impact. After the opening night performance at the Ziegfeld Theater, a stunned audience filed out in near silence. Ziegfeld thought his worst fears had been confirmed. He was shocked when the next morning brought ecstatic reviews and long lines at the box office. Show Boat was an unqualified triumph, the most lasting accomplishment of Ziegfeld's now-legendary career.

Show Boat could be appreciated at various levels. To most, it was an epic tale of undying love, but on a deeper level it showed how human sufferings and triumphs fade away as time "just keeps rolling along." This innovative masterpiece spawned no trends, but it showed what musical theater could aspire to -- aspirations that Hammerstein would re-ignite sixteen year later when he and Richard Rodgers gave birth to Oklahoma!. With one silent and two sound film versions, as well as four acclaimed Broadway revivals, Show Boat's appeal has survived the test of time. With each generation emphasizing different aspects of the story, no two productions have been exactly the same.

By 1929, some things were not "rollin' along" as they had before. The disastrous stock market crash in October of that year ended "The Roaring 20s" and plunged the world into the worst economic depression ever known. Despite the hard times (and, in part, because of them), musical theatre managed to grow and develop. People needed the emotional satisfaction of good entertainment more than ever. And how did the musical theater oblige?

"Old Man Trouble"

A vintage postcard gives this aerial view of Manhattan's glowing theatre district ("The Great White Way") in the 1930s.
When the last vaudeville bill closed at New York's Palace Theatre in 1932, some feared that the Broadway musical was doomed to a similar fate. After all, a movie cost five cents, radio was free . . . and musicals charged up to three dollars a seat. By 1935, Broadway did not see its first new musical of the year until late May. With the Great Depression at its worst and many going hungry, how could Broadway hope to survive? 

Some producers complained that films were wiping out live theater, but that was not the whole truth. A 1932 study commissioned by Actor's Equity suggests that –

. . . movies largely created their own audiences . . . (and) would not have hurt the legitimate theater appreciably had its internal conditions been sound.
- Alfred Bernheim, The Business of the Theater (1932 - reprinted by Benjamin Blom Inc., NY, 1964), pp. 85-86.
Since most of Lee and Jacob Shubert's theaters had prime real estate locations in cities all across the US, advisors urged them to sell off all or part of the chain. Although ruthless businessmen, the Shuberts surprised everyone by refusing to part with their empire. They declared bankruptcy to clear their corporate debts, then Lee dug into his personal fortune to re-purchase most of the theatres. With primary control of the company, Lee spent millions to produce shows and keep theaters open. Thanks to this investment, theatre buildings all across the United States were preserved -- and the professional theater survived the Great Depression.

Despite extraordinary financial and political turmoil, the 1930s saw the Broadway musical reach new creative heights.

The musical theatre – the most opulent, escapist, extravagant, and unabashedly commercial form of the theatre – could not hide from what was going on. Of course, it could still provide relief from reality. It could still offer evenings of mirth and song and glamour. But it showed a growing awareness of its own unique ability to make telling comments on such issues of the day as the folly of war, municipal corruption, political campaigns, the workings of the federal government, the rising labor movement, the dangers of both the far right and the far left, and the struggle between democracy and totalitarianism. It discovered that a song lyric, a tune, a wisecrack, a bit of comic business, a dance routine could say things with even more effectiveness than many a serious minded drama simply because the appeal was to a far wider spectrum of the theatergoing public.
- Stanley Green, Ring Bells! Sing Songs!: Broadway Musicals of the 1930s (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1971), p. 12.
 

The Gershwins

William Gaxton, Lois Moran and Victor Moore as they appear on the Playbill cover for Of Thee I Sing.
George and Ira Gershwin turned out six shows in the 1930s, displaying a wider artistic range than any other team at that time. Their hits included –

· Strike Up the Band (1930 - 191), a political satire that had the United States and Switzerland go to war over high chocolate tariffs. The jaunty title march and the ballad "I've Got a Crush on You" became popular favorites. 

· Girl Crazy (1930 - 272) told of a rich New York playboy falling in love with an Arizona cowgirl. The show starred Ginger Rogers but was stolen by Ethel Merman, a stenographer from Queens who made a sensational Broadway debut belting out "Sam and Delilah" and "I Got Rhythm." 

· Of Thee I Sing (1931 - 441) was the longest running Broadway book musical of the 1930s. The Gershwins worked with script writers George S. Kaufman and Morrie Ryskind on this satirical tale of a President who gets elected (and almost impeached) because he marries the woman he loves. Several scenes were set to music in a semi-operatic format, but the score was pure musical comedy. The Gershwin score included "Who Cares," "Love Is Sweeping The Country" and the martial title tune. Starring William Gaxton and Victor Moore (pictured above), Of Thee I Sing was the first musical ever to win the Pulitzer Prize for drama. 

After two quick failures, the Gershwins gave Broadway a unique jazz opera.

· For Porgy and Bess (1935 - 124) the Gershwins teamed with writer DuBose Heyward to adapt Porgy, his novel and hit play (co-adapted by wife Dorothy Heyward) about poor blacks living in the dockside tenements of Charleston. It had passion, infidelity, rape and heartbreak -- all the makings of grand opera. George Gershwin's score offered a singular blend of classical, popular and jazz styles was possible only on Broadway. Most Depression-era critics and theater goers were less than enthusiastic about seeing such a serious show, so the original production was a financial failure. But Porgy and Bess became more popular over time, with acclaimed Broadway revivals in 1942 (286 perfs), 1952 (305 perfs), and 1976 (129 perfs). In 1985, it became the first Broadway musical to enter the repertory of The Metropolitan Opera Company. It seems some triumphs are so great that it takes fifty years for them to set in. 

George Gershwin was working in Hollywood when he died due to a brain tumor in 1937. We can only imagine what he might have contributed to musical theater and film had he lived longer. Although heartbroken, Ira would work on many important stage and screen scores through the 1950s, so his name re-appears in the pages ahead.

 

Rodgers & Hart

Ray Bolger and Doris Carlson starred as the music-loving lovers in On Your Toes (1936). Their photo appears on the cover of an entertainment guide distributed in the 1930s.
After a frustrating hiatus in Hollywood during the early 1930s, Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart returned to Broadway to write an enviable string of musical comedy hits. In each case, a lighthearted script was sprinkled with marvelous songs, some integrated into the action and some not. Rodgers and Hart were at the top of their game. 

· Jumbo (1935 - 233) was a circus spectacle staged in the old Hippodrome Theatre. It featured a live elephant, the brilliant Jimmy Durante and the hit songs "The Most Beautiful Girl in the World" and "My Romance." Producer Billy Rose's record-setting $340,000 budget made it impossible for the popular production to turn a profit.  

· On Your Toes (1936 - 463) starred Ray Bolger as a music professor (and former vaudeville dancer) who finds himself entangled in the world of classical ballet. This was the first Broadway musical to make dramatic use of classical dance. Choreographer George Balanchine staged several numbers, including the "Slaughter On Tenth Avenue Ballet." The score also included "There's a Small Hotel" and "Its Got to Be Love." 

· Babes In Arms (1937 - 289) had teenagers staging a show to raise money for their impoverished vaudevillian parents. Alfred Drake and The Nicholas Brothers were in the youthful cast, and the hit-drenched score included "My Funny Valentine," "Where or When," "Johnny One Note" and "The Lady is a Tramp." 

· I'd Rather Be Right (1937 - 290) was a political satire starring George M. Cohan as a singing, dancing President Roosevelt. The most memorable number was "Have You Met Miss Jones?" 

· I Married An Angel (1938 - 338) told of a Hungarian count who finds his marriage to an actual angel ruined by her unfailing honesty. 


Eddie Albert and Jimmy Savo – each of whom is about to encounter his long lost twin, setting off a storm of mistaken identities in The Boys From Syracuse (1938). 

· The Boys From Syracuse (1938 - 235) was an adaptation of Shakespeare's The Comedy of Errors, with two sets of long-lost identical twins getting caught in hilarious identity mix-ups in ancient Greece. Rodgers & Hart's superb score included "Sing for Your Supper" and "Falling in Love With Love." Eddie Albert made his musical debut singing "This Can't Be Love." 

· Too Many Girls (1939 - 249) featured newcomers Desi Arnaz, Eddie Bracken and Van Johnson as college football stars hired to protect a millionaire's freshman daughter. The songs included "Give It Back to the Indians" and "I Didn't Know What Time It Was." 

As director and librettist, George Abbott was a major contributor to five Rodgers & Hart hits. His fast-paced staging and naturalistic comic dialogue set the tone for American musical comedy from the 1930s right into the 1960s. A no-nonsense director, he was not afraid to introduce new elements to musical theater.

Hassard Short - Forgotten Innovator

Director Hassard Short, who brought new style to the Broadway revues of the 1930s.
Revues remained popular in the 1930s, but the form underwent radical redefinition. The old "girls and gags" formula lost its appeal. Florenz Ziegfeld had ten composers contribute to his final Follies (1931 - 165), but lukewarm reviews and high production costs made it impossible for the show to turn a profit. George White's Scandals and Earl Carroll's Vanities also faded away after unsuccessful editions in the early 1930s. 

Limited budgets and changing tastes demanded a fresh approach. As the decade rolled by, the more inventive a revue was, the more likely its success -- and the best of them were staged by groundbreaking director and choreographer Hassard Short, working with producer Max Gordon. Taking a long-overdue cue from the London revues of Charlot and Cochran, Short tossed out the overblown sets and curvaceous chorines of the 1920s, relying instead on stronger scores and innovative visual ideas that could please audiences without bankrupting producers. The social and political upheavals of the 1930s offered abundant topical material, and talented writers were looking for work.

– Three's A Crowd (1930 - 272) had a fine score by lyricist (and MGM publicity director) Howard Dietz and composer Arthur Schwartz. Libby Holman sang "Body and Soul" while Clifton Webb danced. Short kept the production simple and the skits fresh, resulting in a major money maker at the height of the Great Depression. Under Short's direction, this was the first Broadway production to eliminate footlights, replacing them with floodlights suspended from the balcony. The practice soon became an industry-wide standard.


The stellar cast for The Band Wagon included Tilly Losch, Fred and Adele Astaire, Frank Morgan and Helen Broderick, seen here on the original program cover. The last four went on to film stardom within a few years. 

– The Band Wagon (1931 - 260) reunited Short, Dietz and Schwartz, with playwright George S. Kaufman providing the skits. This witty revue offered "I Love Louisa," the sensuous "Dancing in the Dark," and Adele and Fred Astaire in their last joint appearance. Short staged the show on a pair of gigantic turntables, making swift scene changes in full view of the audience – the first use of this gadgetry in a Broadway musical. Some critics suggested that no revue could top The Band Wagon, but that challenge wouldn't go unanswered for long.

– Producer Sam Harris brought together Hassard Short with composer Irving Berlin and playwright Moss Hart for Face the Music (1932 - 165). It followed The Band Wagon into the same theatre, so Short was able to use the double turntable stage to even more dramatic effect. There was a thin excuse for a plot (a corrupt cop pours graft money into a Broadway revue), but the result was more of a revue than a book musical. Topical humor in the songs and scenes aimed at such diverse targets as high society, show biz tradition, and Albert Einstein. Berlin's "Let's Have Another Cup of Coffee" depicted socialites impoverished by the Depression dining with the poor at the automat. Despite rave reviews and strong ticket sales, Face the Music was forced to close when star Mary Boland headed off to Hollywood.


Marilyn Miller, Clifton Webb and Helen Broderick in As Thousands Cheer, one of Hassard Short's sophisticated 1930s revues. 

– In As Thousands Cheer (1933 - 400), Sam Harris reunited Short, Berlin and Moss to create the most acclaimed Broadway revue of the decade. They used a newspaper format to satirize current events and celebrities. Marilyn Miller (in her last Broadway appearance) dazzled audiences by playing Joan Crawford, heiress Barbara Hutton, a newlywed, and a little girl – among other roles! Berlin's masterful score included "Easter Parade" and "Heat Wave." "Easter Parade," had the chorus dressed in shades of brown and tan, invoking the look of sepia-toned photo magazines (then known as "rotogravures"). "Suppertime," a disturbing ballad inspired by racist lynchings in the Southern US, was sung to shattering effect by African American vocalist Ethel Waters.

The Great Waltz

This postcard depicting the finale of The Great Waltz was distributed free to audience members. A note on the back reads, "Why not let one of your friends know how much you enjoyed The Great Waltz? If you address this card and give it to one of the ushers, we will post it for you." 
Some react to hard times by spending like there is no tomorrow, a tactic that can have surprising results. Backed by financier John D. Rockefeller, producer Max Gordon and director Hassard Short abandoned their usual sense of economy and pulled out all the stops for The Great Waltz (1934 - 298), a musical biography of Johann Strauss II that used some of "The Waltz King's" most popular melodies. With a cast of 180, over 500 costumes and massive sets moved by an innovative hydraulic system, it was the biggest spectacle Broadway had seen in decades. The "Blue Danube" finale brought a 53 piece orchestra up from the depths, eight crystal chandeliers down from above, and the entire cast waltzing on in lavish period attire. Most critics dismissed all this spectacle, but ticket buyers packed the 3,000 seat Center Theatre (now Rockefeller Center's parking garage) for months, making the show a profitable hit.

The Great Waltz was the exception. Most Broadway producers had no Rockefeller to foot their bills, so they had to find an attractive alternative to costly book shows. That is why the 1930s became the golden age for Broadway revues.

Shubert Revues
The Shubert Brothers had never been accused of having good taste. That all changed when Lee took full control and forced his contentious brother Jacob to grumble on the sidelines. Lee surprised everyone in the business by producing several high quality revues. 

- At Home Abroad (1935 - 198) had Bea Lillie singing about "Paree" and attempting to order "a dozen double damask dinner napkins" -- a hilarious routine she would perform for decades to come. The Schwartz and Dietz score included ample showpieces for vocalist Ethel Waters and dancer Eleanor Powell.

- Soon after Flo Ziegfeld died in 1934, Lee Shubert purchased the rights to his old competitor's name and produced two handsome editions of the Follies. Both were  built around the stellar comic talents of Fanny Brice. In the Ziegfeld Follies of 1934 (1934 - 182) Brice introduced Baby Snooks, a character she would play on radio for the remainder of her career. For the Ziegfeld Follies of 1936 (1936 - 227), Brice returned with Bob Hope and Eve Arden on hand to spoof movie musicals, lotteries, and more.

The most successful Broadway revues of the 1930s came from unexpected sources -- a labor union, a "has been" pair of vaudeville comedians, and London's West End.

 

Pins and Needles

Mussolini (Murray Modick) and Hitler (Berni Gould) portray themselves as "Angels of Peace" in Pins and Needles.
The International Ladies Garment Workers Union was using the old Princess Theatre as a meeting hall. Several members talked the union into sponsoring an inexpensive revue that had only two pianos in the pit and a cast made up of ILGWU workers. Because of their factory jobs, rehearsals had to be held at night and on weekends, and performances could only be set on Fridays and Saturdays. 

The appropriately named Pins and Needles (1937 - 1,108) looked at current events from a pro-union standpoint. Skits by various authors spoofed everything from Fascist European dictators to bigots in the DAR, and the score by young composer-lyricist Harold Rome included "Sing Me a Song of Social Significance" and "It's Better With a Union Man."

Pins and Needles was fresh, melodic and funny, and word of mouth was so enthusiastic that the production expanded to a full performance schedule. Of course, the cast abandoned their day jobs. As the show ran into the next decade, new songs and skits were introduced every few months to keep things topical. Pins and Needles is the only hit ever produced by a labor union -- and the only time when a group of unknown non-professionals brought a successful musical to Broadway.

 

Hellzapoppin

A flyer for the long-running slapstick revue Hellzapoppin. The artwork gives some indication of what a crazy sight-gag whirlwind this show was.
The most successful Broadway production of the 1930s was Hellzapoppin' (1938 - 1,404), a rowdy hodgepodge of skits and routines created by the vaudeville comedy team of Ole Olsen and Chic Johnson. They had no previous Broadway hits, and many other attempts by former vaudevillians to create revues had failed. So Olsen & Johnson caught critics and audiences off guard with this insane show. Opening with a mock newsreel in which Hitler spoke with a Yiddish accent, Hellzapoppin' combined slapstick stage acts with wild audience participation gags. Midgets, clowns and trained pigeons added a circus touch. New bits were constantly added to freshen the mayhem.

The score by lyricist Charles Tobias and noted composer Sammy Fain was almost an afterthought – as if anyone cared about songs with titles like "Fuddle Dee Duddle"! Hellzapoppin' became the longest running Broadway musical up to that time. Olsen & Johnson staged successful sequels through the next decade.

 

Noel Coward

Noel Coward and Gertrude Lawrence performing "Has Anybody Seen Our Ship?" in Tonight at 8:30.
The 1930s were a lackluster decade for British musical theater, with the glittering exception of one multi-faceted talent – Noel Coward. His songs and plays made him the only Englishman to conquer both London and Broadway during this period. His transcontinental stage hits in this decade included three revues –

– The Third Little Show (1931 - 136) featured Coward's "Mad Dogs and Englishmen," a showstopper for Bea Lillie.

– Tonight at 8:30 (1936 - 118) featured Coward and Gertrude Lawrence in a series of nine one-acts – including the musical The Red Peppers, in which they played an argumentative music hall husband-wife team.

– Set to Music (1939 - 129) featured Bea Lillie singing Coward's hilarious "I've Been to A Maaaaarvelous Party."

Coward was at his creative peak in this decade, turning out hit songs, revues, comedies and dramas. Coward made memorable appearances on Broadway in two of his finest comedies, Private Lives (1930) and Design For Living (1933). His London stage spectacle Cavalcade (1931) was considered "too British" for a Broadway production, but a lavish screen adaptation won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1933. Combining a stinging condemnation of war with fervent British patriotism, it included Coward's "Twentieth Century Blues." (You can find more info on "The Master" in Coward 101.)

The 1930s saw the Broadway revue reach unprecedented heights of creativity and popularity. But network radio began offering all-star variety entertainment seven nights a week at no charge. Revues became rare on Broadway in the 1940s, and eventually moved to the less expensive realm of Off-Broadway. From the 1950s onward, revues also thrived on network television, where such latter day luminaries as Carol Burnett would carry on the musical and comic traditions initiated by Flo Ziegeld, George White and Hassard Short.

Kern: "A New Love is Old"

Art deco reigns supreme on the original sheet music cover for Jerome Kern & Otto Harbach's "She Didn't Say Yes" from The Cat and the Fiddle. 

Jerome Kern had several hits over the course of the 1930s. Still an innovator, his shows continued to put existing theatrical forms to new uses. Otto Harbach provided the book and lyrics for The Cat and the Fiddle (1931 - 395), a romantic operetta in a contemporary setting. The story involved two music students who love each other but cannot abide each other's compositions. As a consequence, the score alternated the sweeping passion of "The Night Was Made for Love" with jazzier numbers like "She Didn't Say Yes."

Several months later, Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II and Kern came up with yet another modern operetta, Music in the Air (1932 - 342). An idealistic small town school teacher confronts the cynical ways of modern show business when he writes the hit song "I've Told Ev'ry Little Star." The following season, Kern collaborated with Harbach on the musical comedy Roberta (1933 - 295), which told the unlikely tale of an All-American fullback who finds love and success when he inherits his aunt's dress shop in Paris. Most critics dismissed Roberta as a bore, but fueled by the success of "Smoke Gets in Your Eyes," the show managed a profitable run. Beloved comedienne Fay Templeton made her final Broadway appearance as the aging aunt, introducing the rueful "Yesterdays."

Kern and Hammerstein spent most of the 1930s in Hollywood, working on a series of profitable but artistically uneven films. Their last Broadway collaboration was Very Warm for May (1939 - 59), a backstage love story featuring the rapturous "All the Things You Are." When the show failed, Kern and Hammerstein resumed their screen efforts out West. By the time Kern died in 1946, Hammerstein would be part of an even more innovative collaboration. More on that in our coverage of the next decade . . .

 

Cole Porter: Hit Maker

William Gaxton, Ethel Merman and Victor Moore on the sheet music for "All Through the Night" from Anything Goes.
Cole Porter had more hit musicals than any other songwriter of the 1930s. Heir to a fortune, his insider's perspective on high society delighted theatergoers, feeding their fantasies of a carefree life in the midst of the dreary Great Depression. Porter also composed scores for numerous musical films, but his stage works were the "state of the art" musical comedies of that decade –

– Gay Divorce (1932 - 248) featured Fred Astaire as a novelist who accidentally gets mixed up in a acrimonious divorce case. He introduced Porter's throbbing ballad "Night and Day," an assignment he would soon repeat on film. Always acclaimed for his dancing, Astaire's singing showed off Porter's songs to extraordinary advantage. Despite a limited vocal range, Astaire had a flawless instinct for delivering a lyric. 

– Anything Goes (1934 - 420) was the definitive 1930s musical comedy, but it had a rocky gestation period. Although financially wiped out by the Depression, veteran producer Vinton Freedley pretended that he had money to spare. He signed up William Gaxton, Victor Moore and Ethel Merman for the cast, and convinced Porter to write the score. With that powerhouse line-up, Freedley was able to raise money for this tale of mistaken identities and unlikely romance aboard a luxury liner. The show required ongoing revisions, with former stenographer Merman taking down the changes in shorthand during rehearsals and typing them up for the rest of the team. Anything Goes restored Freedley's finances, cemented Porter's place in the front rank of Broadway composers, and became the most frequently revived musical comedy of the 1930s. The score included "I Get A Kick Out Of You," "You're The Top," "Blow Gabriel Blow" and the vibrant title tune.

– Jubilee (1935 - 169) was an affectionate send-up of British royalty that introduced Porter's memorable "Begin the Beguine."


Jimmy Durante, Ethel Merman and Bob Hope appear on the original cast Playbill of  Red, Hot and Blue. When agents complained about who would get star billing, Merman and Durante agreed to criss-cross billing – and took equal precedence in photos like this one. Hope was a relative newcomer at the time. 

– Red Hot and Blue (1936 -183) involved one of the most idiotic plots in theatrical history -- a nationwide search for a woman who sat on a waffle iron when she was four. Ethel Merman introduced Porter's "Down in the Depths on the 90th Floor," sang the show-stopping "Delovely" with newcomer Bob Hope, and shared criss-cross top billing with comedian Jimmy Durante.

– Leave It To Me (1938 - 291) spoofed international diplomacy, with Victor Moore as a bumbling American ambassador trying to get recalled from Soviet Russia. Mary Martin made her Broadway debut singing the coquettish "My Heart Belongs to Daddy."


Merman and Lahr appear on the cover of the souvenir program for DuBarry Was a Lady (1939).
– DuBarry Was A Lady (1939 - 408) told the story of a men's room attendant (Bert Lahr) who pines for a sultry club singer (Ethel Merman). Drugged by mobsters, Lahr dreams that he is King Louis XV of France and that Merman is his infamous mistress, Madame DuBarry. The two stars stopped the show nightly with "Friendship" and the bawdy "But In The Morning No," helping theatergoers see out the unsettling 1930s with a laugh.

A laugh? Considering the dramatic changes the world – and the musical theatre – would undergo in the 1940s, Broadway might have done better to catch its breath.

State of the Art, Circa 1940

Ethel Merman is profiled in the souvenir program for Something for the Boys (1943).
With the world at war and America still suffering echoes of the Great Depression, Broadway professionals felt that audiences of the early 1940s wanted entertainment that provided an escape from reality, the more lighthearted the better. Some of the finest talents in show business were happy to oblige. Irving Berlin had reigned as America's most popular composer since 1911, contributing hit songs to numerous stage reviews and films. The 1940s brought his first book musical to Broadway -- Louisiana Purchase (1940 - 444) a send-up of corrupt Louisiana politics co-starring the popular comedy team of William Gaxton and Victor Moore.

After America entered World War II, Berlin triumphed again with This is the Army (1942 - 113), a revue with an all-Army cast poking lighthearted fun at the trials of military life. It toured the US, had a hit London run, and was made into an all-star film, eventually earning over $9 million for the Army's Emergency Relief Fund. Musical highlights included "I Left My Heart at the Stage Door Canteen" and Berlin himself performing "Oh, How I Hate to Get Up in the Morning" – which he had introduced in the World War I fundraiser Yip, Yip, Yapank (1918 - 32).

Musical comedy master Cole Porter continued his long-running streak of hits, with four shows that racked up impressive runs –

– Panama Hattie (1940 - 501) starred Ethel Merman as a brassy Canal Zone bar owner who tries to polish up her act when she falls in love with a Philadelphia socialite. Merman and eight year old Joan Carroll shared "Let's Be Buddies." Hattie marked Merman's first time asa solo star, and it became the first Broadway musical to top 500 performances since the 1920s.

– Let's Face It (1941 - 547) featured Eve Arden and Danny Kaye in a tale of three wealthy wives who get revenge on their cheating husbands by taking on three soldiers as gigolos. The score included "You Irritate Me So."

– Something For the Boys (1943 - 422) is the perfect example of what musical comedy tried to be in the early 1940s,  placing a major star in an unlikely situation and adding a few wacky comic twists. Ethel Merman played a wartime factory worker who inherits property adjacent to a military base in Texas. While there, she falls in love with a bandleader/soldier and finds that her dental fillings pick up radio signals. (No, I am not making this up.) This silliness gave Merman plenty of comic moments and Porter songs (including "Hey Good Lookin'" and the suggestive title tune) to belt in her trademark style. Not great art, but it was everything audiences expected from a musical in 1941 and packed the Imperial Theatre for over a year.

As the 1940s began on Broadway, great art was not the goal in musical theatre. Most producers and critics were convinced that good songs and good fun were all that theatergoers required. As had happened before and would happen again, the so-called experts were underestimating the ticket-buying public.

 

Signs of Change
A few determined people were determined to make the musical grow up, and their efforts snuck in right alongside the traditional fluff. Composer Vernon Duke and lyricist John LaTouche offered Cabin In The Sky (1940 - 156), the parable of an angel and a demon in a tug of war for a black man's soul. The fine score (including "Taking A Chance On Love") was integrated with the book, but the show had a limited appeal. The superb 1943 MGM film version had a similar fate -- rave reviews, weak box office response.


The original cast Playbill for Pal Joey.
Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart took some creative risks with Pal Joey (1940 - 374), Broadway's first musical to center on an anti-hero. The title character is a sleazy nightclub hoofer who hustles his way to success by manipulating a wealthy mistress, only to lose everything when she dumps him. The score ranged from the innocent romance of "I Could Write A Book" to the sexual bite of "Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered." Newcomer Gene Kelly played the title role, with Vivienne Segal as his mistress and June Havoc (vaudeville’s "Baby June") as one of the nightclub showgirls. Of course, it helped that veteran director George Abbott was on hand to pull all these elements together. Though many critics objected to Pal Joey's seamy subject matter, it ran for a profitable year. Many of the same critics would praise Pal Joey when it was revived in 1952.

Ira Gershwin withdrew from show business for several years after his brother George's death. He returned in style by teaming with Kurt Weill and playwright Moss Hart to write Lady in the Dark (1941 - 467), the story of a magazine editor using psychoanalysis to explore her emotional insecurities. The music was restricted to dream sequences in which the main character saw herself at events representing her inner turmoil -- a party, a trial, and a circus. The lightning fast patter song "Tschaikowsky" (and a winning performance as a flaming fashion photographer) made a star of newcomer Danny Kaye, but even he could not steal the show from Gertrude Lawrence. With "My Ship" and "Jenny," this masterful stage star kept audiences cheering for the longest run of her career.

The result was a stunning blend of all components of the theatre. According to published reports, the production involved a company of 58 performers, 51 stagehands, and 4 revolving stages. It was mounted for the then staggering cost $130,000. (To interject a note on the current economics of the theatre, today it would be capitalized at approximately $750,000.)
- Stanley Richards, Great Musicals of the American Theatre, Vol. 2, (Radnor, PA: Chilton Books, 1976), p. 74.
(Editors note: The equivalent price tag for such a Broadway production in 2005 would be well over $10 million.)

 

An Ending and a Beginning 

Ray Bolger as Sapiens, the emasculated husband of an Amazon warrior in Rodgers and Hart's longest running hit, By Jupiter.
Rodgers and Hart took a lighter turn with By Jupiter (1942 - 427), which told of a conflict between ancient Greeks and female Amazon warriors. Although it was a traditional musical comedy, hilarious role reversals between men and women ("You swear like a longshorewoman!") stretched the creative boundaries. A stellar performance by Ray Bolger and a score that included "Wait Till You See Her" made this Rodgers & Hart's longest running show. It was also the last new show they would collaborate on.

Torn by personal demons, Hart had become a hopeless alcoholic. His talents were intact, but he would disappear for days and even weeks at a time, making it impossible to complete new projects. An anxious Rodgers asked his longtime partner to dry out and work with him on a musical adaptation of Lynn Rigg’s unsuccessful play Green Grow the Lilacs. The Theatre Guild, which had given Rodgers and Hart their first big break, needed this project to settle its mounting debts. When Hart refused, Rodgers warned that he was ready to collaborate with Oscar Hammerstein II. Hart encouraged Rodgers to pursue the new partnership, then headed off to Mexico for a drinking spree.

Rodgers got busy with Hammerstein, who had been interested in adapting Green Grow the Lilacs for several years (his longtime collaborator Jerome Kern had rejected the project). Thus began the most renowned creative partnership the American musical theatre has ever known. "They couldn't pick a better time to start in life . . ."

The Writing

Leading members of the original cast appear on the Playbill for Oklahoma!
Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II had known each other since their student years at Columbia University. Both had always deferred to collaborators who preferred that the music be written before the lyric. This new duo set out to prove that a "lyrics first" approach would make it easier to integrate the songs and book of a show. (Mind you, British giants Gilbert and Sullivan had done this long before, but in the 1940s it was still considered a daring idea for Broadway songwriters.)

Rodgers and Hammerstein agreed that Green Grow the Lilacs needed something other than the standard musical comedy treatment. The plot involved an Oklahoma Territory farm girl of the early 1900s (Laurie) choosing whether she will go to a dance with the farmhand she fears (Judd) or the cowboy she loves (Curly). This innocuous love story takes a jarring turn when the farmhand proves to be a psychopathic murderer who the heroic cowboy is forced to kill in self defense. Murder in a musical? Another sticking point was that Hollywood had turned singing cowboys into a laughable cliché. What would it take to make this story sing on Broadway?

The new collaborators began with a painstaking assessment of what made the characters tick, where songs would fit and what the style and content of each number should be. They also visualized possibilities for casting, set design, lighting and staging. Once they had agreed on these points, each headed home -- Rodgers to his farm in upstate New York, Hammerstein to his farm in Pennsylvania. Oscar fashioned the book and lyrics with great care, laboring for weeks over certain phrases and rhymes. He then wired or phoned in the results to Rodgers, who had been mulling over melodic options and would sometimes have a completed tune on paper in a matter of minutes.

 

The Production
Because the Theatre Guild was bankrupt, its mangers gave Rodgers and Hammerstein creative control of the project. With little to lose, R&H took several creative risks. Instead of opening with the usual rousing ensemble number, the curtain would rise on a farm woman churning butter as a cowboy enters singing a solo about the beauty of the morning. For all the songs, Hammerstein wrote lyrics in a conversational style, each fitting specific characters and story telling needs. 

Despite strong comic material ("I Cain’t Say No") and a healthy dose of romance ("People Will Say We’re In Love," "Out of My Dreams") it was neither a typical musical comedy nor an operetta. This was something new – a fully rounded musical play, with every element dedicated to moving the story forward. Hammerstein had tried something similar in his libretto to Show Boat (1927), but those characters were two dimensional and the plot relied on all sorts of old melodramatic devices. This time around, he was taking things much farther.

Hoping to boost ticket sales, the Guild wanted Shirley Temple and other "name" stars, but R&H insisted on casting lesser-known actors suited to the material. To direct, R&H chose the tempestuous Rouben Mamoulian, whose work on stage (Porgy and Bess) and screen (Love Me Tonight) was always innovative but not always profitable.

Since the characters in this story would be dealing with emotions that might sound awkward if verbalized by cowboys and farm girls, Rodgers and Hammerstein decided to use dance as an integral element in the story-telling process. The Theatre Guild suggested modern dance choreographer Agnes DeMille. R&H were uneasy about DeMille's insistence on selecting trained modern dancers in place of the standard chorus girls, but the resulting personality-rich ensemble was a key factor in the show's eventual fate. 

 

Out of Town: "No Chance!"

One of several Playbill covers that Oklahoma! used in the course of its record setting run, this captures the logo used on the original posters.
All these high-minded choices made Away We Go (as the musical was initially named) a tough sell to investors. Rodgers and Hammerstein spent months auditioning the material for potential backers, and the Theatre Guild had to sell off its beloved theater to satisfy anxious debtors. When the show opened for previews in New Haven in March 1943, Variety gave it a poor review and columnist Walter Winchell reported his secretary's cold dismissal – "No gags, no girls, no chance." 

A few worried investors sold off their shares in the show, but many at that first performance realized that this unusual musical had potential. R&H made extensive revisions while the show played Boston. At the suggestion of an ensemble member, a minor dance melody was re-set as a choral piece. When DeMille staged it with the chorus coming down to the footlights in a V formation singing "O-K-L-A-H-O-M-A, Oklahoma – Yeeeow!," the rousing number left audiences cheering and gave the show a new title – Oklahoma! (1943 - 2,212). The creative team continued tinkering until one night an exhausted Rodgers put his foot down, saying, "You know what's wrong with this show?  Nothing! Now everybody pipe down and let's go to bed."

 

Opening Night
Oklahoma opened at New York's St. James Theatre on the night of March 31st, 1943. The house was not sold out – with no known stars in the cast, it was impossible to even give all the seats away. Those who did attend found themselves cheering a surprise hit.

"They were roaring. They were howling. People hadn't seen boys and girls dance like this in so long. Of course, they had been dancing like this, but just not where the audience could see them!"
-Agnes DeMille, quoted by Max Wilk in OK: The Story of Oklahoma! (New York: Grove Press, 1993), p. 222.
As the brash but loveable Curly, baritone Alfred Drake began his reign as Broadway's top male musical star – and as the playful Ado Annie, Celeste Holm earned the stardom she would retain on stage and screen into the next century. The reviews were almost unanimous raves, and block-long lines formed at the box office the next day.

Wartime audiences embraced this reassuring, all-American show, and the skeptics who had scoffed in New Haven pretended that they always knew "Dick and Oscar" were a sure-fire combination. Oklahoma became a cultural phenomenon, setting a new long-run record for Broadway musicals. It also ran for three years in London, toured the U.S. for seven years and made its millions of dollars. By the time the run ended, backers saw an astounding 2,500% return on their investment.

 

What Changed?
Before Oklahoma, composers and lyricists were songwriters – after Oklahoma, they had to be dramatists, using everything in the score to develop character and advance the action. As Mark Steyn explains in Broadway Babies Say Goodnight (Routledge, NY, 1999, p.67), with songs by Lorenz Hart or Cole Porter, you hear the lyricist – with Hammerstein, you hear the character.

In fact, everything in a musical now had to serve a dramatic purpose. The diverting dance routines of the past were replaced by choreography that helped tell the show's story. Any number of earlier shows had attempted a book-driven approach, but they showcased particular performers in songs and scenes that did not always serve the story. For example, the original Show Boat gave Captain Andy excuses to clown around, and Lady in the Dark gave both Danny Kaye and Gertrude Lawrence showstopping star turns that had nothing to do with the plot. Oklahoma rejected such hijinks, tossing out anything which did not fit the plot or bring characters into sharper focus.

The union of two sympathetic temperaments created the first all-American, non-Broadway musical comedy (or operetta; call it what you will) independent of Viennese comic opera or French opéra-bouffe on the one hand, and Forty-fourth Street clichés and specifications on the other. Oklahoma! turned out to be a people's opera, unpretentious and perfectly modern, but of interest equally to audiences in New York and Des Moines. Its longevity and sustained popular appeal are explained by the fact that it transcends the outlook of Broadway musical comedy without disturbingly violating the canons of presentation to which the musical comedy public is conditioned.
- Cecil Smith, Musical Comedy in America (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1950), p. 343-344.
Old-style formula musical comedies like No, No, Nanette and Anything Goes can be very entertaining, but their one-dimensional characters are like comic book figures, eliciting little sympathy. When Oklahoma's Laurie and Curly admit their love by singing "Let People Say We're In Love," audiences become a sea of smiles and moist eyes. This same holds true for the other classic musicals by R&H and their successors – the major characters are believable individuals that we can empathize with. Rodgers and Hammerstein often dealt with serious themes, but they knew that the first duty of theatre (musical or otherwise) is to tell interesting stories about fascinating characters.

While Rodgers and Hammerstein were not saints, they had genuine faith in the qualities espoused in their shows – goodness, fairness, romance, etc. While these things are often dismissed as cornball or "hokey," they meant a great deal in the mid-20th Century. These qualities keep the works of Rodgers and Hammerstein popular today. Rodgers had his own view, as expressed in his autobiography –

. . . I feel that the chief influence of Oklahoma! was simply to serve notice that when writers came up with something different, and if it had merit, there would be a large and receptive audience waiting for it. Librettists, lyricists and composers now had a new incentive to explore a multitude of themes and techniques within the framework of commercial musical theater. From Oklahoma! on, with only rare exceptions, the memorable productions have been those daring to break free of the conventional mold.
- Richard Rodgers, Musical Stages (NY: Random House, 1975),  p. 229.
 

Cast Recordings

The original cast sings the rousing "Oklahoma!" – as seen on the cover of the best-selling cast album, released on 78 rpm records.
Record producer Jack Kapp came up with the idea of having the Broadway team preserve the full score as it was heard in performance. A few productions had released partial sets of recordings beginning with the 1932 revival of Show Boat, but Oklahoma was the first Broadway musical to have every major number recorded by the full original cast and orchestra.

In 1943, sets of 78's were packaged in book-like packs that looked like family photo albums. After long playing records were introduced in the late 1940s, the phrase "album" stuck. Musicals and those who love them owe Kapp a debt of gratitude for inventing the original cast album, a format that preserved hundreds of musicals which might otherwise have fallen silent with their final performances.

 

Hart's Finale
In one of Broadway's sadder footnotes, Larry Hart was in the audience on Oklahoma's opening night, sober and stunned by its triumph. He agreed to help Rodgers prepare a revival of A Connecticut Yankee (1943 - 135), revising the script and giving longtime friend Vivienne Segal the new comic showstopper "To Keep My Love Alive." 

But Hart was soon drinking again, and he showed up for Yankee's opening night falling-down drunk. During the second act, he started singing along from the rear of the theatre and was ejected by bodyguards. After spending the night on his brother's sofa, he disappeared, and was found the next night (by composer Frederick Loewe), sitting coatless on a Manhattan curbside in an icy November downpour. Weakened by years of alcohol addiction, Hart succumbed to pneumonia and died three days later. He was 48 years old.

Hart's death signified the end of an era. The musical comedy had been a prime Broadway product since the late 1800s. Rodgers & Hart had created some of the finest expressions of that genre. In the wake of artistic upheaval unleashed by Oklahoma, the Broadway musical entered a new golden commercial and artistic age -- with Rodgers and Hammerstein serving as the first true masters of the new integrated musical play.

"Many a New Day"
The day after Oklahoma! opened, no one realized that a new age had dawned on Broadway. But it soon became apparent that critics and audiences would no longer settle for slapdash musical comedies.

If it was difficult to compete with Rodgers and Hammerstein, imagine how hard it was to be Rodgers and Hammerstein. Film producer Sam Goldwyn bumped into Richard Rodgers soon after the opening of Oklahoma! and said, "Know what you should do now? Shoot yourself!" However, R&H remained the most important team in musical theatre for years to come, writing and producing shows that kept re-defining the genre.

While Rodgers worked on the wartime revival of A Connecticut Yankee, Hammerstein concentrated on updating the libretto of Bizet's opera Carmen while leaving the music in its original form. The classic tale of a fiery factory girl who inspires a naive soldier to give up everything for the sake of their passion was reset in the American South with an African-American cast. Hammerstein's Carmen Jones (1943 - 502) became the longest running black production of the 1940s.


Rodgers and Hammerstein re-united to create Carousel (1945 - 890), the story of Billy Bigelow and Julie Jordan, young New Englanders who fall into a passionate but abusive marriage. When Julie becomes pregnant, Billy tries to provide for his unborn child by taking part in a robbery – and dies by falling on his own knife. Years later, Billy returns from heaven for one day to help his wife and daughter get on with their lives. This often dark story was matched to a glorious score ("If I Loved You," "You’ll Never Walk Alone"), passionate choreography by Agnes DeMille, and a remarkable cast of newcomers led by John Raitt and Jan Clayton.

Allegro (1947 - 315), the story of a small town doctor who loses his ideals and is almost destroyed by ambition, took new artistic risks. The ensemble commented on the action, and the score was so thoroughly integrated with the book that it was hard to define individual songs. One exception was the showstopper "The Gentleman Is A Dope," sung by Lisa Kirk. Because everything in Allegro examined the idea of success, some scholars consider this the first concept musical -- a form that did not come into its own until the 1970s. In 1947, critics and audiences were bewildered by this ambitious experiment, so the show was only a marginal success.

 

Early Innovators

The original cast of On the Town -- on the left, Betty Comden and Adolph Green, who also wrote the book and lyrics. In the lower left corner is Nancy Walker, the original Hildy.
It was inevitable that others would try to follow in Rodgers and Hammerstein's footsteps. Building musical comedies with some serious undertones, adding serious dance and integrating every element into the storytelling process – how hard could it be? As it turned out, damned hard! The earliest competing musicals were fascinating, but have not enjoyed the lasting popularity that marks the best R&H shows –

– On The Town (1944 - 463) used modern dance and song to depict the romantic adventures of three sailors on shore leave in New York. It was created by a team of remarkable newcomers: score by Leonard Bernstein, book and lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green and choreography by Jerome Robbins. The show and its much-revised MGM film version did well, but the material soon seemed dated. Several attempts to revive it have failed. (More on this show in an upcoming chapter.)

– One militantly old-fashioned romantic operetta delighted audiences and ran for more than two years. The Song of Norway (1944 - 860) used the melodies of Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg, adapted by MGM songwriters Robert Wright and George Forrest and staged by George Balanchine. The hit of the score was the lush ballad "Strange Music." Occasionally performed by opera companies, it has not been revived on Broadway.

– Bloomer Girl (1944 - 654) offered a charming Civil War love story with a score by Harold Arlen and E.Y. "Yip" Harburg, a stellar performance by Oklahoma alumni Celeste Holm, and dances by Agnes DeMille. But the uneven book has not stood the test of time, and has never been revived on broadway. In fact, Bloomer Girl is now rarely performed anywhere. 

– Operetta master Sigmund Romberg had a surprise hit with Up In Central Park (1945 - 504), a deft blend of romantic music and a new-style musical book about romance in Boss Tweed’s politically corrupt New York. Audiences loved the period charm and sets based on Currier and Ives prints, and the hit ballad "Close as Pages In a Book." After a successful film version starring Deanna Durbin, this show passed into disuse. It has not been professionally staged in decades.

Why did all of these works soon fade into obscurity? It was not because of what they had, but what they lacked. Rodgers and Hammerstein had a unique knack for great storytelling, making everyday characters and situations compelling. They captured the human condition as no one else in musical theatre ever had. That is why R&H's masterworks still exemplify the Broadway musical at its best. Of course, others soon built musical comedies that met the new standard. Two experienced composers led the way.

 

Learning New Tricks: Berlin & Porter
When Jerome Kern died in 1945, librettists Herb and Dorothy Fields needed a new composer for a musical about famed sharpshooter Annie Oakley. Rodgers and Hammerstein were already producing the project and swamped with other commitments, so they turned to friend and colleague Irving Berlin.


Although Berlin's music had delighted the world for generations, he was uncertain that he could adapt to the new style of musical play. Handed the script on a Friday, he showed up the following Monday with "Doin’ What Comes Naturally," "You Can’t Get A Man With A Gun" and "There’s No Business Like Show Business." And he was worried? Annie Get Your Gun (1946 - 1,147) was both Berlin’s and leading lady Ethel Merman’s longest running hit. Proving that the integrated musical play could be wonderfully funny, it remains a perennial favorite.

If Berlin was nervous about writing the R&H type of musical, Cole Porter was petrified at the prospect. By 1948, this once invincible master of musical comedy had gone several seasons without a hit and was considered a has-been. When offered Bella and Sam Spewack's libretto about an estranged couple battling on and offstage while starring in a musical version of Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, Porter turned out the finest score of his career. In fact, the show was so well written that it needed no major revisions during its tryout tour. The young producers were on such a limited budget that many of the costumes were made from inexpensive drapery fabric, but producer Lemuel Ayers's designs were so imaginative that no one minded.


An ad for the original cast recording of Kiss Me Kate, one of the first to come out on the long-playing record (LP) format.
Every sacrifice paid off when Kiss Me Kate's (1948 - 1,077) opening night audience blew the roof off The Century Theater. Alfred Drake and Patricia Morison starred as the battling lovers with Lisa Kirk and Harold Lang as the misbehaving ingénues. The libretto and lyrics kept the original spirit of Shakespeare intact, but added a healthy dose of sophisticated contemporary hilarity. Porter's score included "Wunderbar," "So In Love With You Am I," and the bawdy "Brush Up Your Shakespeare." Kate received the first Antoinette Perry (Tony) Award for Best Musical. To everyone's delight (especially his own), Porter was once again "the top" in musical comedy.

New Talents

The original cast Playbill for Finian's Rainbow (1947).
In the late 1940s, a number of new creative talents caught on to what Rodgers and Hammerstein had really accomplished. This resulted in several outstanding musicals that would remain popular for decades to come.

Finian's Rainbow (1947 - 725) was the first musical to tackle racism with laughter, proving that the integrated musical could work as social satire. It told the story of an Irishman who steals the leprechauns' legendary crock of gold and buries it near Fort Knox, thinking it will grow in such "rich" soil. While the Irishman's daughter falls in love with an American, an avenging leprechaun is distracted by human love -- and mischievously turns a bigoted Southern congressman into a Negro. David Wayne played the leprechaun, becoming the first performer in a musical to receive the Theatre Wing's new Antoinette Perry Award, now known as "The Tony." Composer Burton Lane and lyricist E.Y. "Yip" Harburg's score included "Look to the Rainbow," "That Old Devil Moon," and "How Are Things in Glocca Morra."


Priscilla Gilette and David Brooks sing "Almost Like Being in Love" on the program cover for the first national tour of Brigadoon.
In a more romantic vein, lyricist/librettist Alan Jay Lerner and composer Frederick Loewe found success with the story of two men who stumble into a town that magically reappears in the Scottish highlands for only one day every century. Brigadoon (1947 - 581) was graced with a ravishing score that included "Almost Like Being In Love" and "There But For You Go I." Agnes DeMille contributed several ravishing ballets, helping to make Brigadoon became one of the most frequently revived musicals in the international repertoire.

Tin Pan Alley songwriter Frank Loesser was best known for his wartime hit "Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition." His first Broadway score was for Where’s Charley (1948 - 792), a musicalization of the old British comedy Charley’s Aunt. The sweet ballad "My Darling" made it onto the pop charts, but it was Ray Bolger's rendition of "Once In Love With Amy" that caused a sensation -- thanks to a happy accident. One night early in the run, Bolger heard the audience chuckle partway through the song. It seems a a child had begun to sing along with him. The veteran showman encouraged the youngster, then got the whole audience to join in. Enchanted, the audience demanded encores, literally stopping the show. The sing-along became a permanent part of the show, catapulting Where's Charley to hit status, and giving Bolger his most memorable stage moment.

By the end of the 1940s, integrated musical plays -- both serious and comic -- dominated the Broadway landscape. The greatest composers in American popular music were all taking their chance working in this new form.

· Composer Kurt Weill and playwright Maxwell Anderson's Lost in the Stars (1949 - 273) examined the nightmare of South African apartheid decades before it became a popular topic. 

· Irving Berlin's Miss Liberty (1949 - 308) had a book by Pulitzer-winning playwright Robert E. Sherwood, telling the story of reporters trying to identify the woman who posed for the Statue of Liberty. The score included "Give Me Your Tired" and "Let's Take an Old Fashioned Walk." 

· Composer Jule Styne and lyricist Leo Robin turned the popular Anita Loos 1920s novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1949- 740) into a smash hit musical comedy -- integrated, but with enough lighthearted fun to rate as a musical comedy. As Lorelei Lee, the gem-hungry flapper with a heart of pure gold, Carol Channing found stardom, stopping the show with her wide-eyed renditions of "Little Girl from Little Rock" and "Diamonds Are A Girl's Best Friend." 

 

The 1940s in London
Few London productions of 1940s drew much attention outside of Britain, but the West End had its share of homegrown musicals. Broadway producers felt that most of these shows were simply "too British" to appeal to American theatergoers.  The perennial transatlantic favorite Noel Coward was unable to turn out a hit musical in this decade. After World War II, his Pacific 1860 (1946 -129) faired poorly despite a lavish production and the presence of Mary Martin.

London's most popular star during the mid-twentieth century was Ivor Novello, an actor-songwriter who composed and starred in a series of hit operettas, despite the fact that he couldn't sing a note. With striking good looks and a winning stage presence, Novello played leading roles and left the singing to everyone around him. To make this work, he often played characters that could accompany others on piano.


Ivor Novello in The Dancing Years with Roma Beaumont and Mary Ellis (on the stairs).
Novello got away with this arrangement in show after show, cheered on by a hoards of female fans who had no idea their idol was a homosexual. With a mixture of affection and envy, longtime friend (and competitor) Noel Coward said that "the two loveliest things in the British theatre are Ivor's profile and my mind." Novello's almost continuous string of musical hits included –

· Glamorous Night (1935 - 243) 
· Careless Rapture (1936 - 297) – wags dubbed this one "Careless Rupture" 

· Crest of the Wave (1937) 
· The Dancing Years (1939 - 967) – nicknamed "The Dancing Queers" 

· Perchance To Dream (1945 - 1,022) 

· King's Rhapsody (1949 - 839) 

· Gay's The Word (1951 - 504) 

None of Novello's shows (which often contained enough sweet sentiment to choke a saccharine addict) were ever produced on Broadway, so even his most popular songs ("Shine Through My Dreams," "Waltz of My Heart") were rarely heard outside of Britain. And that's a pity, because his gift for polished, romantic melody placed him somewhere between Coward and Lehar. Novello's dominance of the London stage continued until his sudden death at age 58 during the run of King's Rhapsody. Thousands lined the streets on the day of his funeral, which was broadcast live over British radio to a mourning nation.

The longest running West End book musical from this period was Me and My Girl (1937 - 1,646 London), the story of a poor London cockney who inherits a nobleman's title and fortune. The Noel Gay score included the catchy "Lambeth Walk," and Brits packed the theatre through most of World War II. British comedian Lupino Lane triumphed in the lead and starred in several revivals. But American producers felt Me and My Girl was "too British" for Broadway. Decades later, London welcomed a heavily revised 1985 version starring Robert Lindsay. After a rip-roaring triumph in London (where it ran for years), Me and My Girl finally traveled to New York the following year and racked up 1,420 performances. It seems even thick-headed Yanks can eventually catch on to a good thing!

 

South Pacific

Ezio Pinza and Mary Martin on the original cast Playbill for South Pacific. 

As the 1940s ended, New York was the undisputed center of the theatrical world, and Broadway's last musical hit of the decade was one of the biggest ever. Working with co-librettist and director Josh Logan, Rodgers and Hammerstein wrote a musical based on two stories in James Michener's Tales of the South Pacific. Military nurse Nellie Forbush falls in love with French planter Emile de Becque, and Lieutenant Cable gives his heart to a Polynesian girl. Typical "decent" Americans are forced to confront the bigotry they were raised with. Set amid the life and death tensions of World War II, it was a world away from the musical comedy librettos that had reigned on Broadway less than ten years before.

With powerhouse stars Ezio Pinza and Mary Martin, a well crafted script, and a score that included "Some Enchanted Evening," "Younger Than Springtime," "Bali Hai," and "I'm In Love With A Wonderful Guy," South Pacific (1949 - 1,925) was a sensation, creating an unprecedented demand for tickets. Some aspects of the book seem dated today, but the show's score and genuine sentiment still work.

South Pacific was unusual in many ways. There was almost no dance, more than one keylove story, and the dramatic tension was not provided by an antagonist (a.k.a. - a "bad guy") or a "silly misunderstanding." Both love stories were thwarted by "carefully taught" racial prejudices. These reflex hatreds drive key characters to push away from the people they love. In the case of a young Lieutenant and his native girl, the results are tragic, but Nellie and Emile are finally reunited.

South Pacific confirmed Rodgers and Hammerstein's command of the genre. Along with worshipful reviews, it won the Tony for Best Musical and became the second musical to receive the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Tonys also went to the authors, as well as Pinza, Martin and other company members. Rodgers & Hammerstein's knack for creating innovative and entertaining hits came to be called "The RH Factor," and it would keep them on top through the next decade.

 

The Shuberts: A Matter of Trust
South Pacific triggered a surprising, radical change in the "business we call show." Tickets were in such demand that theatre owners Lee and J.J. Shubert put outrageous premiums on the best seats, allowing ticket brokers to charge up to ten times the legal box office value of eight dollars. They even forced top politicians to pay these inflated prices -- a foolish mistake. Congress launched a long overdue investigation of Broadway business practices, accusing the Shuberts of being an illegal trust.

The Shuberts used high powered lawyers to draw out the struggle for several years, but the Federal government's case eventually succeeded. Forced to give up their lucrative control of theatre bookings and ticket sales, the Shuberts also had to sell off many of their theatres all across the USA. Although the brothers remained powerful, their stranglehold on the commercial theatre was broken.

The 1940s had seen vast changes in the musical theatre, both as an art form and as a business. World War II had re-energized the American economy, and many great musicals appeared in the 1940s, particularly after Oklahoma (1943) redefined the genre. But as theatre rents, union minimums and advertising costs kept climbing, it became harder for shows to turn a profit. So even as the American musical enjoyed what many have called its "golden age," the number of Broadway productions continued (with occasional exceptions) a gradual but inexorable decline.

This decline was easy to overlook in the decade that followed. After all, in the 1950s, the Broadway musical was one of the most popular entities in all of show business.

When Broadway Ruled

Mary Martin and Ethel Merman sing to a television audience of sixty million viewers in 1953.
On June 15, 1953, the Ford Motor Company commemorated its fiftieth anniversary with an all-star television revue. The highlight was a joint performance by Ethel Merman and Mary Martin, staged by Jerome Robbins and transmitted live from Broadway's massive Center Theatre. The ladies sang trademark solos before sharing some duet medleys. The joint CBS/NBC broadcast attracted over sixty million viewers, and a live Decca recording of the Merman-Martin act sold over 100,000 copies in two days.

In the 1950s, showtunes were a major part of American popular music. Every season saw new stage musicals send songs to the top of the charts. Public demand, a booming economy and abundant creative talent kept Broadway hopping. To this day, the shows of the 1950s form the core of the musical theatre repertory. The best of these musicals offered recognizable characters singing in stories told with wit and genuine heart – in short, the Rodgers & Hammerstein formula. 

 

Working the R&H Formula
Even mediocre musicals that applied the R&H formula could make a profit. Happy Hunting (1956 - 408) had a score by a Brooklyn dentist, but who cared so long as Ethel Merman was on hand to sing it? The plot was ripped (in the clumsiest possible way) from the headlines. A low-born Philadelphia millionairess who is not invited to Grace Kelly's royal wedding in Monaco avenges herself by getting her daughter engaged to an impoverished grand duke. With inescapable musical comedy logic, mama and the nobleman fall for each other, while the daughter falls for a young lawyer. The catchy songs "Mutual Admiration Society" and "Gee, But It's Good to Be Here" helped, but it was all about Merman. Feeling somewhat ignored, co-star Fernando Lamas generated publicity by having a vicious feud with Merman. He often upstaged her and contemptuously wiped his mouth after their onstage kisses. Along with headlines, he earned an official sanction from Actor's Equity. Happy Hunting had no tour or film version, but its one year run made a profit – a far cry from today when shows can run for years without repaying investors.


The original cast Playbill for Kismet (1953). The bearded genie-like figure represents Alfred Drake.
Some unusual variations on the post-Oklahoma format did well. George Forrest and Robert Wright, who had reset the melodies of Edvard Grieg for Song of Norway, now adapted themes by Alexander Borodin to create Kismet (1953 - 583). This Arabian Nights-style folktale talked like a comedy, dressed like a burlesque skit and sang like an operetta. New York's snootier critics were set to destroy this one, but a newspaper strike kept them out of print. Audiences loved the lavish harem scenes and romantic melodies, and by the time the scathing reviews came, it was too late – word of mouth had already made the show a hit. Alfred Drake gave a bravura performance as Hadjj, a beggar-poet who becomes Wazir of Baghdad by several astounding twists of fate. Joan Diener's soprano pyrotechnics and knockout figure won raves, as did Doretta Morrow and Richard Kiley as the young lovers. "Stranger in Paradise," (based on Polovetsian Dance No. 2 from Borodin's Prince Igor) became a pop hit, and Kismet's producers had the last laugh when the show picked up six Tonys, including Best Musical.

 

Rodgers & Hammerstein: Supermen of the 1950s

Gertrude Lawrence as seen on the original Playbill for The King and I. 

Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II remained the musical theater's most potent team. At one point, they had four musicals running on Broadway simultaneously -- an unprecedented accomplishment. With the 1950s film versions of Oklahoma, Carousel and South Pacific grossing millions of dollars worldwide, the media treated each new R&H stage show as a major event –

· The King and I (1951 - 1,246) was based on Anna Leonowens real life experiences tutoring the royal family of Siam in the 1860s. The clash of Eastern and Western cultures sets Anna and the King on a collision course, further complicated by their unspoken feelings for each other. Gertrude Lawrence, who had suggested the project, played the Welsh schoolteacher. At Mary Martin's urging, the little-known Yul Brynner was cast as the King. The score included "Whistle a Happy Tune," "Hello Young Lovers," "I Have Dreamed," and "Something Wonderful." In the show's most memorable moment, "Shall We Dance," depicted an impromptu dance lesson between Anna and the King that exploded with romantic tension. The musical theater lost one of its most luminous stars when Lawrence succumbed to cancer during the run. Brynner made a career of playing the King, appearing in the 1956 film version and numerous revivals until his death in 1985. 

· Me and Juliet (1953 - 358) was a backstage love story featuring the sultry tango "No Other Love Have I." Only a modest success by R&H standards, it had a fine score and innovative sets that allowed a swift flow of action between on and offstage scenes.

· Pipe Dream (1955 - 246) offered a sanitized adaptation of Steinbeck's Sweet Thursday starring Metropolitan Opera diva Helen Traubel. Critics and audiences were disappointed, making this Rodgers & Hammerstein's only financial failure.

· Flower Drum Song (1958 - 600) did better, taking a genial look at East meeting West in San Francisco's Chinatown. With direction by Gene Kelly, its score included "I Enjoy Being a Girl" and "Love Look Away."

· The Sound of Music (1959 - 1,443) was inspired by the story of Austria's Trapp Family Singers and their escape from the Nazis in the 1930s. The score included "Do Re Mi," "Edelweiss," "My Favorite Things," and the title tune. With Mary Martin heading the cast, The Sound of Music won the Tony for Best Musical (in a rare tie vote with Fiorello). Critics who dismiss this show's sweet story have missed the real point. Amid all the sentiment, The Sound of Music offers a quiet but devastating condemnation of those who empower evil by refusing to oppose it. The real bad guys are not the Nazis, but the so-called "decent" people who acquiesce to them! So much for the critics. A superb and literate entertainment, The Sound of Music remains a worldwide favorite on stage, screen and home video.


Mary Martin leads the children in "Do Re Mi" on the cover of the original cast Playbill for The Sound of Music (1959).
Oscar Hammerstein II died a few months after The Sound of Music opened, ending a career that spanned the golden age of musical theatre and film. After working with the innovative Jerome Kern and operetta master Sigmund Romberg, he did his finest work with Rodgers, and later coached young Stephen Sondheim. What a resume! Hammerstein turned the once-innocuous Broadway lyric into a potent dramatic tool. He did it by being a superb storyteller. Even when dealing with serious issues, he always kept his focus on intriguing characters caught in remarkable situations.

If the 1950s was the decade that promised a continuation of the musical's crucial place in the culture, it was at least partly because the Rodgers and Hammerstein revolution of the 1940s urged the musical to seek beyond typical fare for stories based on realistic character development: to become drama. Thus, the 1940s introduced the notion and the 1950s exploited it.
- Ethan Mordden, Coming Up Roses: The Broadway Musical in the 1950s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 26-27.
More than three decades after his death, during the 1995-96 season, four Hammerstein musicals appeared on Broadway – talk about lasting popularity. So long as people "know how it feels to have wings on their heels" or believe their "heart will be blest by the sound of music," Hammerstein's lyrics will be part of civilization's common language.

Who else was composing great shows during this amazing decade?

As important as Rodgers & Hammerstein were in the 1950s, there were many other composers and lyricists working on Broadway.

Irving Berlin: "With the Mostess"

Caricaturist Peter Arno captured Ethel Merman's comic power in the logo for Call Me Madam. 

Irving Berlin composed Call Me Madam (1950 - 644) for Ethel Merman, providing her with Broadway's first musical hit of the decade. Merman's character was based on Perle Mesta, a real-life Democratic party fundraiser who was named ambassador to Luxembourg. The musical was set in mythical "Lichtenburg," and spoofed America's penchant for lending billions to other countries. Thanks to the contemporary political humor, Call Me Madam now seems dated – how many people would still get jokes about Senators Vandenberg and Taft? Merman stopped the show with Russell Nype singing one of Berlin's best counterpoint duets, "You're Just In Love." Since Merman and Berlin had exclusive contracts with different record companies, Call Me Madam had two cast albums – Merman on Decca, and the rest of of the cast with Dinah Shore on RCA. To no one's surprise, the Merman version became the bestseller.

For the remainder of the decade, Berlin concentrated on Hollywood projects that rehashed his old hit tunes. His final Broadway score was for the poorly-received Mr. President (1962 - 265), but his final showtune was the counterpoint duet "Old Fashioned Wedding," written for Merman's 1966 revival of Annie Get Your Gun. Disheartened by changes in popular taste, Berlin spent his remaining years in retirement.

 

Cole Porter: "C'est Magnifique"
Cole Porter's glamorous public life was offset by a personal nightmare. His legs had been shattered by a horse riding accident in 1937, and he endured more than thirty operations over the next twenty years in his attempts to save them. Many of his wittiest songs were written while he endured indescribable pain. With Kiss Me Kate still running, hopes were high for Out of This World (1950 - 157), a story of the goddess Juno contending with her husband Jupiter's obsessive pursuit of mortal women. The fine Porter score could not make up for a flat book and ill-considered production, so audiences stayed away. Forced to cut "From This Moment On" during tryouts, Porter had the pleasure of seeing the song make the hit parade on its own.

Porter renewed his longtime love affair with Paris by composing Can-Can (1953 - 892), a comic story of do-gooders and dancers battling over the scandalous 1890s dance craze. French cabaret star Lilo got star billing, but newcomer Gwen Verdon stole the evening playing an uninhibited chorine. With the hit songs "I Love Paris" and "Cest Magnifique" and inventive choreography by Michael Kidd, Can-Can overcame mixed reviews and ran for two years. Porter's next and last Broadway project was Silk Stockings (1955 - 478), a Cold War love story based on Greta Garbo's MGM comedy Ninotchka. A nightmarish pre-Broadway tour convinced Porter that he was no longer up to the strain of developing new shows. After composing a televised version of Alladin (1958), he retired from public life. The long-feared amputation of Porter's injured legs broke his spirit, and he remained a semi-recluse until his death in 1964.

 

Frank Loesser: "Yeah, Chemistry!"

The original souvenir program for Guys and Dolls (1950).
No other composer-lyricist of the 1950s matched the artistic versatility of Frank Loesser. He started the decade with Guys and Dolls (1950 – 1,200), one of the finest musical comedies ever written. Abe Burrows adapted the script from Damon Runyon's stories about the denizens of Times Square, and Loesser wrote an extraordinary score that included "I've Never Been In Love Before," "Fugue For Tinhorns," and "Luck Be A Lady Tonight." Vivian Blaine won a Tony as the love hungry showgirl Miss Adelaide, and Stubby Kaye stopped the show with the raucous gambler's anthem "Sit Down, You're Rockin' the Boat." The show won the Tony for Best Musical.

Loesser scored another triumph with The Most Happy Fella (1956 - 676), an operatic version of Sidney Howard's play They Knew What They Wanted. It examined the romance of an aging Napa Valley vintner (played by Metropolitan Opera bass Robert Weede) and a lonely young waitress who must learn to forgive each other for selfish mistakes. The waitress was played by the gifted soprano Jo Sullivan, who became Mrs. Loesser soon after this production. Loesser blended arias ("My Heart Is So Full of You") with pop songs ("Standing On The Corner"). Overshadowed by the acclaim lavished on My Fair Lady, this masterpiece never got the credit it deserved. Revivals have proven that Fella is like caviar – fans adore it, but much of the general theatre going public somehow does not get the point.

After the disappointing failure of Greenwillow (1960 - 95), Loesser re-teamed with Guys and Dolls librettist Abe Burrows to write How To Succeed in Business Without Really Trying (1961 - 1,418). It told of a ruthless window cleaner manipulating his way into the chairmanship of a major corporation. This wicked satire of big business boasted dances by Bob Fosse, hilarious performances by Robert Morse & old-time crooner Rudy Valee, and the hit song "I Believe in You." It won a bucketful of Tonys and a Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Loesser's Pleasures and Palaces (1965) was an attempt to musicalize the life of Catherine the Great. After it closed on the road, Loesser had difficulty finding a new project. A lifelong chain-smoker, he died of lung cancer at age 59.

 

Harold Rome: "Never Too Late For Love"
With a knack for writing strong comic songs, Harold Rome got his start composing for revues. As an amateur he wrote the music and lyrics for the surprise hit revue Pins And Needles (1937 - 1,108). After serving in World War II, he provided the score for Call Me Mister (1946 - 734), a revue that poked fun at the postwar society servicemen were coming home to. When revues moved to television in the 1950s, Rome worked on a series of successful book shows. Wish You Were Here (1952 - 598) was set in a singles resort in the Catskills, and the full size swimming pool on stage got more attention than everything except the hit title tune.

For Fanny (1954 - 888), Rome created a soaring, lyrical score. Ezio Pinza and Walter Slezak starred with Florence Henderson in this bittersweet love story set in Marseilles. Based on three plays by Marcel Pagnol, it was the first show produced by David Merrick – whose unscrupulous business tactics led to his being called "The Abominable Showman." Merrick also produced Rome's Destry Rides Again (1959 - 472), based on the classic 1939 Hollywood western about a peace loving sheriff contending with a sexy madam. Rome's last Broadway hit was I Can Get It For You Wholesale (1962 - 300), a garment industry spoof which marked Barbra Streisand's Broadway debut as the loony Miss Marmelstein. Rome's lavish stage version of Gone With the Wind succeeded in London and Tokyo in the 1970s, but several attempts to bring it to Broadway failed.

 

Meredith Willson: "To Get the Sun Back in the Sky"

Robert Preston woos the people of River City with images of a boys band playing "Seventy-Six Trombones" in The Music Man.
Meredith Willson, a popular musical director on network radio, spent years creating the book, music and lyrics for The Music Man (1957 - 1,375). Robert Preston played a phony traveling salesman who's plans to flim-flam an Iowa town in 1912 are thwarted by his love for the town librarian – a role that made Barbara Cook Broadway's premiere ingénue. The score was a disarming potpourri of period styles including the Sousa-style march "Seventy-Six Trombones," the preacher-like exhortation "Trouble," several barbershop quartets and the soaring, romantic "Till There Was You." The book captured a time of innocence with both humor and charm, and director Morton DaCosta's staging was so deft that no one complained about its shameless sentimentality. The Music Man remains one of the world's most popular musicals, an all-American explosion of hokum and heart. Most people forget that it beat out West Side Story for the Best Musical Tony in 1957. It became the longest-running Broadway musical up to that time with book, music and lyrics written by one man (well, there have been rumors that Willson's pal Frank Loesser helped with "My White Knight").

Willson's The Unsinkable Molly Brown (1960 - 532) was based on the true story of a scrappy Colorado millionairess who survived the sinking of The Titanic. Star Tammy Grimes and the catchy march "I Ain't Down Yet" were well received, but critics groused that it was not another Music Man – as if anything could be? Here's Love (1962 - 338), based on the classic film Miracle on 34th Street, ran almost a year despite poor reviews. After a musical version of the Christopher Columbus story closed on the road in 1969, Willson retired from composing.

Lerner & Loewe – My Fair Lady

Julie Andrews and Rex Harrison on the original cast Playbill for My Fair Lady, the longest running Broadway hit of the 1950s.
 Lyricist-librettist Alan Jay Lerner and composer Frederick Loewe followed their 1947 hit Brigadoon with Paint Your Wagon (1951 - 289), a rustic love story set in the days of the California Gold Rush. Featuring "I Talk To The Trees" and "They Call The Wind Mariah," it enjoyed modest success. With My Fair Lady (1956 - 2,717), Lerner and Loewe surpassed Rodgers and Hammerstein at their own game. To many, this adaptation of George Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion is the finest work the musical theatre has ever produced, with a blend of eloquence, melody, intelligence and heart that has never been surpassed. Rex Harrison, Julie Andrews and Stanley Holloway headed the cast, Cecil Beaton designed the distinctive Edwardian costumes, and playwright Moss Hart directed. The book mixed some of Shaw's original dialogue with some wonderful new scenes by Lerner, all deftly interwoven with the songs. The score included "With A Little Bit of Luck," "I Could Have Danced All Night," "On The Street Where You Live," and "I've Grown Accustomed to Her Face."

My Fair Lady is filled with examples of flawless story-song integration. In one scene, Professor Higgins and Colonel Pickering try for weeks to train cockney flower girl Eliza Doolittle to speak like a lady. Late one night, the caustic Higgins speaks gently to an exhausted Eliza about the beauty and majesty of the English language, reassuring her that she will conquer it. After a breathless moment, Eliza makes the phonetic connection and correctly pronounces, "The rain . . . in Spain . . . stays mainly in the . . . plain." Disbelief turns to jubilation as the three characters break into a giddy tango, collapsing onto a sofa at the final note. It is one of the most exhilarating moments the theatre has ever produced.

Another standout is the wordless moment when Eliza first appears in her Edwardian ball gown. As she descends a staircase to the melody of "I Could Have Danced All Night," Higgins and the audiences see the "squashed cabbage leaf" complete her transformation into an elegant lady. This wordless moment has moved theatergoers for over forty years. It is worth noting that both of these exquisite scenes do not exist in Shaw's Pygmalion – Lerner created them for My Fair Lady. From its first performance on the road, it was clear that the show was a phenomenon. It opened to unanimous raves, won every major award, became Broadway's longest running musical up to that time (a record that stood for over a decade), and played to acclaim in numerous languages all around the world. It has been revived several times in both New York and London, remaining a worldwide favorite after almost half a century.

After creating the screenplay and score for MGM's Academy Award winning Gigi (1958), Lerner and Loewe returned to Broadway with Camelot (1960 - 873), based on T.H. White's novel The Once and Future King. Richard Burton played the legendary King Arthur, with Julie Andrews as Guenevere and newcomer Robert Goulet as Sir Lancelot. The luscious score featured "If Ever I Would Leave You" and "How to Handle A Woman.", but the pressure to write another major hit proved too much for the creative team. Loewe and director Moss Hart suffered near-fatal heart attacks, an ailing Lerner was forced to take over direction himself, and an unfinished Camelot somehow opened on Broadway. Many came expecting another lighthearted My Fair Lady -- instead, they found a romantic tragedy. Although brilliant, it was unlike any previous Broadway musical. Most critics were not impressed, but some post-opening revisions by Hart made a profitable run possible.


Richard Burton and Julie Andrews plan to announce the invention of King Arthur's round table in Camelot.
Camelot is a perennial favorite with audiences, thanks to the timeless appeal of the Arthurian legend and the show's identification with President John F. Kennedy. Whatever its shortcomings, it has more melody and heart than most shows could ever hope for, and its original cast recording remains an all-time best seller. It has been revived once in London and four times on Broadway.

Loewe would only work on two more projects with Lerner: the film version of The Little Prince (1974) and an unsuccessful Broadway adaptation of Gigi (1974). Lerner later wrote shows with distinguished composers Burton Lane, Andre Previn, Leonard Bernstein and Charles Strouse, but he is best remembered for his work with Loewe. For a candid (and sometimes hilarious) behind-the-scenes look at how My Fair Lady, Gigi and Camelot were created, read Lerner's autobiography The Street Where I Live (W.W. Norton & Company, New York. 1978).

 

Leonard Bernstein: "The Best of All Possible"

Carol Lawrence and Larry Kert on the original Playbill cover for West Side Story.
Leonard Bernstein was the only principal conductor of the New York Philharmonic to compose for the Broadway stage, so it is not surprising that he created some of the most ambitious scores in modern musical theatre. His blend of classical, pop and jazz styles so distinctly invoked New York that his three hit musicals were all set in that city.

– Bernstein collaborated with Betty Comden and Adolph Green to create the jazzy dance musical On the Town (1944 - 463), where three sailors spend an adventurous day in New York. The same trio later wrote Wonderful Town (1953 - 559), creating a score with everything from an aria ("A Little Bit In Love") to a comic duet ("Ohio") to innovative jazz ("Wrong Note Rag") to an uninhibited "Conga." With its sanitized but endearing view of life in Manhattan's bohemian Greenwich Village and a hilarious performance by Rosalind Russell, Wonderful Town ran for more than a year.

– Broadway's last self-proclaimed "comic operetta" was Bernstein's ambitious Candide (1956 - 73), based on Voltaire's story of a man who learns that blind optimism is no defense against life's cruelties. Its political satire and operatic score (including the wonderful aria "Glitter and Be Gay," introduced by Barbara Cook) may be more than the general public will ever be able to handle. Candide developed a dedicated following thanks to a brilliant (if truncated) cast recording. A circus-style 1974 revival racked up 740 performances, and opera house productions have done well. However, a lavish 1997 Broadway revival flopped, proving that this show's popularity is still limited.

– Bernstein composed West Side Story (1957 - 732) in collaboration with lyricist Stephen Sondheim, director/choreographer Jerome Robbins and librettist Arthur Laurents. Inspired by Shakespeare, it set a Polish-American Romeo and a Puerto Rican Juliet in the middle of a New York City street gang war. This show combined glorious music, a finely wrought libretto and unforgettable dancing. Bernstein's melodies had a steamy vitality that gave the score tremendous appeal. "Maria" and "Somewhere" soared with operatic grandeur, "Dance at the Gym" was a jazz explosion, "America" had an irresistible Latin sound, and "Gee Officer Krupke" was a variation on classic vaudeville. The original cast included Chita Rivera, the first in a string of show-stealing performances that she would offer right into the next century. Carol Lawrence and Larry Kert played the doomed lovers and introduced the hit ballad "Tonight." West Side Story remains one of the most frequently produced musicals of all time.

Two decades passed before Bernstein composed the ill-fated 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue (1976 - 7). This complex but brilliant work, with lyrics by Alan Jay Lerner, has yet to receive a long overdue reconsideration. Bernstein supervised numerous recordings and revivals of his hits in his later years, but wrote no more Broadway scores. Classical and contemporary, gay but a married father, an oversized soul in an undersized time, Bernstein was one of the most remarkable personalities of the 20th Century.

So there were a number of outstanding people writing musicals in the 1950s. Who made their scripts and songs into three dimensional realities on stage?

In the 1950s, directors became crucial figures in the musical theatre, thanks to veterans like George Abbott and a new breed of director-choreographers. The old separations between acting, song and dance faded, replaced by a greater fluidity in the staging and structure of musicals. This led to a long line of musicals that would stand the test of time, classics that formed what many call the Broadway musical's "golden age." It would take some time before the director-driven musicals relied so heavily on directorial concepts that the quality of the material they worked with would start to decline.

 

"Mr. Abbott"

George Abbott and Ray Bolger camp it up during rehearsals for Where's Charley.
George Abbott was so revered that even longtime colleagues addressed him as "Mr. Abbott." He had more than twenty years experience as an actor, playwright and comedy director when he staged his first musical, Jumbo (1935 - 233). Over the next 27 years, he directed 26 musicals – 22 of which were moneymakers. He also wrote all or part of the librettos for many of those shows, and "doctored" dozens more. Abbott's swift pacing and instinct for dramatic construction did much to shape the musical as we know it, and he urged composers to tailor songs to specific characters and situations long before anyone else was interested. Many a show facing trouble on the road to Broadway benefited from Abbot's unaccredited doctoring – which came to be known as "the Abbott touch."

George Abbott's career reads like a history of musical theatre in the 20th Century. He worked with Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart on a series of definitive 1930s musical comedies (On Your Toes, The Boys From Syracuse), followed by the daring Pal Joey (1940). In the next decade, he teamed with choreographers Jerome Robbins (see below) and Bob Fosse (see below) for series of groundbreaking dance musicals. Through the 1950s, Abbott remained the most sought after director on Broadway, with credits including –

– Call Me Madam (1950 - 644) told the tale of a Washington socialite who becomes US ambassador to a fictional European principality. Ethel Merman starred, singing an Irving Berlin score that included "Just In Love," "Hostess With the Mostess" and "They Like Ike." (More on this show in a previous chapter.)

– Wonderful Town (1953 - 559) starred Rosalind Russell as a reporter seeking love and success in Greenwich Village. The score featured music by Leonard Bernstein, with lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green – including "Ohio" and "A Little Bit in Love." Robbins turned the ensemble "Conga" into a showstopper.

– The Pajama Game (1954 - 1,063) focused on a pajama factory superintendent and a union rep falling in love as a strike looms. Fosse's dances gave the show electrifying drive, and the score by newcomers Richard Adler and Jerry Ross included "Hey There" (introduced by leading man John Raitt) and "Hernando's Hideaway."

– Damn Yankees (1955 - 1,019) had a baseball fan sell his soul to the devil for a chance to lead his favorite team to a championship. Fosse's dances and a knockout performance by Gwen Verdon made it the hottest ticket on Broadway. The brilliant score by Adler and Ross has kept the show a perennial favorite. Ross died early in the run, ending one of the most promising collaborations of the decade.

– New Girl In Town (1957 - 431) was songwriter Bob Merrill's musicalization of Eugene O'Neill's drama Anna Christie. Abbot shaped the story of a prostitute finding love on the waterfront of 1800s New York into a workable vehicle, but ongoing battles with choreographer Fosse made this their last collaborative effort. 

Abbott did not reshape material to fit his concepts. His greatest strength was in identifying an author's intentions and expressing them in entertaining terms. As a result, Abbott's importance as a director was sometimes taken for granted, and he was often overlooked at award time. Two exceptions – 

– At age 72, George Abbott won two Tonys and a Pulitzer Prize for directing and co-authoring Fiorello (1959 - 795), a semi-fictionalized look at the early political career of New York's beloved Mayor LaGuardia. The show shared the Best Book, Composer and Musical Tonys with The Sound Of Music – a unique triple-tie vote) The score was by composer Jerry Bock and lyricist Sheldon Harnick, a team that would write several major hits in the 1960s.

– Two years later, Abbott won another Tony for directing A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962 - 964), a sexy farce with book by Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart, choreography by Jerome Robbins, and the first complete Broadway score with words and music by Stephen Sondheim. The show took the Best Musical Tony, with Best Actor going to Zero Mostel as Pseudolus, a Roman slave who turns lives upside down in his pursuit of freedom. 

The energetic Abbott directed ten more Broadway productions, including an acclaimed revival of On Your Toes (1982 - 505). He remained active well past his centennial year, helping to revise the revival libretto of Damn Yankees (1994 - 510) shortly before his death at age 107. A no-nonsense organizer in a business where disorganized nonsense had been all-too common, Abbott had an extraordinary eye for talent, and played a crucial role in launching the careers of many theatrical greats, including the two director-choreographers below.

 

Jerome Robbins
Coming from the world of classical ballet, Jerome Robbins used dance as a story-telling device, making it as intrinsic to the musical as the script and the score. He directed and/or choreographed the following –

– On The Town (1944 - 463) allowed Robbins to weave dance into the story of three sailors on leave in New York City. George Abbott directed, giving Robbins wide leeway for the creative use of choreography. (More on this show in a previous chapter.)

– Billion Dollar Baby (1945 - 219) was built around a series of story-telling dances, once again with Abbott directing and Robbins handling the dances.


Phil Silvers bilks a New Jersey family, only to lose his ill-gotten gains in High Button Shoes.
– High Button Shoes (1947 - 727) had a score by Jule Styne and a stellar comic performance by Phil Silvers as a slick 1913 con man , but it is primarily remembered for Robbins' madcap "Mack Sennett Ballet." Keystone-style cops and bathing beauties were unleashed in a wild chase to nowhere, stopping the show. The director was (who else?) George Abbott.

– The King and I (1951 - 1,246) had Robbins combining narrative dance and oriental techniques in Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II's "Small House of Uncle Thomas Ballet." He also staged the "March of the Siamese Children" and the showstopping "Shall We Dance"

– West Side Story (What began with Agnes DeMille's dream ballets in Oklahoma! found its fulfillment here with the entire show as one choreographic event. Something as prosaic as a gang walking down a street became an excuse for dance that strengthened the plot and developed individual characters. The inherent drama of young lovers meeting at a dance or teenagers clashing in a schoolyard brawl became riveting highlights in the history of modern dance. (More on this show in a previous chapter.)

– Gypsy (1959 - 702) was not a dance show, but Robbins added much to it by re-creating the dance styles of vaudeville and burlesque. When three strippers assured young Louise (about to blossom as Gypsy Rose Lee) that "You Gotta Get a Gimmick" to succeed in burlesque, Robbins turned their bumps and grinds into one of the funniest showstoppers in theatrical history. (More on this show in an upcoming chapter.)

– A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962 - 964) is discussed above in our section on George Abbott./p> 

– Fiddler on the Roof (1964 - 3,242) was Robbins' ultimate Broadway triumph, weaving story, song and dance together to tell the story of a Jewish milkman facing change in his family and his shtetl community. He staged unforgettable images – the Jews of Anatevka forming a circle of community, the wedding dancers with wine bottles perched precariously on their hats, and the circle finally breaking apart as the Jews flee Russian oppression. As the philosophical milkman Tevya, Zero Mostel overcame personal differences with Robbins and gave the most memorable performance of his career. Robbins and Mostel took home Tonys, with the show winning Best Musical.

After Fiddler, Robbins concentrated on classical ballet – and on burying whatever guilt he carried from betraying friends to the witch-hunting Congressional committees of the 1950s. He returned to Broadway to supervise Jerome Robbins Broadway (1989 - 634), a valedictory revue of his finest Broadway dances. Brilliant but dictatorial -- some would even say despotic  -- he worked closely with authors and composers, taking an active role in shaping much of the material he would bring to life on stage. As a result, his directorial concepts are often written into the librettos and songs, a permanent part of the fabric of these shows.

 

Bob Fosse

Bob Fosse's sexy, impious dancing won attention in the 1952 revival of Pal Joey and such MGM films as Kiss Me Kate (1953). His first choreography credit on Broadway was The Pajama Game (1954 – 1,063), a bright musical comedy about a romance between a supervisor and a union rep as labor battles management in a Midwestern factory. With a delightful score by the new composing team of Richard Adler and Jerry Ross, this show was the perfect vehicle for Fosse's dance style. George Abbott handled the book scenes and left the musical numbers to Fosse.

Fosse built on what choreographers Robbins and Agnes DeMille had begun, adding a touch of show biz razzle dazzle and a generous dose of unapologetic sex appeal. He found the perfect vehicle for his style in Gwen Verdon, who combined vulnerability with sleek sensuality. In Damn Yankees (1955 - 1,019) Verdon played a demonic temptress, stopping the show with the raunchy "Whatever Lola Wants." The show, choreographer and actress all collected Tonys, and Fosse made the connection permanent by marrying Verdon during the run. Verdon won another Tony starring in New Girl in Town (1957 - 431), but Fosse's "Whorehouse Ballet" was so daring that director George Abbott disposed of it during out of town previews. Fosse resolved to be his own director on all future projects. Redhead (1959 - 452) cemented Verdon's place as one of the greatest musical stage stars of her time, and is covered in our next chapter.

In 1959, Verdon explained to a New York Times interviewer the special contribution a director-choreographer could make to a musical --

"With a choreographer like Bob Fosse as director, there are many things he can give you to do -- such as a movement which will suggest a feeling, even when you are playing a scene. A choreographer is never afraid to move you around, while most directors have their mind on keeping you where you will be heard. You have more freedom. Choreographers have a greater sense of the visual., the composition of a scene, the look of a scene. You don't have to depend on words all the time."
- as quoted by Richard Kislan in Hoofing On Broadway: A History of Show Dancing (New York: Prentice Hall Press, 1987), pp. 104-105.
Fosse said that from a director's point of view there were only three types of show songs –

· I Am songs – Any song that explains a character, a group of characters, or a situation. 

· I Want songs – These tell us what characters desire, what motivates them. Most love songs fit into this category. 

· New songs – This includes any number that does not fit the other two categories, usually because they serve special dramatic needs.  


These definitions helped Fosse to shape several sophisticated musical comedy hits in the 1960s –

–How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying (1961 - 1,417) was a Pulitzer Prize winning Frank Loesser hit discussed in a previous chapter. Fosse's dances included "Coffee Break" and "Brotherhood of Man," giving a quirky look to this sharp satire of corporate culture. Co-stars Rudy Vallee and Robert Morse can be seen on the original cast Playbill cover at right.

–Little Me (1962 - 257) was the story of a poor girl who uses her sex appeal to find fame and fortune, with popular comedian Sid Caesar playing all of the men in her life. Fosse's dances included a memorable "Rich Kids Rag," and his direction made the most of a hilarious book by Neil Simon. The Cy Coleman-Carolyn Leigh score included the hits "Real Live Girl" and I've Got Your Number."

–Sweet Charity (1966 - 608) re-united Fosse and Verdon, and is discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

Fosse remained a potent theatrical force for decades. He would take the director-choreographer's role to new heights -- some might even say, new extremes You can find more on his later efforts in upcoming chapters. For more on the career of Gwen Verdon and other leading ladies of the 1950s, let's move on to . . .

Many of the most popular musicals of the 1950s were tailored for specific leading ladies. In fact, the the leading ladies of this period had a greater effect on the musical theatre than performers have at any time before or since.

 

Gwen Verdon: "Aces in All The Right Places"

Gwen Verdon struts her stuff in an ad for the original cast recording of Redhead (1959).
Can Can (1953 - 892) and Damn Yankees (1955 - 1,019) brought Gwen Verdon two Tonys, as well as a professional and personal partnership with choreographer Bob Fosse. Verdon proved she was far more than a dancer in New Girl In Town (1957 - 431). None of the songs made the pop charts, but composer/lyricist Bob Merrill's score made O'Neill's bitter dockside characters sing – but some critics complained that the libretto prettified the darker aspects of the story. Verdon won her third Tony, sharing a tie award with co-star Thelma Ritter. Bob Fosse's sensuous choreography gave New Girl in Town a much needed edge, but he felt restricted by George Abbott's conservative direction. After a major disagreement led to the cutting of a cathouse ballet, Fosse decided to be both director and choreographer for all his future projects.

Redhead (1959 - 452), the tale of a 1907 London girl who helps her boyfriend catch a Jack the Ripper-type killer, was a so-so show that relied on Verdon's charms and Fosse's sensational choreography. The dances included "The Uncle Sam Rag" and "The Pickpocket Tango." The Redhead team picked up Tonys for best musical, actress and choreography, among others. With her first four Broadway roles, Verdon became the first performer to win four Tonys. Fosse and Verdon took their relationship a step further, marrying soon after the show opened.

Verdon and Fosse triumphed again with Sweet Charity (1966 - 608), the touching story of a taxi-dancer who refuses to stop believing in love. Her limber renditions of "If They Could See Me Now" and "I'm a Brass Band" became the stuff of theatrical legend. More than a decade later, Verdon co-starred with Chita Rivera and Jerry Orbach in Chicago (1975 - 898), a cynical vaudeville-format tale of murder and legal huckstering in the 1920s. Overshadowed by A Chorus Line, this innovative masterpiece did not get its full due until more than 20 years later. Its difficult pre-Broadway tour nearly killed director-choreographer Fosse.

With just six shows (five choreographed by Fosse), Gwen Verdon cemented her reputation as one of the greatest stars the Broadway musical would ever know. She went on to appear in various films and television projects, leaving a gap no other stage performer could fill. Professional revivals of either New Girl In Town or Redhead are unthinkable without Verdon on hand to provide her unique innocent sensuality. Maybe someday a star with similar qualities will come along, but I would not bet on it.

 

Mary Martin: "Do You Believe?"

Mary Martin as Peter Pan. She and her her co-star Cyril Ritchard both earned Tonys and starred in three televised versions of this enchanting Jerome Robbins production.
From the moment Mary Martin stole Leave It To Me (1938 - 291) by singing Cole Porter's "My Heart Belongs To Daddy," it was clear this girl from Weatherford, Texas was a Broadway star. Throughout the 30s and 40s she starred in a succession of hits, culminating in South Pacific. The 1950s brought her the two most popular roles of her career.

Producer Edwin Lester secured the American rights to James Barrie's Peter Pan and reconceived it as a musical for Martin. (Because of the flying apparatus then in use, it was necessary to cast women as Peter.) Despite having Cyril Ritchard as Captain Hook and staging by Jerome Robbins, the show was proving unexciting in its pre-Broadway tour. Carolyn Leigh and Moose Charlap's score included "I'm Flying" and "I Won't Grow Up," but more was needed. Lyricists Betty Comden and Adolph Green joined composer Jule Styne to add "Neverland," "Distant Melody" and several other fine numbers. The revised score and bravura performances by Martin and Ritchard made Peter Pan (1954 - 152) a hit.

The Broadway run was cut short so that NBC could broadcast the show live, drawing such massive ratings that the cast reunited for a second live broadcast two years later. Thanks to continued public demand, Martin and Ritchard videotaped the show in 1960. This color version was re-run several times, hidden away for years due to legal hassles, and released on home video in 1989. Martin often said Peter was her favorite role. Sandy Duncan (the longest running Peter of all time) and Cathy Rigby have revived the piece with great success, but to many people Mary Martin has remained the ultimate Peter Pan.

Rodgers and Hammerstein's The Sound of Music (1959 - 1,443) was based on the story of the Von Trapp Family Singers, who left Austria to escape the Nazis. Dismissed as sentimental operetta by the critics, the show thrived thanks to a superb score and Martin's deft portrayal of Maria. Although twice the character's age, she captivated audiences – even when the unexpected happened. During flying rehearsals for the video version of Peter Pan, handlers lost control of the equipment and Martin hit a brick wall. Her arm was broken, but she was unwilling to miss a single performance of Sound of Music. So she performed in slings created by designer Mainbocher to match his acclaimed costumes. When Martin recovered and resumed rehearsals for Peter, she found that the stagehands had nailed a mattress to the site of her accident with a sign that read, MARY MARTIN SLAPPED HERE.

After the disappointing Jenny (1963 - 82), Martin triumphed with Robert Preston in the two character marital study I Do! I Do (1966 - 560). She then retired from the musical stage. After her husband Richard Halliday's death, she appeared in the stage comedies Do You Turn Somersaults and Legends, and had her own talk show on PBS. But Mary Martin's fame rested on her years in musical theatre. Her son, TV star Larry Hagman (JR on Dallas), tells of a visit to Las Vegas in the 1980s. With his series at the height of its popularity, people recognized him but not his mother. "Oh well," he quipped, "that's show biz, Mamma," They attended longtime friend Joel Grey's act, and Grey introduced Hagman from the stage – to warm applause. Grey then said, "And here is Larry's mother, who you all know as Peter Pan, the incomparable Mary . . ." and was drowned out as the audience leapt to its feet cheering. When the tumult died down, Martin whispered in her son's ear, "And that's showbiz too, honey!"

 

Ethel Merman: "Stand the World on Its Ear"

A jubilant Ethel Merman in Gypsy.
Ethel Merman was the Broadway musical personified, the genre's brightest, boldest star for most of the 20th Century. Her brash personality and booming voice made her a target for parody, but that is to be expected when someone is one of a kind. While Call Me Madam (1950 - 644) had a fine Irving Berlin score, Merman was the key to its success. A rights dispute kept her off the cast album, where she was replaced by pop singer Dinah Shore. Merman's separate recording of the score sold far more copies. To the public, there was no Madam without Ethel. After filming Madam in 1953, Merman retired to devote time to her family in Denver. When her marriage failed (imagine Merman as a Denver housewife?) she was coaxed back to Broadway for Happy Hunting (1956 - 508).  Thanks to "The Merm," the charming "Mutual Admiration Society" became a hit tune.

Oscar Hammerstein II convinced protégé Stephen Sondheim to collaborate with composer Jule Styne on a star vehicle for Merman. Gypsy (1959 - 702) was based on the memoirs of burlesque strip star Gypsy Rose Lee, but the exquisite Arthur Laurents libretto focused on Gypsy's showbiz-obsessed stage mother. Styne and Sondheim wrote what is now recognized a classic score, including "Everything's Coming Up Roses," "Let Me Entertain You," "Together Wherever We Go" and the searing "Rose's Turn." ("Here she is boys! Here she is world! Here's Rose!!") Merman took a gamble and played Mama Rose as a full-fledged monster, receiving the best reviews of her career. The ultimate musical comedienne proved she could be an actress of devastating power.

Acclaimed as a masterpiece today, Gypsy was not so honored at first. At Tony time, its score and book were not even nominated! Adding insult to injury, Merman lost the Best Actress award to Sound of Music's Mary Martin. Now I'm a fan of both of these ladies, but how could anyone playing Maria Von Trapp beat out Merman's Mama Rose? There have been dumb-ass Tony mistakes over the years, but I submit that this was the most idiotic. Merman bore no grudges. Her affectionate assessment of longtime friend Mary Martin: "She's okay, if you like talent."

After scoring a personal triumph with a 1966 revival of Annie Get Your Gun, Merman took over the lead in the long-running Hello Dolly, which had been originally conceived for her. She extended her stay, helping Dolly become the longest running Broadway musical to that time. Thereafter, Merman limited herself to concert and television appearances, insisting that the lifestyle required during a Broadway run was "like taking the veil." (For more on this singular star, see our special feature Merman 101.)

Shooting Stars

With only one hit musical, Judy Holliday was one of Broadway's most beloved stars – seen here as she appeared on the original cast Playbill for Bells Are Ringing (1956).
Several leading ladies had brief but spectacular moments of Broadway stardom. A short list of those who "almost did but somehow didn't":

– Judy Holliday was primarily known as a comic actress until her musical triumph in Bells Are Ringing (1956 - 924). The ill-fated Hot Spot (1963) was her only other stage musical.

– Dolores Gray had fine looks and a socko voice, won a Tony in the flop Carnival in Flanders (1953 - 6) and co-starred with Andy Griffith in Destry Rides Again (1959 - 473). But she went off to Hollywood and London, and was nearly forgotten by the time she toured in 42nd Street in the 1980s.

– Vivian Blaine knocked Broadway for a loop as the original Miss Adelaide in Guys and Dolls, but Say Darling (1958 - 332) was her only other original musical vehicle. Her last assignment was as a vacation replacement for Lila Kedrova in the revival of Zorba (1983).

– Isabel Bigley, Ms. Blaine's Tony-winning Guys and Dolls co-star, didn't do much better, disappearing after Me and Juliet (1953 - 358).

– Nanette Fabray showed great promise in High Button Shoes (1947 - 727), but the brief runs of Arms and The Girl (1950 - 134) and Make a Wish (1951 - 102) drove her into television and film. Her last original musical role was in the disappointing Mr. President (1962 - 265).

– Shirley Booth's child-like voice and disarming way with a comic line wowed audiences and critics alike in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1951 - 270) and By The Beautiful Sea (1954 - 270), but after the failure of Juno (1959 - 16) she settled in as television's Hazel. She returned to Broadway for the quick disaster Look to the Lillies (1970 - 25), then disappeared into a prolonged retirement.

– Carol Lawrence made theatrical history as the original Maria in West Side Story, but Saratoga (1959 - 80) and Subways Are for Sleeping (1961 - 205) did her no favors and left her playing Las Vegas, television and summer theatres.

Why were these talented women unable to find lasting stardom at a time when others flourished? Part of the answer lies in the inscrutable area of public taste, but I can tell you this much with certainty – the leading ladies who lasted had the stamina, got the breaks, and offered personalities that fit a variety of roles. The special qualities that made Carol Lawrence the perfect "Maria" made her hard to place in other leading parts, while Verdon, Merman or Martin could play a wide variety of characters.

The Broadway musical was thriving at the end of the 1950’s, but rock and roll was changing the tastes of the Western world. From here on, Broadway's story takes a somewhat rockier path. But as Mama Rose says, "You gotta take the rough with the smooth, baby . . ." 

"Soon It's Gonna Rain"
The Broadway musical started the 1960s with a roar and ended them with something akin to a nervous breakdown.


A publicity flyer for the original cast of The Fantasticks, which became the longest running musical in theatrical history.
The decade's first and most enduring hit was born Off-Broadway. The Fantasticks (1960 - 17,162) told the story of two well-meaning fathers who manipulate their idealistic children into a storybook romance, only to learn that "happily ever after" has its darker side. This innocent bit of whimsy soon caught on with the public, but no one could guess how successful the show would prove to be. The longest running musical in theatrical history, the show traveled the world with over 11,000 productions in more than a dozen languages. The score by composer Harvey Schmidt and lyricist Tom Jones includes "Soon It's Gonna Rain" and "They Were You." "Try to Remember" was introduced by Jerry Orbach, who narrated the show as the dashing El Gallo -- the first of many leading roles that he would originate over the next two decades.

Composer Richard Rodgers provided words and music for the score of No Strings (1962 - 580). As in the best of his work with the late Oscar Hammerstein II, Rodgers took an innovative approach (a string-less orchestra, musicians on stage) to a controversial topic. While in Paris, white writer Richard Kiley falls in love with black fashion model Diane Carroll, but they are ultimately torn apart because their interracial romance will be unworkable back home in the States. The lilting ballad "The Sweetest Sounds" was the highlight of an otherwise so-so score, but Rodgers won a Tony for Best Composer. His only other new stage musical in the 1960s was Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965 - 220) -- a collaboration with lyricist Stephen Sondheim which became so acrimonious that both men stayed away from Broadway until the next decade.

 

Gower Champion: "You Gotta Be Sincere"

Chita Rivera and Dick Van Dyke flirt beneath a portrait of the title character in Bye Bye Birdie.
Onetime MGM dancer Gower Champion won a Tony as  director-choreographer of the successful revue Lend An Ear (1947 - 460). Not coming from the usual show biz dance tradition (tap, kick lines, etc.), Champion used his ballroom background to give his musical numbers a fresh, seamless look. After spending the next decade primarily working in film, his breakthrough stage hit was Bye Bye Birdie (1960 - 607), a youthful farce depicting the hype surrounding an Elvis-like rock star being drafted into the army. Champion's all-encompassing sense of stage movement involved every cast member, set piece and prop. A memorable comic ballet had Chita Rivera seducing a stage full of astounded Shriners. Composer Charles Strouse and lyricist Lee Adams used the rock and roll sound in "One Last Kiss" and "Telephone Hour," while traditional showtunes like "Put On A Happy Face" and "Kids" made up the bulk of the score. The show and Champion received Tonys, as did featured actor Dick Van Dyke.

The next season, Champion directed Carnival (1961 - 719), based on the movie Lili (1953 - MGM). It told the story of a naive orphaned French girl who learns about love and life when she becomes the human co-star of a circus puppet show. Champion sent roustabouts and circus acts through the audience, making the entire auditorium a performance space. The true power of the show lay in the title character's enchanting scenes with the hand puppets. Audiences of all ages melted when Anna Maria Alberghetti performed "Love Makes the World Go Round" with the little charmers. Bob Merrill's score included the ballad "Her Face," sung by Jerry Orbach as the tormented puppeteer.


Champion's definitive triumph was Hello Dolly (1964 - 2,844) a musical version of Thornton Wilder's play The Matchmaker. With a giddy score by composer-lyricist Jerry Herman and a superb libretto by Michael Stewart, it told the story of a shrewd widow who brings young lovers together and finds a husband for herself (irascible Yonkers store owner, Horace Vanderguilder) in 1890s New York. The role of Dolly was first offered to Ethel Merman, but she was still recovering from her long run in Gypsy, and declined. This opened the way for Carol Channing (photo above left) to take on the most memorable role of her career. Producer David Merrick made the difficult pre-Broadway tour a nightmare for Champion, Channing and the entire creative team, threatening to replace almost every one of them at one point or another. Initial road reviews were mixed, but the New York opening was a glittering success.

Champion's staging gave Hello Dolly! a stunning sense of visual fluidity, evoking the gaslight era in a thrilling whirl of dancers, sets and a luminous Channing. Herman's score caught the period to perfection, with "It Only Takes a Moment" as the standout ballad. The catchy title number became one of Broadway's all-time great showstoppers, with Channing descending a staircase to lead a line of waiters through a rollicking cakewalk. The number was considered a problem on the road, but Broadway's opening night audience demanded (and got) an encore. Choruses of apron-clad waiters have been escorting women of a certain age around runways ever since.

Almost every popular actress "of a certain age" played Dolly. Channing's Broadway replacements included Ginger Rogers, Betty Grable, Martha Raye and Phyllis Diller. An all-black cast headed by Pearl Bailey and Cab Calloway revitalized the show for hundreds of additional performances. At one point, Merrick claimed he wanted Jack Benny as a drag Dolly with George Burns as Horace, a bizarre yet tantalizing possibility that never got beyond the discussion stage. Mary Martin took the show to London, followed by a tour of the Far East. Ethel Merman was the original production's last Dolly, making her final Broadway appearances in a role that had been conceived for her. But Channing was the one who became forever identified with Dolly, performing the role more than 4,000 times over the years.

Champion next directed I Do, I Do (1966 - 560), with Mary Martin and Robert Preston turning in tour de force performances as a couple surviving fifty years of marriage. The Happy Time (1968 - 286) boasted a Kander & Ebb score and stellar performances by Robert Goulet and David Wayne, but even Champion's innovative use of photographic effects could not overcome a humdrum book. Champion went on to a frustrating series of flops and near misses during the 1970s, including the beloved Mack and Mabel and the horrifying Rockabye Hamlet. He would end his career on a triumphant note with 42nd Street (1980). Arguably Champion's greatest directorial achievement, it opened hours after his death. (More on this in our 1980s essay.)

 

British Musicals of the 60s: "Where is Love?"

The orphans sing of "Food, Glorious Food" on the NY program cover for Lionel Bart's international hit Oliver!
While the Beatles conquered the world of rock and roll, the London stage more or less remained in a creative slump that had plagued it since the end of World War II. Only three British musicals achieved international success during the 1960s, thanks to fresh writing and several electrifying performers –

–Oliver! (UK 1960 - 2,618) sweetened the plot of Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist, added a glorious score by Lionel Bart and placed the result on an ingenious double turntable set by designer Sean Kenny. Ron Moody as Fagin and Georgia Brown as Nancy headed a cast that left critics and audiences cheering. "Consider Yourself," "Where is Love," "Oom-Pah-Pah" and "As Long As He Needs Me" were sung all over the world. Brown repeated her role on Broadway (NY 1963 - 744), with Clive Revill as Fagin. Six years later, Moody starred in a superb film version that won the Oscar for Best Picture. And why not? It was the most dynamic British book musical since the days of Gilbert and Sullivan. Often revived, it remains a worldwide favorite.

–Stop the World I Want to Get Off (UK 1961 - 485) was an allegorical look at the emptiness of ruthless ambition. Co-written by Leslie Bricusse and Anthony Newley, it featured Newley as the clown-faced "Littlechap," who's lifelong search for happiness culminates in the disillusioned ballad "What Kind of Fool Am I?" After a Broadway production (NY 1962 - 555) met with similar success, Bricusse and Newley spent most of the decade working on less memorable Broadway and Hollywood projects.

–Songwriter David Henecker's Half a Sixpence (UK 1963 - 677) is not often performed today, but its charming tale of an Edwardian clerk who inherits and loses a fortune made pop rock singer Tommy Steele London's top musical comedy star. When the show moved to Broadway (NY 1965 -512), it boasted sensational new choreography by Onna White. An over-produced film version did the show little justice, and it would take a star with Steele's unique charm to make the show workable today. 

Mediocre British originals like a rock-heavy version of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales (1964 - UK 2,080) or the tuneful class system spoof Charlie Girl (1965 - UK 2,202) delighted English audiences through long runs, but they failed in New York. Broadway musicals still dominated the art form, and for most of the decade, the West End was clogged with imported American hits. Some wags suggested that the British musical was dead, but they would be eating lots of crow (basted with English mustard) before the 1970s were over.

In the mid-1960s, Broadway produced a string of long-running hits. Then, everything changed forever as the moon moved into the seventh house "and Jupiter aligned with Mars . . ."

Sunset of a Golden Age

Zero Mostel's Tevye tells God what life would be "If I Were a Rich Man" in Fiddler on the Roof.
With a brutal winter just ahead, the traditional Broadway musical had a bounteous autumn that stretched from 1964 through 1966. Six musicals that opened in this three year period ran for over a thousand performances – an unprecedented crop of long-running hits. With solid scripts and superb integrated productions, they were the ultimate fulfillments of the post-Oklahoma tradition –

1. Hello Dolly! (1964 - 2, 844) - For details on this show, please see the section discussing Gower Champion on the previous page.

2. Funny Girl (1964 - 1,348) - After torturous previews, multiple directors and extensive rewrites, this fictionalized biography of comedienne Fanny Brice made a star of Barbra Streisand – who wisely avoided imitating Brice, building her own fresh characterization. Composer Jule Styne and lyricist Bob Merrill's brassy score included the hit songs "People" and "Don't Rain on My Parade." The gifted Streisand went off to Hollywood for the screen version, never to return to Broadway.


Barbra Stresiand appears in this ad for the original cast recording of Funny Girl.
3. Fiddler on the Roof (1964 - 3,242) - Composer Jerry Bock and lyricist Sheldon Harnick teamed with librettist Joseph Stein for this irresistible adaptation of Sholom Aleichem's stories about Tevya, a philosophical dairy farmer who tries to uphold Jewish cultural tradition against overwhelming odds in Tsarist Russia. Zero Mostel's powerful but self-indulgent performance in the lead helped establish the show. It then went on to a record-setting run under a long series of Tevya's. Audiences the world over identified with this unlikely hit. The much loved score included "Matchmaker, Matchmaker," "If I Were a Rich Man," and "Do You Love Me?," and "Sunrise, Sunset." The last and most memorable Broadway staging by Jerome Robbins, it included wedding celebrants dancing with wine bottles balanced on their hats, and a communal circle that embodied the idea of a community coming together and coming apart.

4. Man of La Mancha (1965 - 2,328) - Librettist Dale Wasserman, composer Mitch Leigh and lyricist Joe Darion built a musical around the story of Spanish novelist Cervantes. He is thrown into prison by the Inquisition and tries to save the manuscript for his masterful Don Quixote by enacting it for (and with an assist from) his fellow prisoners. Richard Kiley scored the greatest triumph of his career in the title role, as did co-star Joan Diener playing the tattered kitchen girl Aldonza. Despite mixed reviews, the show enjoyed long runs everywhere from London to Tokyo, and "Impossible Dream (The Quest)" became a standard. Director Albert Marre's staging was so effective that it was adhered to by almost all professional productions of La Mancha for more than thirty years. 


5. Mame (1966 - 1,508) - Jerry Herman followed up his smash Hello Dolly by teaming with playwrights Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee for an adaptation of their long-running comedy Auntie Mame. Angela Lansbury wowed audiences in the title role, winning her first Tony for Best Actress playing the eccentric heiress who liberates her orphaned nephew from a stodgy upbringing. Beatrice Arthur's hilarious performance as the bitchy actress Vera Charles brought her a Tony for Best Featured Actress. The score included the catchy title tune, the moving "If He Walked Into My Life," and the show-stopping Lansbury-Arthur duet "Bosom Buddies." Mame proved a worldwide favorite, enjoying successful productions into the next century.


6. Cabaret (1966 - 1,165) - Composer John Kander and lyricist Fred Ebb worked with librettist Joe Masteroff on this searing adaptation of Christopher Isherwood's play I Am a Camera. As a young American writer falls in love with a cabaret singer, we meet raffish chorus girls, Nazi storm troopers, and other members of the early 1930s Berlin demi-monde. Joel Grey gave an electrifying performance as the leering Master of Ceremonies, a role he repeated in the acclaimed 1972 film version – becoming one of the few actors to win both a Tony and an Oscar for the same role. The score included "Wilkommen" and the hit title song. An innovative 1998 Broadway revival would rack up an even longer run of 2,398 performances.

It is no wonder that decades later these six shows remain among the most performed musicals. Their stories and characters speak to the heart of human experience – the search for love in a harsh world and the triumph of the human spirit. But America was rocking to a different beat, and the Broadway musical was about to be dragged into a new era. The changes that paved the way for this were painful for many.

The World Turned Upside Down

Katharine Hepburn starred in Coco (1969), and Alan Jay Lerner provided the witty lyrics – but America was paying less attention to Broadway musicals in the late 1960s.
Since the 1920s, Broadway actors, stage hands and production staffers could count on annual employment. All one needed was good health, a dependable professional reputation and enough stamina to dazzle through eight performances a week. But in the mid-1960s the number of new musicals dwindled, and actors who occasionally worked as waiters gradually turned into waiters who occasionally took time off from their restaurant jobs to act. As Jack Poggi noted in Theater in America (Cornell University Press, 1968, p. 277-278), "Broadway can no more provide a steady income to most professional actors than it can to most professional playwrights."  Only 3% of New York's professional actors were earning more than $2,500 a year from stage acting.

What had happened? Simple: the world of popular culture had turned upside down. Beginning in the early 1960s, a chasm opened between the rock/youth culture (of "drugs, sex and rock and roll") and the once dominant "establishment" culture that had long included Broadway. Producer Hal Prince has explained it this way –

In 1954, when we produced The Pajama Game, the week we opened we had a hit song on the radio, Rosemary Clooney's version of "Hey There." Of course that meant a lot to us at the box office. By the early sixties, that kind of cross-over was no longer a realistic possibility.
- Harold Prince and The American Musical Theater (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989)
Showtunes were no longer found on rock-dominated air waves and pop charts. With almost no income from record and sheet music sales, composers and lyricists had to settle for the two percent of a musical's gross allotted to them in a standard contract. New talent went into the more profitable fields of pop music, television and film. Several veterans like Irving Berlin retired in disgust, and those who labored on found that styles and formulas that had worked for decades were suddenly unacceptable.

 

Masters Falter

Jerry Herman re-teamed with Mame's writers and star for an adaptation of Giradoux's comedy The Madwoman of Chaillot. Despite a gorgeous score and a Tony-winning performance by Angela Lansbury, Dear World (1969 - 132) never jelled. The whimsical story of a nutty old lady thwarting corporate plans to turn Paris into an oil field did not cry out for song and dance. The real tragedy was that the show came and went with few people caring. A decade earlier, such a stellar failure would have gotten international press attention. By 1969, Broadway news didn't matter much outside of New York City.

No one among Broadway's old guard seemed to know what to do. Jule Styne (composer of Gypsy) and E.Y. " Yip" Harburg (lyricist for Wizard of Oz and Finian's Rainbow) turned out Darling of the Day (1968 - 31), a musical about an artist who switches identities with his dead butler to escape publicity. A strong score, witty script and good reviews did it no favors – the public didn't seem to give a damn.


That same season, John Kander and Fred Ebb's The Happy Time (1968 - 286) closed in a matter of months and lost much of its investment. A charming score, acclaimed performances by Robert Goulet and David Wayne, and several Tonys were not enough to keep ticket sales going for more than nine months. Director Gower Champion relied on a stylish physical production, not realizing how dull the libretto was. Happy Time's cast album advertisement (at left) was seen only in Playbill, not national magazines. It no longer made sense to spend money pushing Broadway musicals to the general public.

The lavish Andre Previn-Alan Jay Lerner musical Coco (1969 - 332) was inspired by Parisian fashion designer Coco Chanel's comeback career. It ran almost a year, but was coolly received. The score was polished but unexciting, and a garish physical production did not distract audiences from the weak story line. Coco survived because of the appeal of star Katharine Hepburn, and had to close soon after she left the cast.

 

Rock: "The Age of Aquarius"
The old Broadway guard still had its moments. When confronted by a hippie protestor on a college campus, onetime lyricist-librettist P.G. Wodehouse quipped, "Why don't you get a haircut; you look like a chrysanthemum." But by the late 1960s, with established directors and writers uncertain about the future of the musical, the way was open for something different. The same hard rock sound that had conquered the world of popular music made its way to the musical stage with two simultaneous hits –

– Your Own Thing (1968 - 933) took the gender-switching plot of Shakespeare's Twelfth Night and reworked it around the management of a rock band called "The Apocalypse." Your Own Thing ran for three years, then toured. Almost forgotten now, this off-Broadway favorite rates as New York's first rock musical hit.

–
Hair (1968 - 1,742) had only a shadow of a plot, involving a young rock man who revels in rock and rebellion until he is drafted into the army. He falls in with a tribe-like group of hippies who sing about such pointed social issues as poverty, race relations, the Vietnam war and more. This explosion of revolutionary proclamations, profanity and hard rock shook the musical theatre to its roots. After brief runs off-Broadway (first at Joseph Papp's Public Theatre and then a dance club) composer Galt MacDermot and librettists Gerome Ragni and James Rado revised their "happening" before moving to Broadway. "Aquarius" and "Let the Sunshine In" became chart-topping hits, and Hair's counter culture sensibility (including a draft card burning, simulated sex, and a brief ensemble nude scene) packed the Biltmore Theatre for almost five years.

Most people in the theatre business were unwilling to look on Hair as anything more than a noisy accident. Tony voters tried to ignore Hair's importance, shutting it out from any honors. However, some now insisted it was time for a change. New York Times critic Clive Barnes gushed that Hair was "the first Broadway musical in some time to have the authentic voice of today rather than the day before yesterday." Over the next few seasons, Barnes used his powerful pen to attack musicals that did not fit his new criteria. But Hair defied imitation, and similar projects with "mod" titles like Celebration (1969), Salvation (1969) and Joy (1970) soon disappeared. Audiences had little patience for bad theatre, even under the cover of rock.

 

Less Rocky Options
Two shows with non-rock scores found tremendous success at the end of the decade –

–Promises, Promises (1968 - 1,281) teamed Hollywood composer Burt Bacharach and lyricist Hal David with playwright Neil Simon. Based on the film The Apartment, its pop-style score had a major hit in "I'll Never Fall In Love Again." Broadway favorite Jerry Orbach headed the cast.


–1776 (1969 - 1,217) was based on the drama surrounding the drafting of the Declaration of Independence. The unlikely subject matter worked well, turning a mummified historical event into an exciting battle between believable human beings. The score by onetime schoolteacher Sherman Edwards had no hit songs, but it was flawlessly woven into Peter Stone's powerful book. There were liberties taken with historic fact, but few dramas have ever brought the past to life with such panache. Broadway cheered, and 1776 became a Tony and Pulitzer Prize winner. (A London production closed in weeks – surprise, surprise.)

As a popular folk song of the era put it, the times they were a-changin'. Neither Promises nor 1776 ran as long as Oh, Calcutta! (1969 - 1,922), a small off-Broadway revue that enticed audiences with little substance but lots of nudity. The skits were written by an all-star line up that included John Lennon and Sam Shepard, with forgettable rock songs provided by a group called "The Open Window." It was hard to believe that this sophomoric silliness was devised by the respected British theatre critic Kenneth Tynan. At one point, one bare cast member announced, "Gee, this makes Hair look like The Sound of Music." (As if to prove the profitability of bad taste, a 1976 Broadway revival of Oh, Calcutta! ran for an amazing 5,959 performances.)

There were several contradictory trends in musical theatre as the 1960s ended. Hello Dolly and Fiddler on the Roof were still running, but they were already relics of another era. At the same time, the composers responsible for Your Own Thing, Promises, 1776 and Oh, Calcutta! would never write another Broadway hit. Old or new, most stage composers had no idea what to try next. The inevitable crop of doom merchants insisted that the musical was dead. Luckily, the 1970s would bring more than a few "Little Things" that would prove to be "Singular Sensations." (If each of these allusions makes you say "God, I hope I get it!" – read on.) The Broadway musical wasn't dead – it was just preparing to morph.

Some insisted that the "Golden Age" of the Broadway musical was over, but the 1970s saw the art form thrive. There was a vigorous three-sided battle for pre-eminence between rock musicals, "concept" shows and conventional post-Oklahoma musicals. Each musical sub-genre had its virtues and flaws, and each had hits and misses. And each had its champions, bringing a new generation of composers to the forefront. From an artistic standpont, it proved to be one of the most exciting decades the stage musical had ever known.

Just when it seemed that the three way conflict was resolved, yet another type of musical came from across the Atlantic -- one that would dominate Broadway through the end of the century.

 

Rock Musicals: "Could We Start Again Please?"

In the wake of Hair, Clive Barnes (then the powerful chief critic for the New York Times) proclaimed that rock music was the one hope for the Broadway musical. Since rock dominated the popular music scene, this was not an unreasonable position. Intelligent rock musicals with solid production values did well –

– The Me Nobody Knows (1970 - 794) was a revue-like collage of songs based on poems by inner city children. Performed by a youthful cast, it became a celebration of the human spirit triumphing over squalid circumstances. A rave review in the NY Times sparked audience interest, and word of mouth did the rest. After seven months Off-Broadway, the production moved to the Helen Hayes and ran for twenty more.

– Broadway's first full-fledged rock opera came from two British newcomers, composer Andrew Lloyd Webber and librettist Tim Rice. Jesus Christ Superstar (1971 - 720) began life as a best-selling British studio recording. The intriguing premise was to examine the role popular fame played in Christ's fate.  At times fresh and impertinent, and ponderous at others, JCS was a world away from the rock musicals of the late 1960s. With all dialogue set to music, this work qualified as the first rock opera. Broadway audiences didn't much mind the clumsy staging, but a more effective London production ran for a record-setting 3,358 performances. With this hit, Webber and Rice initiated a new creative era for West End musical theatre. Before the decade was out, this team and their new form would be back.

– American critics were far kinder to composer-lyricist Stephen Schwartz's take on the same subject, Godspell (1971 - 2,651), which started off-Broadway on a meager budget and became a phenomenal success. The upbeat score included "Day By Day," "Turn Back, O Man" and "Prepare Ye the Way of the Lord." Unpretentious and charming, it remains a staple in schools and community theatres.

 

Long-Running Rockers

This Shakespeare Festival brochure offers a grand full stage view of Two Gentlemen of Verona.
The Tony Awards snubbed Hair in 1969, but the growing presence of rock on Broadway soon proved impossible to ignore. 

- Two Gentlemen of Verona (1971 - 627), a multi-racial rock version of Shakespeare's classic comedy had a score by Hair's composer Galt MacDermot. Playwright John Guare solid book and lyrics veered between Shakespearean poetry and pop verse. The production took a playful approach to multi-ethnic casting, with delightful results. Like Hair, it was nurtured by Joseph Papp's NY Shakespeare Festival. After a limited open-air run in Central Park, the show moved to Broadway and received the Best Musical Tony for 1972. Despite its initial popularity, this show is rarely staged today.


The original Playbill for Grease, which opened on Manhattan's Lower East Side at the Eden Theatre before audience demand led to a record-setting run on Broadway.
- Grease (1972 - 3,388) won America's heart with a 1950s rock n' roll pastiche score and a hokey story about white trash high school kids finding friendship ("rama lama lama") and romance ("ka dingy dee ding dong!") during their senior year. It had enough low comedy and general goodwill to entertain almost anyone. After opening to good reviews at the Eden Theatre on Manhattan's Lower East Side, the show soon moved to Broadway, becoming the most commercially successful 1970s rock musical. Thanks to a low operating budget, Grease set a new record as Broadway's longest running musical – a distinction it would hold until A Chorus Line surpassed it in the 1980s. It was the only successful theatrical project by co-creators Jim Jacobs and Warren Casey. As the years went by, the New York production interpolated obscenities to amuse teenage theatre-goers, but these changes were never added to the approved script. The 1978 big screen version became the highest-grossing musical in Hollywood history, and a 1994 Broadway revival supervised by Tommy Tune ran for 1,503 performances. An ongoing favorite with community theatres and school groups, Grease remains one of the most popular musicals of all time.

- The Wiz (1975 - 1,672), an all-black retelling of The Wizard of Oz, had a score brimming with rock and soul. But the music was overshadowed by Geoffrey Holder's flamboyant production, which turned an okay show into a Tony winner for Best Musical. As Dorothy, Stephanie Mills won raves with her rendition of "Home." The Wiz was the last 1970s hit that could be called a rock musical. The over-produced movie version starring Diana Ross was a financial failure, and a 1984 revival lasted less than two weeks.

 

The Beat Fades
In time, Broadway producers and audiences turned against rock. This was partly because of their personal musical tastes, but mainly because too many rock musicals were amateurish embarrassments. Few rock composers had a clue as to how to write a coherent musical, or how to give a raw idea professional polish. Composer Galt MacDermot had succeeded with Hair and Two Gentlemen of Verona, but his shortcomings as a craftsman became apparent when he penned two expensive disasters that opened within weeks of each other –
– Dude (1972 - 16) was a muddled story of God and Satan battling over a man's soul. The Broadway Theatre was converted into an arena-style performance space, but this expensive gesture could not make up for Dude's amateurish book and score. Despite having most of Hair's creative team on hand, the confusing show closed in two weeks, losing over a million dollars.

– Via Galactica (1972 - 8) offered a futuristic story of social outcasts living on an asteroid. It was so incoherent that even a plot synopsis inserted in the program could not clarify what was happening on stage. Via Galactica was one of the first Broadway flops to lose more than a million dollars.

– The Lieutenant (1975 - 9) was a rock opera inspired by the 1968 massacre of Vietnamese citizens in My Lai. Some critics raved for this passionate work, but few Americans wanted a musical reminder of a long, demoralizing war. It would be another sixteen years before a musical set in Vietnam would succeed on Broadway.


Rockabye Hamlet (1976 - 7) was the most embarrassing nail in the rock musical's coffin. It was based on Shakespeare's classic drama about a fictional Danish prince avenging his royal father's death. Director Gower Champion staged the show like an all-out rock concert, and the result was such an incoherent mess that many found it hard to believe that Champion could have been responsible for it. The score included "He Got It in The Ear," and disgruntled audiences laughed when the despairing Ophelia strangled herself with a microphone cord. Bad rock and bad theatre, it closed in just one week. It was not until the late 1970s that rock and other pop idioms would again reach Broadway in an effective theatrical format.

Sondheim & Prince: "A Spark to Pierce the Dark"

The souvenir program for Stephen Sondheim's Follies (1971) featured the striking logo that became a familiar icon to musical fans.
After Stephen Sondheim's ambitious Anyone Can Whistle (1964 - 6) failed, he tried working as lyricist with Richard Rodgers on Do I Hear A Waltz (1965 - 220). Although this underrated score has great charm, the experience left both men embittered. After a five year hiatus, Sondheim returned to Broadway as a composer/lyricist with a fresh and exciting approach. Sondheim worked with producer/director Harold Prince and a series of librettists on shows built around a "concept" (ie - single life vs. marriage, historic culture clashes, bittersweet reunions, etc.). Through this central issue or idea, each show could examine numerous characters and relationships. Aided in their first two efforts by choreographer Michael Bennett, Sondheim and Prince saw their innovative concept musicals become the most acclaimed hits of the early 1970s.

Concept musicals are built around a concept rather than a traditional plot. In One More Kiss: The Broadway Musical in the 1970s (New York: Palgrave, 2003), Ethan Mordden defines a concept musical as "a presentational rather than strictly narrative work that employs out-of-story elements to comment upon and at times take part in the action, utilizing avant-garde techniques to defy unities of time, place and action." Once a subject or situation is raised (marriage, love, finding a job, etc.) characters can comment on or illustrate aspects of the subject. There is a storyline, but it is there to illustrate the central concept.

Prince has expressed displeasure with his shows being classified as concept musicals –

"The whole label that was put on our shows, the whole notion of the 'concept' musical, was one that I really resent. I never wished it on myself. It caused a backlash and animosity towards the shows and us . . . It's called a 'unified' show, an 'integrated' show."
- quoted in Craig Zadan's Sondheim & Co., Harper and Row, New York, 2nd edition, 1986, p. 362)
By any name, the musicals that Prince, Sondheim and their various collaborators offered in the early 1970s re-energized the Broadway musical, setting the genre on a soul-searching course that redefined the genre. Theatre historian Foster Hirsch explains how Prince and Sondheim complemented each other –

Prince galloping ahead while Sondheim holds tightly onto the reins; Prince the affable public relations man, glibly articulating concepts and trajectories, Sondheim leery of publicity; Prince relishing the activity of the rehearsal process, Sondheim disliking it: out of the fusion of their temperamental dissimilarities they have become modernism's answer to Rodgers and Hammerstein – the makers of the self-reflexive musical.
- Harold Prince and The American Musical Theater (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989, p. 71)
George Furth's libretto for Company (1970 - 706) used Bobby, a single man seeking love in contemporary New York, to focus on the problems and gentle insanities of five couples – Bobby's "good and crazy" married friends – as well as the various single women vying for Bobby's hand. As Bobby confronts the emotional confusion brought on by his thirty-fifth birthday, he realizes that a myriad of friends are no replacement for taking the risk of loving one person. Bennett's choreography embodied everything from a surprise party to the passion of coitus, and Prince's direction kept this bountiful mix in sharp focus.

Dean Jones headed Company's original cast but was replaced early in the run by Larry Kert. Sondheim's score was pure Broadway with a contemporary edge. Much of that edge came from inventive, literate, dramatically potent lyrics. For example, the often-married character Joanne (played by Elaine Stritch) observed that perfect marital relationships are made by the tactics you employ, neighbors you annoy and children you destroy . . . together. Sondheim's marriage of wit and heart was a vibrant continuation of what Berlin, Porter, Ira Gershwin and Oscar Hammerstein II (Sondheim's mentor) had done in earlier eras. But Sondheim's lyrics spoke for a generation in the midst of a cultural and sexual revolution. As no one else before or since, he gave uncertainty and self-exploration a voice.

In Follies (1971 - 522), the book by playwright James Goldman centered on two former showgirls and their spouses assessing embittered marriages while attending a reunion of performers from a Ziegfeld-esque revue. Sondheim evoked various musical styles of the past. While the melodies had a traditional sound, the lyrics often went right for the jugular, ("Could I leave you? Yes! Will I leave you? Guess!"). No musical had ever taken such a frank look at the painful realities of growing older and abandoning one's dreams. Bennett's innovative choreography was a crucial element, showing characters in a parallel past and present. Follies was not a commercial success, but its magnificent score made it a favorite with theatre buffs.


The original cast program for A Little Night Music (1974). Note the garish logo that Playbill soon replaced with a variation of their old black on yellow format.
For A Little Night Music (1973 - 600), Sondheim and librettist Hugh Wheeler had a central love story, but like its inspirational source (Ingmar Bergman's film Smiles of A Summer Night) that romance became an excuse to focus on numerous characters and relationships. As an aging actress (Glynis Johns) tried to re-ignite a past amour with a married attorney (Len Cariou), love was examined from the perspectives of youth, middle age and seniority, creating a haunting, bittersweet collage. Sondheim composed the entire score in variations of waltz time, so even the music was built around a concept. The show's most popular number, "Send In The Clowns," would be the only time a song with words and music by Sondheim became a best-selling pop chart hit.

The following year brought Sondheim's most daring and inventive musical yet, Pacific Overtures (1976 - 193). The book by John Weidman examined how Japan's culture was wrenched when America forced the isolated islands to open to international trade in 1853. The story is told from a Japanese point of view as broad array of characters take the story through the decades, with a finale set in contemporary times (skipping any mention of World War II). The score was one of Sondheim's most intriguing, including musical haiku and pastiches of Sullivan and Offenbach. Highlights included the extended musical scenes "Chrysanthemum Tea," "Please Hello" and "Someone In A Tree" – each so well crafted that they could have been min-musicals in their own right. Sondheim crafted each of these as a self-contained mini-musical, bringing a separate set of characters to life.

Hal Prince adapted ancient kabuki techniques for the staging, using a mostly male Asian cast. Pacific Overtures was so innovative that audiences did not know what to make of it. An Off-Broadway revival in 1984 won critical acclaim, but did not see a much longer run than the original. Perhaps this unique musical will always be too challenging to win mass approval.

 

Fosse and "All That Jazz"

The souvenir program for Chicago (1975). Eclipsed by the overwhelming success of A Chorus Line, this cynical masterpiece did not get its due until a 1996 Broadway revival and 2002 film version enjoyed overwhelming acclaim.
Bob Fosse reached his creative peak in the 1970s. While turning out acclaimed films and TV specials, he offered Broadway a series of dance-centered musicals where the concept, rather than a traditional plot, drove the show. Fosse's directorial vision took precedence over the book or score, an approach some co-workers referred to as "Fosse Uber Alles." The results were impressive and popular –

· Pippin (1972 - 1,944) used the story of Charlemagne's forgotten son as a flimsy excuse to examine jealousy, sex, war, sex, love, sex, life, sex . . . and sex. Fosse barred composer Stephen Schwartz from rehearsals and started making changes. Thanks to Fosse's erotically charged choreography and teasing TV ad, Pippin ran long and toured far. Critics complained about the weak book, but Ben Vereen scored a personal triumph as the show's sensuous narrator, and John Rubenstein – who introduced Schwartz's "Corner of the Sky" – charmed audiences in the title role. The score by Stephen Schwartz included the popular ballad "Corner of the Sky." 

· Fosse's sexy choreography was also evident in Chicago (1975 - 898), the saga of two 1920s flappers seeking fame through marital homicide. This concept musical cast a cynical, merciless spotlight on social hypocrisy and media-based celebrity. Fosse helped shape the libretto and staged it in a vaudeville format. Gwen Verdon (in her last musical role) and Chita Rivera were the stellar killers, and Jerry Orbach "razzle dazzled" as their ruthless attorney. The John Kander and Fred Ebb score offered a parade of showstoppers, including "All That Jazz." One of the most brilliant and biting musicals Broadway would ever produce, Chicago was overshadowed by the success of A Chorus Line (see below) and did not win a single Tony. It took a 1996 Broadway revival and a 2002 film version to bring this masterwork the attention it deserved. 

· With Dancin' (1978 - 1,744), Fosse took concept shows a step further and dispensed with a script, building an entire evening of unrelated dance sequences around nothing more than a gifted cast and a title. He relied on pre-existing, non-theatrical musical sources, like Benny Goodman's jazz classic "Sing, Sing, Sing." The public and critics adored the results, making this one of Fosse's most profitable productions, and one of the ultimate director-choreographer hits. Alan Jay Lerner wired Fosse, "Congratulations. You finally did it. You got rid of the author." With demanding choreography that small theatre companies could never hope to recreate, Dancin' had almost no life after its Broadway run. 

The 1970s marked the apex of Bob Fosse's career. Along with his stage hits, he helmed several successful feature films, winning the Academy Award for directing the brilliant screen version of Kander and Ebb's Cabaret (1972). Although Fosse never had another original stage hit after Dancin', his legacy as a choreographer and director would outlive him. In 1999, more than a decade after his death, the Broadway dance revue Fosse (supervised by Gwen Verdon) introduced a new generation to this showman's "razzle dazzle" genius.

Others were creating concept musicals, and one would eclipse the rest of the genre. For more on this "singular sensation," as well as the 1970s passion for nostalgia, continue on to . . .

A Chorus Line

The original cast Playbill for A Chorus Line (1975), the most successful 1970s concept musical.
The concept musical reached its peak with A Chorus Line (1975 - 6,137), the brainchild of Michael Bennett. He held a series of "rap" sessions where Broadway chorus dancers (known in the business as "gypsies" because they go from show to show) poured their memories into a tape recorder. Working with these tapes, Bennett built a libretto with writers Nicholas Dante and James Kirkwood. Concurrently, composer Marvin Hamlisch and lyricist Edward Kleban developed a vibrant score. The concept was a Broadway chorus audition where a director demands that his dancers share their most private memories and inner demons. Some dismissed this as staged group therapy, but for most people the result was riveting theatre.

A Chorus Line glorified the individual fulfillment that can be found in ensemble efforts. When the entire cast sang of being "One" while dancing and singing in rigid formation, the effect was dazzling. Veteran chorus dancers Donna McKechnie, Carol Bishop and Sammy Williams won Tonys, as did the entire creative team. A Chorus Line's popularity crossed all lines of age and musical taste, smashing every other long-run record in Broadway history. Many who came of age during its run dubbed it the best musical ever. (For much more, see our special section A Chorus Line 101.)

 

The "New" Shuberts
One little-noted cataclysm of the 1970s occurred when the Shubert family's former attorneys -- Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard Jacobs -- took over managerial control of the still-extensive theatrical empire. Veteran producer Stuart Ostrow described how the atmosphere on Broadway changed when these two men "crowned themselves heads of the theater chain" –

Their reign has lasted for nearly thirty years, during which time the amount of new musicals produced for Broadway has been drastically reduced. Coincidence? I think not. As landlords, they succeeded in changing the terms of a producer's rental contract, in demanding a larger share of the proceeds, and in many cases, in insisting on being co-producer. If you can't join 'em, enjoin 'em. The Shubert Foundation prospered, and the ranks of the independent producers thinned.
- Stuart Ostrow, A Producer's Broadway Journey (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1999), pp. 105-106.

By the time the Nederlander and Jujamcyn organizations had established themselves as owners of substantial parts of Broadway's theatrical real estate, the damage was done. Musicals which had been produced for $250,000 in 1970 were costing well over a million dollars by decade's end.

 

Revivals: "I Want to Be Happy"

The 1971 revival of No, No Nanette initiated a new craze for nostalgic musical revivals. The Playbill cover features the effervescent art deco logo created by artist Hillary Knight.
In musical theatre, revivals had been commonplace ever since the repeated success of the The Black Crook in the late 19th Century. But as an epidemic of nostalgia swept through American culture in the 1970s, theatergoers embraced revivals with unprecedented enthusiasm. Shows and stars of the past appealed to the growing number of people who felt alienated by the cultural changes taking place around them. 

The surprise hit that set the trend rolling was a production of 1925's No, No, Nanette (1971 - 861). Busby Berkeley was credited as "production supervisor," but the show was revitalized by director Burt Shevelove and choreographer Donald Saddler, and Ruby Keeler led a cast of veteran stage and screen stars. This was not a faithful recreation, but a revision that overhauled the original book and interpolated material from other shows. The nostalgic evening included "Tea For Two" and "I Want To Be Happy," with plenty of period dancing thrown in for good measure. Theatergoers welcomed Nanette's tap-dancing chorus with an almost delirious sense of relief. Aside from a healthy Broadway run, it made millions from tours, foreign productions and amateur rights.

At a time when fewer musicals were being written, nostalgia became big business, and many a neglected star was dusted off to revive an old vehicle. Most of these productions had relatively brief runs in New York, then turned handsome profits thanks to extensive national tours –

· Gower Champion stepped in to turn an ailing revival of Irene (1974 - 605) into a solid hit for MGM veteran Debbie Reynolds – Jane Powell took over the role on Broadway, then toured the show for several seasons. 

· Jule Styne added some new songs to his 1948 hit Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, re-named it Lorelei (1974 - 320) and made it an almost new vehicle for original star Carol Channing – who toured in it for more than two years. 

· Gypsy (1974 - 124) was based on a hit London production, and brought Angela Lansbury her third Tony for Best Actress in a Musical. This production proved the show could succeed without original star Ethel Merman. Merman was not amused, but audiences were thrilled, keeping Lansbury on the road for years. 

· A handsome 20th anniversary My Fair Lady (1976 - 384) featured original Pickering Robert Coote and veteran character actor George Rose in a Tony-winning performance as Alfie Doolittle. Original Higgins Rex Harrison starred in a less successful revival five years later. 

· Hello Dolly made brief but well received returns starring Pearl Bailey (1975 - 45 perfs, limited run) and Carol Channing (1978 - 152) – both productions cleaned up on extended road tours. 

· Zero Mostel made his last Broadway appearance playing Tevye in a revival of Fiddler on the Roof (1976 - 168), receiving a record-setting salary and playing to packed houses across the country. 

· Richard Kiley returned in a handsome revival of Man of La Mancha (1977 - 127), winning fresh raves. The score and book still received critical disdain, but audiences adored "The Impossible Dream" just as they had a decade earlier. 

· The most successful revival of the decade was The King and I (1977 - 807) starring Yul Brynner in his Tony and Oscar winning role. This lavish production recaptured the excitement of the original, with Brynner more commanding than ever. He spent the next eight years touring the world and racking up over 4,000 performances as the King. By the time he made a farewell return to Broadway (1985 - 191), sloppy direction and Brynner's long battle with lung cancer took some of the power out of Rodgers and Hammerstein's classic, but audiences cheered the old lion no matter how hoarse his roar.

 

Fresh Looks & Fumbles
Other revivals did well by taking an innovative approach –

· Hal Prince restaged Leonard Bernstein's unsuccessfu1 1956 operetta Candide (1974 - 740) as a wacky Off-Broadway farce, underplaying the grander aspects of the score and stressing physical comedy. This rollicking production delighted the critics, moved to the Broadway Theater and ran for two profitable years. 

· Songs from the long-forgotten Princess Theatre musicals were re-hashed into a well-received version of Jerome Kern's 1915 hit Very Good Eddie (1975 - 307). The staging invoked the intimate spirit of the original, adding spirited new choreography by newcomer Dan Siretta. After debuting at Connecticut's Goodspeed Opera House, this charming production enjoyed a Broadway run and became a favorite with amateur groups. 

· An all-black Guys and Dolls (1976 - 241) ran several months despite uneven reviews. The glorious Frank Loesser score was adapted to gospel, soul and disco rhythms – audiences enjoyed the results, but the Loesser estate was not amused. Future productions left the songs in their superb original formats. 

Despite these successes, the revival trend was far from foolproof. Some notable failures:

· Bi-racial casting could not ignite an otherwise unremarkable revival of The Pajama Game (1973 - 69). 

· Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe adapted their 1958 screen hit Gigi (1973 - 110) for Broadway. Despite the stellar presence of Alfred Drake, Maria Karnilova and Agnes Moorhead, the production suffered from pedestrian direction and lost a fortune. 

· A lavish revision of the 1927 college football hit Good News (1975 - 51 previews, 16 perfs) with Alice Faye and Stubby Kaye toured for more than a year. Sensing trouble, the producers extended Broadway previews for seven weeks, but a merciless critical barrage forced the show to close in a matter of days. 

· A luscious Houston Grand Opera production of Porgy and Bess (1976 - 126) wowed the critics but proved a tough sell with ticket buyers. Thanks to the high cost of staging an opera eight times a week, this handsome production lost a fortune. 

And what about new book musicals? The form came back with a vengeance in the late 1970s – a time when new forces set the future course of the musical theatre.

New Rhythms

Lauren Bacall starred in Applause (1970), the first major musical hit of the decade.
Several writers took the common sense approach of adding contemporary sounds to otherwise conventional musicals. Charles Strouse and Lee Adams, who used early rock and roll so effectively in Bye Bye Birdie, had similar success with Applause (1970 - 900), which re-set the back-stabbing plot of the film All About Eve in the theatrical world of 1970. This time, rock rhythms and orchestrations gave a "mod" sound to traditional showtunes, and the presence of 1940s movie star Lauren Bacall cemented the show's success. She couldn't sing worth a damn, but her star power was undeniable. Tonys went to Bacall, director-choreographer Ron Field, and the show itself as Best Musical.

Two black dramas were adapted into popular book musicals, both with mostly white creative teams --

· Purlie (1970 - 690) was based on Ossie Davis' 1961 comedy about a black preacher finding love and fighting bigotry in the deep South. Cleavon Little was irresistible in the title role, and Melba Moore won raves as his beloved with some death-defying vocal pyrotechnics – both performers received Tonys.  

· Raisin (1973 - 847) was a musical adaptation of Lorraine Hansberry's hit 1959 drama Raisin in the Sun. The score was less than memorable, but the story of an inner city black family trying to balance ambition with integrity retained its power. The show copped the Tony for Best Musical, with a well deserved Best Actress award for the show's indomitable mamma, Virginia Capers. Despite decent runs, both of these productions wound up losing money. 

Ain't Misbehavin' (1978 - 1,604) revitalized the revue format with an all-black cast in beguiling vignettes built around the songs of Fats Waller. Created by lyricist/director Richard Maltby, it brought stardom to charismatic comedienne Nell Carter. She and Maltby won Tonys, and the show received the the award for Best Musical.

 

Nostalgic Misfires
New musicals written in period style such as the Andrews Sisters vehicle Over Here (1974 - 341) had appeal, but most of the new book musicals in the mid-1970s met with disaster. Some fizzled despite good scores and distinguished casts --

· Cyrano (1974 - 49 previews, 5 performances) starred Christopher Plummer, who received the Tony for Best Actor in a Musical. But this strong adaptation of Rostand's classic play did not find an audience. 

· Molly (1974 - 68 previews and 40 performances) was based on Molly Goldberg's old radio sitcom about Jewish-American family life. marked comedienne Kay Ballard's last starring role (to date) in a new musical. 

· Mack and Mabel (1974 - 69) featured one of Jerry Herman's finest scores and a cast headed by Robert Preston and Bernadette Peters. But the true life love story of silent screen director Mack Sennett and the tragic comedienne Mabel Normand made the libretto unworkable. 

· Shenandoah (1975 - 1,050) was based on a classic film about a Virginia farmer and his family facing the nightmare of the American Civil War. It had a handsome TV campaign, the catchy tune "Freedom" and a stellar performance by John Cullum – but despite a long run, it never returned its original investment. 

· Rex (1976 - 48 previews, 14 performances) had a rich score by Richard Rodgers and lyricist Sheldon Harnick, but England's bloodsoaked King Henry VIII was too hateful to be the protagonist of a musical. Leading man Nicol Williamson's outrageous misbehavior both on and off stage kept the gossip columnists busy for the entire nine week run. (He even slapped a chorus member in full view of the audience.) 

 

Palpable Hits

When Annie (1976) opened to extraordinary critical acclaim, the producers celebrated with this full page ad in the NY Times. (This is a large image – if clicked, it may take some time to download.)
Some feared that the standard book musical was a lost cause. Then an orphan girl and a scruffy dog conquered Broadway. Both critics and audiences melted for Annie (1976 - 2,377), a shamelessly old-fashioned musical inspired by the Little Orphan Annie comic strip. It told how the little tyke met and captured the heart of Daddy Warbucks, finding love, adventure and a loveable mutt named Sandy along the way. Newcomer Andrea McArdle gave a disarming performance in the title role, and Dorothy Loudon copped the Tony embodying the comic evil of orphanage director Miss Hannigan.

Composer Charles Strouse, lyricist Martin Charnin and librettist Thomas Meehan made Annie seem simple, but it was so skillfully written and produced that few could follow in its creative footsteps. This multiple Tony winner became an international sensation, proving that the traditional musical could still win audiences. Annie was the first Broadway musical to gross over $100 million, astounding for a show which opened with orchestra seats at a mere $16. (By the time it closed six years later, the same seats went for $45.)

Towards the end of the decade, some variations on traditional approaches did well enough to top the 1,000 performance mark –

· The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas (1978 - 1,703) was inspired by the real-life political shenanigans that forced the closing of an infamous bordello. It became a lasting hit thanks to Tommy Tune's energetic staging, a bawdy libretto, and some catchy country-style tunes by Carol Hall. 

· Neil Simon's hilarious book for They're Playing Our Song (1979 - 1,082) offered a conventional musical comedy romance between a composer and lyricist. The Marvin Hamlisch- Carol Bayer Sager score infused some witty showtunes with the rhythms of late-70s pop. 

As the decade ended, the hits kept coming, but change was in the air – including the first signs of a British invasion that would dominate Broadway into the next decade.

Storm Warnings
Just when it seemed that traditional musicals were back, the decade ended with critics and audiences giving mixed signals. On the plus side –

· In a superb revival of Peter Pan (1979 - 550 perfs), actress Sandy Duncan became the longest-running Peter in theatrical history. 

· MGM veterans Mickey Rooney and Ann Miller scored a surprise smash with Sugar Babies (1979 - 1,208), a mildly risqué revue of classic burlesque material. 

However, the most anticipated events of that season were three major new projects by veteran writers. To the theatrical community's general shock, each came and left with surprising speed –

· Jerry Herman's Grand Tour (1979 - 79 perfs) offered Joel Grey as a Jew escaping Nazi persecution in a warm-hearted adaptation of Jacobowsky and the Colonel. The underrated score featured the gorgeous ballad "Marianne." 

· Burton Lane and Alan Jay Lerner's Carmelina (1979 - 28 perfs) starred Georgia Brown as an Italian mother who has convinced three different American veterans that each was the father of her child. Even those critics who dismissed the show admired the score, particularly "It's Time for a Love Song" and the ravishing trio "One More Walk Around the Garden." 

· Richard Rodgers' final musical was I Remember Mama (1979 - 148 perfs), which offered film star Liv Ullman as a Scandinavian immigrant using love and ingenuity to raise her family in the early 1900s. Preview audiences cheered, but after the critics dismissed it as corny and old-fashioned, ticket sales petered out. Rodgers died soon after Mama closed. 

 

Changing Climate
It's not so much that the public disapproved of these well-written shows. Most Americans were not paying attention to the musical theatre anymore, and consequently musicals had become a sort of subculture. Rock and disco were the predominant pop sounds, and neither had more than a token presence in Broadway scores. The potential sales for cast albums had fallen so low that major labels stopped recording them. 

To make matters worse, Broadway production costs soared. In 1970, a new musical could be mounted for $250,000. Six years later, Annie was produced for about $650,000. By 1979, most Broadway musicals cost $1,000,000 or more to produce, and operating expenses were so high that even a two year run could not guarantee a profit. Some blamed the volatile economy, but Broadway was the only place where inflation ran at a rate of 400 percent! In this unsettled environment, two important musicals came to represent the forces that would compete for the soul of musical theatre in the decade to come.

 

Sondheim vrs. Webber: The Future, Round One

The original souvenir program for Sondheim's Sweeney Todd (1979). The show's logo was based on Victorian period drawings. 

While Stephen Sondheim's Sweeney Todd (1979 - 557) used a conventional plot structure, its operatic score was the most ambitious Sondheim had yet attempted. This tale of an unjustly persecuted man's all-consuming quest for revenge explored emotional territory no musical had ever touched before. Not since Shakespeare had a poet of the theatre taken such an unflinching look into the darkest corners of the human soul. Tony-winning performances by Angela Lansbury and Len Cariou added to the impact, as did a massive production helmed by Hal Prince. Such lofty accomplishment came at a price. When Sweeney's cast pointed at audience members and insisted that they had a murderous hate like Sweeney's hiding inside them, it was bound to leave many theatergoers uneasy. The show ran for more than a year but was unable to turn a profit – thanks in part to director Hal Prince's brilliant yet expensive physical production.

A far different musical came from England with advance hoopla that Gilbert and Sullivan might have envied. Following the pattern they had initiated with Jesus Christ Superstar, composer Andrew Lloyd Webber and librettist Tim Rice launched their stage biography of Argentina's Eva Peron as a recording. Working with director Hal Prince, they refined it on stage in London, sharpening the book's focus, toning down the rock elements and adding a touch of disco to expand the score's commercial possibilities.

By the time it reached Broadway, Evita (1979 - 1,567) was a slick and stylish smash hit, with breakthrough performances by Patti Lupone as Evita and Mandy Patinkin as Che. A disco version of "Don't Cry For Me Argentina" became a hit single – one of the last showtunes to reach the pop charts in any form. Evita was a calculated triumph of stagecraft and technology, undeniably entertaining but in some ways as vapid as any of Ziegfeld's Follies. Webber and Rice depicted Eva as a whore with flair and ruthless ambition, but gave no clue as to what made her complex character tick. Meaningful or not, people liked it. Running three times longer than Sweeney Todd, it made a massive profit from productions all over the world. With this flashy victory of matter over mind, the British Mega-musical was born.

Both Sweeney and Evita were expensive productions with stunning stage direction by Hal Prince, winning Tonys for Best Musical in adjoining seasons. The key difference: Sweeney Todd lost money but made theatrical history, while Evita made money and left history to its own devices. This was not lost on producers and investors risking millions on new productions. It is easy to advocate artistic merit over financial concerns, but answer this: If you were investing $100,000 or more of your own money, would you prefer to lose it or make a profit? The inevitable answer to that question set the uneasy course of the Broadway musical for the remainder of the 20th Century.

"The Lullaby of Broadway"
The first musical super-hit of the 1980s was an old-fashioned show based on a classic Busby Berkeley musical film. 42nd Street (1980 - 3,486) re-united producer David Merrick and director Gower Champion – both had suffered a string of failures and very much needed a hit to restore their reputations. The original backstage plot about a chorus girl who takes over for the lead actress on opening night ("You're going out there a nobody, but you've got to come back a star!") was left in place, while the film score was augmented with other vintage Harry Warren and Al Dubin songs. 

Champion's seamless, stage-filling sense of spectacle made this the biggest, boldest musical comedy in decades. When the curtain rose to reveal forty pairs of tap-dancing feet, the star-studded opening night audience at the Winter Garden went berserk. With the help of co-choreographer Randy Skinner, Champion followed this number with a series of tap extravaganzas larger and more polished than anything Broadway had in the real 1930s. Jerry Orbach (as the dictatorial director), Tammy Grimes (as the temperamental star) and Lee Roy Reams (as the tap-dancing, bright eyed tenor) added to the dazzling impact of the show. After years of frustration, Champion was back on top. 

When David Merrick came onstage after multiple curtain calls to say, "This is a very tragic moment," the audience laughed. Then Merrick explained that Champion had died of cancer hours before the performance. Cast and audience were plunged into shock, and Merrick took leading lady Wanda Richert (Champion's real-life love interest) into his arms as the curtain fell. This all took place before an army of reporters and cameras, guaranteeing headlines nationwide the next day. Merrick manipulated a tragedy to give 42nd Street extraordinary press coverage. As the years went by, he had the gall to advertise the show as "David Merrick's 42nd Street" (as if!), but it was Champion's triumph.

 

New Hits

The original cast Playbill for Nine.
The early 1980s saw some exciting new book musicals both on and off-Broadway. In a variety of styles from flashy spectacle to intimate spoof, each was fresh and entertaining. Some were authored by season professionals, some by exciting newcomers – all were reassuring signs that musical theatre was thriving. The more memorable success stories of the era include several musicals that are still produced –

· Barnum (1980 - 854) was a rousing circus-style bio of the legendary showman. The raucous Cy Coleman- Michael Stewart score and leading man Jim Dale got the raves, and co-star Glenn Close got her first taste of stardom. "The Colors of My Life" and other songs delighted audiences, but the rock-happy pop music world had no interest in anything written for Broadway, and Coleman's finest score never got the attention it deserved. 

· Woman of the Year (1981 - 770) boasted a fine John Kander- Fred Ebb score and Lauren Bacall in the title role. However, the most memorable thing in this sophisticated musical comedy was Marilyn Cooper, whose mousy housewife character stole the hilarious duet "The Grass is Always Greener" from glamorous Bacall. 

· Nine (1982 - 732) - Composer/lyricist Maury Yeston won acclaim with this musical version of Fellini's semi-autobiographical cinematic masterpiece 8 1/2. Tommy Tune's innovative production cast Raul Julia as an eccentric Italian director trying to make a film while facing a life threatening mid-life crisis. Nine won all the major Tonys, including one for Liliane Montevecchi, who stopped the show with a seductive (and barely relevant) paen to the "Folies Bergere." 

· Little Shop of Horrors (1982 - 2,209) was a hilarious Off-Broadway sci-fi spoof by composer Alan Menken and lyricist Howard Ashman. Based on Roger Corman's low-budget 1960 film about a man-eating plant from outer space, its fresh score and witty script made the show an immediate hit. It toured the country for years and became a standard part of the musical theatre repertory. The serio-comic ballad "Suddenly Seymour" remained a favorite in piano bars for years to come. 

· My One and Only (1983 - 767) set vintage songs by George and Ira Gershwin in a new plot about a 1920s romance between an aviator and an aquacade star. The show almost sank in Boston, but star Tommy Tune took over the direction with an assist from A Chorus Line alumni Thommie Walsh. After exhaustive revisions and some rocky New York previews, My One And Only opened to surprise raves. Audiences cheered as Tune and Twiggy splashed through a watery barefoot version of "S'Wonderful," and legendary tap star Charles "Honi" Coles won a Tony as the whimsical "Mr Magix." After almost two years on Broadway, it proved even more popular on national tour. 

  

Misfires
However, many book musicals – including new shows and several high profile revivals – failed quick and hard in the early 1980s. Some examples – 

· Onward Victoria (1980 - 1) told the story of Victoria Woodhull, a feminist who ran for President in the 1800s despite a scandalous private life. Lavish sets and costumes could not make up for a lifeless score and humorless book, and the show closed on opening night. 

· Oh Brother (1981 - 3) had plenty of laughs, a great cast and a good score, and those who saw it in previews tended to love it. But re-setting the Shakespearean plot used in Rodgers & Hart's Boys From Syracuse in the strife-torn Middle East did not amuse the critics, and the show closed in days. 

· Brigadoon (1980 - 141) returned in a flawless production but lacked a big-name star to attract attention. Martin Vidnovic and Meg Bussert's passionate rendition of "Almost Like Being in Love" remains one of the grandest things this author has ever seen on a stage, but this Brigadoon faded into the mist without returning its costs. 

· My Fair Lady (1981 - 124) returned for its 25th Anniversary with original star Rex Harrison as Henry Higgins. But "sexy Rexy" was in his 70s, and some of the supporting cast was embarrassing. To make matters worse, the show had enjoyed a far better revival just five years before. Kind reviews couldn't keep "the greatest musical of the 20th Century" running beyond four months of tepid business. 

The problem with these failures was that the producers had not bothered to ask why anyone would pay $25 to see their particular project. Lost of folks wanted to see Rex Harrison in his most famous role, but when word got out that the production surrounding him was uninspired, theatergoers took their dollars elsewhere. And while the story of a scandal-prone woman running for president had clear potential, the lack of a major star in the lead role left the show floundering from the outset.

 

Cats: "The Wind Begins to Moan"

The Cats logo glowered over Broadway's Winter Garden Theater for two decades.
Andrew Lloyd Webber and director Trevor Nunn reshaped the theatrical landscape with Cats (1982 - 7,485), a musical based on T.S. Eliot's Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats. They emphasized aerobic dance, high-tech effects and heavy-duty marketing tactics. Cats premiered in London, then came to New York – where it forced 42nd Street out of the Winter Garden and over to the Majestic. Lloyd Webber was so certain of the show's success that he co-produced it with Cameron Macintosh, a move which made both men millionaires.

More a revue than a book musical, Cats depicted a gathering of felines in a garbage-strewn alley where one cat will be allowed to ascend (on an oversized hydraulic tire) "the heavy-side layer" – i.e., kitty heaven. The first and last fifteen minutes were so dazzling (thanks to heavy-duty lighting effects and prancing pussies) that few complained about the two tedious hours that yawned in-between. Cats cleaned up at the Tonys, with Best Book going to the long-dead Eliot, and Best Featured Actress going to Betty Buckley as the bedraggled feline Grizzabella.

The revolutionary thing about Cats was not the show on stage – it was the marketing. Before this, most musicals limited their souvenirs to photo programs, songbooks and T-shirts. Cats splashed its distinctive logo (two yellow-green feline eyes with dancing irises) on coffee mugs, music boxes, figurines, books on "the making of" the show, greeting cards, baseball caps, satin jackets, Christmas ornaments, stackable tins, stuffed toys, matchboxes, key chains and pins, to name just a few. The overwrought ballad "Memory" and those feline eyes were damn near everywhere.

Like a theatrical cancer, Cats spread to places that had not seen professional theatre in years. From Vienna to Oslo to Topeka, dancers in furry spandex and garish make-up proved that "Jellicles can and Jellicles do" rake in a fortune, and that auxiliary marketing can boost a show's profits by millions of dollars. Cats was also that increasing rarity, a musical one could take children to. The little tykes might die from vapidity poisoning, but they wouldn't be exposed to anything dangerous – like an idea. The show ran into the next century, becoming the longest running show in Broadway history – so who are we to scoff? 

The American theatre responded to this "meowing" with a glorious roar, and the 1983-84 season brought a clash of Broadway titans.

The Last Great Broadway Season?

George Hearn, Gene Barry and the original Cagelles from Jerry Herman's La Cage Aux Folles. Appearing on the cover of the Theatre World annual remains a singular honor reserved for shows that define their season.
Broadway saw a stellar array of American composers debut new works during the 1983-84 season –

– Lyricist-librettist Richard Maltby and composer David Shire's Baby (1983 - 276) was an underrated concept musical about three couples facing the life-altering challenge of having a baby.

– Composer Henry Krieger and lyricist Robert Lorick scored with The Tap Dance Kid (1984 - 669), an original story about a African American teenager who dreams of a dance career despite his father's disapproval. Danny Daniels won a Tony for his energetic choreography.

– Composer John Kander and lyricist Fred Ebb's The Rink (1983 - 233) paired Chita Rivera and Liza Minnelli as a battling mother and daughter facing the loss of their family-owned roller skating rink, with rape and heartbreak along the way to their eventual reconciliation. Rivera received a long-overdue Tony for Best Actress in a Musical. Minnelli left the show for her first stint in drug rehab.

– Stephen Sondheim's Sunday In the Park With George (1984 - 604) took an innovative look at the commercial and emotional challenges of being an artist, starring Many Patinkin as pointillist painter Georges Seurat and Bernadette Peters as his lover Dot. The action then switched to modern times, with Seurat's grandson facing the same issues while an aging Dot looks on. Audiences cheered for a breathtaking first act finale that recreated Seurat's "Sunday Afternoon on the Island of the Grand Jatte" while the cast sang the ravishing "Sunday."

– Jerry Herman's La Cage Aux Folles (1983 - 1,761) was defiantly old-fashioned despite its focus on a gay couple dealing with their son's marriage into a bigoted politician's family. Playwright Harvey Fierstein provided a hilarious book, and Arthur Laurents helmed one of the best musical comedies Broadway had seen in years. Numerous Tony awards (including Best Musical and Best Score) ended years of creative frustration for the composer of Hello Dolly and Mame. George Hearn won a well-deserved Tony for his performance as the loveable drag queen Albin, and won cheers with his renditions of "I Am What I Am" and "The Best of Times is Now."

La Cage took the Tony for Best Musical, but with so many fine new musicals on Broadway, theatergoers were the real winners. It was a giddy time for musical theatre lovers, but it ended all too soon. The following season brought only one hit – Big River (1985 - 1,005) a refreshing version of Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn with a score by country western composer Roger Miller. With no effective competition, it won most of the major musical Tony's and ran for three years.

And then there was a sudden, chilling silence. New musicals still appeared, but they had trouble attracting a sizeable audience. For the first time since Oklahoma, a full decade would go by before a new American musical would pass the 1,000 performance mark. What happened?

 

Embarrassments
For starters, Broadway was now a small subculture ignored by mainstream media and the general public. With ticket prices soaring, it became difficult to get the public to notice anything but each season's biggest hit – and even then, it could be a struggle to sell a show that lacked a star. Several major composers (including Jerry Herman) and veteran producers left the field, either from exhaustion or frustration. In their wake, inexperienced newcomers mounted a series of expensive, ill-advised disasters. Projects that never should have seen the light of day made it to Broadway, losing millions of dollars and infuriating audiences –

– Into The Light (1986 - 6) sang about research done on The Shroud of Turin, while one of the scientists worries about his son's overactive fantasy life. Talk about a hopeless idea for a musical! With a mawkish story and ugly production, Into the Light was an annoying bore. The campy sight of tap dancing priests and nuns did nothing to save this one.

– Big Deal (1986 - 77) had director Bob Fosse writing his own book, stringing together some classic Depression-era songs to tell a tale of bungling bank robbers. Brilliant dances did not redeem the flimsy plot. No one involved with the show had the nerve to tell Fosse it wasn't working, but the critics and the public made their disinterest clear. Fosse spent his final years staging a surefire revival of Sweet Charity.

– Rags (1986 - 4) used an ambitious Charles Strouse & Stephen Schwartz score to tell the story of Jewish immigrants in the early 1900s, but the massive production never got the strong direction it needed and remained a dull – if impressive – muddle. Metropolitan Opera diva Teresa Stratas sounded spectacular in the lead.

– Teddy & Alice (1987 - 77) recycled some fine tunes by none other than John Philip Sousa, but the ludicrous script suggested President Teddy Roosevelt's problems with his strong willed daughter Alice stemmed from an obsession with his first wife's ghost. Such speculative psychoanalysis made for lame entertainment, despite a gallant performance by Len Cariou as Teddy. Setting Sousa tunes like "Stars and Strips Forever" to new flag-waving lyrics left audiences squirming – the intention was patriotic, but the results were clumsy.

– Legs Diamond (1988 - 64) proved that pop star Peter Allen was neither an actor nor a capable stage composer. (Writing a pop tune is one thing – creating a compelling song that serves a story's dramatic needs is another.) When Allen's producers did not have the knowledge (or the nerve) to bring in capable people to make up for his shortcomings, it was left to critics and audiences to kill the project.

 

Carrie: Redefining Disaster

Nothing quite matched the spectacular failure of Carrie (1988 - 5), which became the most celebrated musical flop of the late 20th century. Based on Stephen King's best-selling horror novel and subsequent hit film, the stage version was so weak that experienced producers refused to touch it. After bouncing around for more than half a decade, the project was picked up by Britain's Royal Shakespeare Company (which had succeeded with Les Miserables) and German producer Friedrich Kurz. A British staging received such a critical drubbing that Barbara Cook (playing the title character's mother) withdrew from the project, and many assumed Carrie was done for. But Kurz still brought the show to Broadway with young Linzi Hateley in the title role and Betty Buckley taking over for Cook.

As New York previews dragged on, theatergoers reacted with either silent shock or loud catcalls of rage. A tiny but vocal minority cheered it on, feeding false hopes. By combining an incoherent script, tacky special effects, hideous choreography and lyrics like "Kill the pig, pig, pig," Carrie set a new standard for "bad." The frustrating thing was that it also had moments of genuine beauty, fueled by socko Buckley and Hateley's socko performances. That is why Carrie has retained a certain fascination, especially among those who did not get to see it.

Most of us who sat through Carrie agree that this show's failure was not just understandable – it was well deserved. But something boded ill for the theatre's future, as columnist and historian Ken Mandelbaum explained –

Carrie also had non-stop energy, and, unlike so many flops, was not dull for a second. But there was something ominous about it all, a feeling that it was playing to the lowest common denominator, to people who had never been to the theatre and would respond only to jolts of pop music.
- Not Since Carrie: 40 Years of Broadway Musical Flops (NY: St. Martin's Press, 1991, p.352)
With Broadway in creative disarray, the British were only too happy to take up the slack and regain the theatrical dominance they had lost at the beginning of the 20th century. Somewhere, the ghosts of Gilbert and Sullivan were laughing.

Mega-Musicals: Britain's Revenge

The original flyer announcing the arrival of Me an My Girl on Broadway in the summer of 1986.
From the mid-1980s on, British mega-musicals flew across the Atlantic season after season like an implacable invading force. Me and My Girl (1986 - 1,420) was a charming World War II London hit with a revised book and the songs of Noel Gay, kicked up to hit status by Robert Lindsay's ingratiating performance. But it was not like its fellow West End imports.

The "Brit hits" that followed were all brand new, and their charms were open to question. Relying on hydraulics and high-tech special effects, these shows came to be known as mega-musicals. Substance took a backseat to spectacle, and occasional hints of humor were buried in oceans of lush melody and soap opera-style sentiment. Although these high tech presentations came with a high price tag, the best mega-musicals ran for decades, selling tickets to millions of people who had long since fallen out of the habit of going to the theatre.

Few noticed that these British and French mega-musicals were direct pop-flavored descendants of a form thought long-dead -- operetta. It was no accident that these shows almost always replaced their pop-voiced original casts with singers who had operatic backgrounds. No one else could deliver the sweeping melodies and gushing emotions eight times a week.

In the 1980s, high-powered production values sold tickets. Andrew Lloyd Webber's Starlight Express was a tremendous hit in London (1984 - 3000+), with hydraulic ramps that sent roller-skating actors careening through the Apollo Victoria Theatre. It fared less well on Broadway  (1987 - 761), where critics dismissed it as a children's show blown out of proportion. No one really cared who was in the cast – for the first time since the Hippodrome shows of the early 1900s, it was all about the spectacle. But Starlight Express did well on tour and became a staple in Las Vegas. 

The French team of Claude-Michel Schonberg & Alain Boubil first offered their Les Miserables as a double album, then as a Parisian stage spectacle, enlivening the core material from Victor Hugo’s epic novel with a sung-through score that sounded like a pop version of grand opera. British producer Cameron Mackintosh became involved, teaming with the Royal Shakespeare Company and Cats director Trevor Nunn to revamp it into an international sensation. Mackintosh brought Les Miserables to the West End (1985 - London), Broadway (1987 NY - 6,680), and most of the other cities in the civilized world. The English translation was no work of art, but the strong plot and hydraulic sets wowed most theatergoers. The logo, with little Cosette set against the French tri-color, became familiar on every imaginable sort of souvenir – including over-priced re-prints of Hugo's novel.

Unlike other mega-musicals, Les Miserables had tremendous dramatic merit. Audiences did not just marvel at the hydraulics -- they were moved by the engrossing story of thief-turned-saint Jean Valjean and the myriad of characters involved in his life. Dedicated fans and hoards of tourists kept Les Miz's turntable stages whirling well into the next century on both sides of the Atlantic. 

 

Sondheim vrs. Webber: Round Two

The Broadway program cover to Lloyd Webber's The Phantom of the Opera.
The following season brought Andrew Lloyd Webber’s The Phantom of the Opera (1988 - 6,100+, still running), with the composer and Cameron Mackintosh co-producing. The lush score featured uninspired, babbling lyrics set to lush pop-operetta melodies. Hal Prince's lavish production made the show another triumph of form over function. Broadway audiences did not mind paying $45 a ticket when they could see the money on stage. Stellar performances by Michael Crawford and Sarah Brightman helped.

Most theatergoers spent more than the price of a ticket so they could take a little Phantom home with them. Phantom music boxes, mugs, sweat shirts and masks poured forth in a marketing blitz. Just as Cats had forced 42nd Street to evacuate the Winter Garden six years before, Phantom of the Opera now pushed 42nd Street out of the Majestic Theatre and over to The St. James. Literally and figuratively, the American musical was being forced into a retreat. It was around this time that producer Cameron Macintosh said that Broadway was "just another stop on the American tour." The British were not only back on top – they were downright cocky about it.

That same season, Stephen Sondheim and director/librettist James Lapine collaborated on Into The Woods (1987 - 769), combining revised versions of several classic fairy tales to illustrate that nothing goes happily ever after, but also assuring audiences that "No one is alone." Although Phantom walked off with the Tony for Best Musical, Sondheim was able to relish that season's Tony for Best Score. But the overwhelming popularity of Lloyd Webber's show was undeniable, and both its London and New York productions remained sold out well into the next century. Critics and scholars had no difficulty defining the difference between Lloyd Webber and Sondheim.

Lloyd Webber is unquestionably a skilled craftsman, manipulating theatre technique in precise, complex, extraordinary detail, but he has not shown much original creativity. He depends heavily on the tricks of composing, using the fundamental and simplistic ideas of each category . . . When Sondheim writes pastiche, he does so for dramatic effect. . . Andrew Lloyd Webber doesn't bother with dramatic justifications -- he quotes from a wide range of musical sources, often anachronistically. . . Sung-through shows lack the  integration that makes the American musical the great and original art form it is.
- Denny Martin Flinn, Musical! A Grand Tour (New York: Shirmer Books, 1997), pp. 474-475.
 

From the Home Team
As the British stage invasion rolled on, American writers and producers were hard pressed for new ideas, but two more Broadway projects broke through to popular success:

 – Grand Hotel (1989 - 1,077) was a resurrected George Forrest & Robert Wright project that had closed on the road in 1958. Based on the classic novel and MGM film, it told of the intertwined fates of guests at a Berlin hotel in the 1930s. To the dismay of the original composers, director Tommy Tune called in Nine's Maury Yeston to replace about half of the score. The revised show got mixed reviews, but limited competition, good word of mouth and strong marketing kept it running for several years. Big-name cast replacements – including MGM legend Cyd Charisse – helped make Grand Hotel the first American musical since La Cage to top 1,000 performances on Broadway.

– City of Angels (1989 - 878) won the 1989 Tony for Best Musical thanks to its hilarious Larry Gelbart script about a screenwriter interacting with the characters in his latest script. The Cy Coleman-David Zippel score was pleasant, but some of the songs echoed numbers from previous Coleman shows.

When all three of these American hits had come and gone, the mega-musical hits Les Miserables and Phantom of the Opera were still playing to capacity, with multiple companies packing them in worldwide. So the 1980s were very much the decade when the Brits "got a little of their own back." Americans would soon outdo the British mega-musical at its own game – but as the old saying tells us, a cure can be worse than the sickness.

"Favorite Son" 

A brochure for The Will Rogers Follies starring Keith Carradine.
When 1990 passed without so much as one memorable musical appearing on Broadway, fans were dismayed but the world at large did not notice. The national media was ignoring Broadway, and musicals were little more than a quirky subculture.

Less than five percent of the American public was attending the theatre on a regular basis, and most people went for years without even hearing a showtune. There was a core group of regular theatre goers, consisting of students, aging suburbanites, tourists and gay men – at $60 a ticket, no one else had the disposable cash required. (Students often had access to discounted rush tickets, or the time to wait on line for standing room.) The most successful American hits of the early 90s were aimed at one or more segments of this core audience.

· Will Rogers Follies (1991 - 983) had a muddled book, but Tommy Tune's ingenious production numbers and a disarming performance by Keith Carradine in the title role kept folks cheering between yawns. Highlight -- Will and the Follies chorines stopping the show with a synchronized tambourine routine during "Favorite Son."

· Gays and students kept more adventurous shows running until word of mouth brought them a wider audience. Their favorites included Secret Garden (1991 - 706), an emotional and visually stunning adaptation of the classic children's tale. 

· Falsettoes (1992 - 489) gave a brilliant musical voice to the ongoing AIDS crisis. Producers hedged their bets with a pre-Broadway tour that covered all production expenses. Many expected this subject impossible to sell on Broadway, but several Tonys and a slew of rave reviews led to a profitable New York run.

· Jelly's Last Jam (1992 - 569) used the life story of composer Jelly Roll Morton to take a frank look at racial attitudes within the black community.

· Older theatergoers seeking a familiar product flocked to exquisite revivals of Guys and Dolls (1992 - 1,144), Carousel (1994 - 368) and Showboat (1994 - 946).

· Crazy For You (1992 - 1,622) reworked Girl Crazy into a giddy musical comedy with sensational choreography by Susan Stroman and a score of classic George & Ira Gershwin songs. Most of the credit went to director Mike Ockrent, who pulled it all together with style. Despite a long run, it took numerous tours and foreign productions for the show's investors to see a profit.

· Kander and Ebb's Kiss of the Spiderwoman (1993 - 922) mixed the showbiz dazzle of Chita Rivera with a gritty tale of homosexual love in a South American prison. It won the Tony for Best Musical but tied for Best Score with Tommy (1993 - 927), a stylish high-tech staging of The Who's popular 1969 rock opera.

· Nothing could keep Stephen Sondheim's somber Passion (1994 - 280) running for more than a few months. This ambitious look into the sometimes tragic price of human obsessions won several Tony Awards (including Best Musical) but closed within weeks of the ceremony.

 

"As If We Never Said Goodbye"
The British brought in more mega-musicals, but the once invincible trend was losing steam -- 

· Andrew Lloyd Webber's shallow soap opera Aspects of Love (1990 - 377) lost over $8,000,000 despite a year-long Broadway run. A major change was in the air. 

· Cameron Mackintosh re-united most of his Les Miserables creative team to re-set Madame Butterfly in the middle of the Vietnam War. Miss Saigon (1991 - 4,097) opened in London and later conquered Broadway, after a ridiculous union fracas over casting British actor Jonathan Pryce as a Vietnamese character. One of the most successful mega-musicals, Miss Saigon toured the planet and sold mountains of souvenirs. In the US, suburbanites and tourists lapped up the lavish effects and tear-jerker love story. This was the last time Macintosh triumphed with his patented mega-musical approach. 

· Blood Brothers (1993 - 840) told the story of two brothers separated by adoption who wind up on a collision course. This one lasted thanks to stubbornness rather than popularity – it never recouped its original costs. 

· Thanks to a lack of competition, Webber's $11 million adaptation of Sunset Boulevard (1994 - 977) swept the 1995 Tonys, but it was a hollow victory. Although Broadway audiences worshipped when divas Glen Close, Betty Buckley and Elaine Paige took turns as Norma Desmond, the production had such a high running cost (heck, small towns used less electricity than this production!) that even a three year run could not turn a profit. 

Other British mega-productions either died in London (Martin Guerre) or on the pre-Broadway road (Whistle Down the Wind), and expensive attempts to copy the British style (Poland's Metro, Holland's Cyrano and America's Shogun) failed on Broadway. The public had seen too many lavish spectacles that took themselves too seriously. The failure in London of Lloyd Webber's Whistle Down the Wind and Shoenberg and Boubil's Martin Guerre suggested that audiences on both sides of the Atlantic were tiring of the mega-musical and looking for something else.

 

The Corporate Musical: "Put Our Service to the Test"
The real winner in 1994 was a show that brought an unsettling change to Broadway. Beauty and the Beast (1994 - 5,464) was the first stage effort of Walt Disney Productions. It was no match for the animated film it was based on, but whatever the show lacked in finesse it more than made up for in box office appeal. People with no interest in the theatre were happy to pay top dollar to bring their children to Beast. True to form, the Broadway community pretended with all its might that nothing important was happening. Beast was pooh-poohed by the critics and denied the major Tonys, but a seasoned entertainment corporation with massive marketing clout was out to show the old pros a new way of doing things.

"We are bringing a new way of thinking to the theatre," says producer (of Beauty and the Beast) Robert McTyre, "both creatively and business-wise. On the creative end, the show is a very collaborative effort. with many more people involved and contributing than usual. And, on the business side, we bring financial discipline."
- Mark Lassell, editor, Disney on Broadway (New York: Disney Editions, 2002), p. 28.
Beauty and the Beast was replicated in cities all over the world, with actors giving careful imitations of the original Broadway cast in a rainbow of languages. Kids who loved the animated movie were delighted, parents were relieved to find a clean show, and the billions started rolling in. Souvenirs became a bigger money maker than ever. If the British wrote the book on auxiliary marketing, Disney built the library.


Broadway at 42nd Street: The newest "Disney World."
The triumph was complete by the time Disney's The Lion King (1997 - 2,000+, still running) came to Broadway. It premiered in The New Amsterdam Theatre, one-time home of Ziegfeld's legendary Follies. The Disney Corporation purchased and restored this venerable theatre, opened a large retail shop next door, and planned an ultra-modern Disney hotel just up the block. So what if Lion King's score was forgettable and the whole production little more than a $12,000,000 puppet show? It was the biggest hit of the 1990s. No one cared who was in the cast – the show was its own star. While some still pretend that Rent was revolutionary, it was Lion King that had a revolutionary (albeit disquieting) impact on Broadway.

"I think one of the most interesting things about our approach to this musical (ie - The Lion King) is that none of the composers are Broadway theater people, so we are drawing upon our varied past experiences. We are not thinking in terms of 'this is how a musical is done.' We are thinking in terms of how we want to do it."
- co-composer Mark Mancina, as quoted in Disney on Broadway, p. 65.
People who had never been interested in the theatre lined up for The Lion King, and even a price hike to $80 a seat didn't prevent the show from selling out for a year in advance. The Tony Awards kow-towed to the new regime, giving The Lion King the Best Musical Tony (despite the fact that Best Score and Best Book went to Ragtime). The all-American Corporate musical was triumphant and hit-hungry Broadway was in no mood to argue. London soon had an identical production, and The Lion King became the most desired ticket on both Broadway and the West End until well into the next decade.

The Corporate Musical is built, produced and managed by multi-functional entertainment corporations like Disney or the now-defunct Canadian corporation Livent. These shows may begin as the idea of a composer or writer, but most of each project's development is corporate sponsored. Instead of the distinctive stamp of creative individuals, corporate musicals have the anonymous efficiency of a department store. It all looks quite impressive, flows with ease, provides pop ballads and may even make you smile on occasion (which is more than most British mega-musicals ever did). It can also be reproduced for foreign or touring productions with matching sets and casts – no need for high-priced stars. What's missing is the joyous vitality that a corporate consciousness cannot provide.

In such an environment, experiment was almost impossible – even when a show masqueraded as something new. For more . .

When the Pulitzer Was Up For Rent
[image: image3.jpg]


The original Off-Broadway program cover for Rent. 
By the late 1990’s, almost every show that made it to Broadway was a corporate product. With the average musical budget running over $8,000,000, it took a lot of people to finance a show, and they all wanted some say in the production. This left no room for amateurs or rebels. 

Even the much ballyhooed Rent (1996 - 2,600+, still running) was nurtured for a year by a company that booked and produced national tours. I was an assistant in their office during the two years leading up to Rent's off-Broadway premiere. Rent's producers had vision and took a genuine risk, but it was a calculated risk informed by years of business experience. They guided composer-lyricist Jonathan Larson through extensive rewriting in the months before the show opened at The New York Theatre Workshop, and would have encouraged further revisions had Larson lived. 

As it was, the composer's death on the night of the Off-Broadway dress rehearsal made Rent a cultural cause celebre. As the show moved to Broadway on a wave of sympathetic publicity, no opportunity was wasted. Long before arranging foreign production rights, the producers were authorizing a Rent fashion department at Bloomingdales. For all the fuss made over Rent's contemporary rock score, nothing from the show ever made it to the pop charts. It was an outright failure in London, where critics and audiences were less susceptible to the poignancy of the composer's death.

As with corporate musicals, the independently produced Rent was reproduced world wide with the precision of a photocopy.  Its simple set, bargain-basement costuming and rudimentary staging could be re-created or packaged for travel. From New York to Tokyo, blonde-dyed male leads wrapped their bare biceps around curly-haired Mimis as their head mikes met in an identical kiss. Staged at one-fourth the cost of The Lion King but charging the same ticket price, hefty profit was assured. Critic Ron Lasko commented –

I have nightmares every time I see the new ad campaign for Rent that features an entirely new cast of actors that look and act exactly like the original cast; its like some B-Horror movie version of itself, "Invasion of the Rent People."
- Next magazine 10/29/99
 

"Fortune's Winds Sing Godspeed"

The 1996 concert staging of Chicago became the longest running revival in Broadway history.
Two well-known Kander and Ebb musicals returned to Broadway in the mid-1990s in stagings that gave them as much impact as new hits. A five performance City Center Encores! concert version of Chicago (1996 - still running) was such a sensation that it moved to the Shubert Theatre. Co-directors Walter Bobbie and Ann Reinking paid tribute to the late Bob Fosse's original intentions, but gave the show a simpler, streamlined staging that made this cynical look at fame and American pop culture seem even more timely than it was in 1975. The Roundabout Theatre brought over a hard-edged British production of the 1967 hit Cabaret (1998 - 2,306) that rankled traditionalists but delighted many others. Thanks to rave reviews and a succession of stellar replacement casts, both revivals outran their original productions.

The most successful black musical of the decade was Bring in Da' Noise, Bring in Da' Funk (1996 - 1,148), which used a series of contemporary tap numbers to look dramatize and reflect on the history of Africans in America. The score was new, but the key issue was the dancing, which expressed every emotion from despair to rage to triumph. Savion Glover headed a spitfire cast and received a Tony for his groundbreaking choreography. 

One of the few new American composers to find success on Broadway in the 1990s was Frank Wildhorn. His turgid adaptation of Jekyll & Hyde (1997- 1,543) developed a dedicated cult following, and his entertaining The Scarlet Pimpernel (1997 -772) was revised twice during its run. Wildhorn made a noisy misstep with The Civil War (1999 - 61), an incoherent attempt to present America's national nightmare in a semi-revue format. But there was no question that his works appealed to a dedicated, if limited, audience.

The best musicals of the late 1990s came from corporate producers that aimed for artistic integrity as well as profit. Composer/lyricist Maury Yeston (Nine, Grand Hotel) and librettist Peter Stone (1776), had built their reputations on making unlikely projects sing. When their Titanic (1997 - 804) sailed off with five Tonys, including Best Musical, the theatrical community was shocked. The best new American musical in over a decade, it put creative aspects ahead of the marketing concerns. Over a dozen key characters were defined through songs which invoked various period or ethnic styles: the hopeful immigrants dreaming of life "In America," the arrogance of the rich exclaiming "What a Remarkable Age This Is," the elderly Mr. & Mrs. Strauss reaffirming that they "Still" love each other as they face death. A stronger director or solo producer might have sharpened the dramatic focus, but corporate thinking let matters lie. Whatever its imperfections, Titanic deserved its success.


Ragtime (1998 - 861) was another example of the corporate musical at its best, thanks to a spectacular score by American composers Lynn Ahrens and Stephen Flaherty. The epic story told of a crumbling family, a black man seeking justice, and a Jewish immigrant father fulfilling the American dream for himself an his child. As with Titanic, a huge cast of characters was brought into focus by a score that invoked musical styles from the early 20th century and a book that wove disparate lives into a common pattern – the concept musical blown up to epic proportions. Ragtime was not afraid to use satire ("Crime of the Century") or raunchy humor ("What A Game") along with soaring chorales, ballads and rags. When Brian Stokes Mitchell (as musician Coalhouse Walker) and Audra McDonald (as his beloved Sarah) sang of how they would ride into the future "On the Wheels of a Dream," it was pure, potent musical theatre. Though overproduced and under-directed, Ragtime was a musical with brains, heart, and a touch of courage.

 

Century's End: Old and New
The 1998-99 season was one of disappointments. The few new musicals suffered from serious flaws.

– A stage adaptation of the film Footloose (1998 - 737) had enthusiasm but reeked of professional ineptitude - a fact that repulsed critics but drew strong ticket sales. 

– A bloodless stage adaptation of Saturday Night Fever (1999 - 500) was dismissed by the critics, but still racked up a fourteen million dollar advance – proving yet again that there is no underestimating the taste of some ticket buyers.  

– Despite composer John Michael LaChiusa's insistence that his Marie Christine (1999 - 44) was a musical, it was a didactic modern opera inaccessible to most audiences. 

– Parade (1998 - 84) was a somber history lesson with little audience appeal, given a handsome production by director Hal Prince. The true story of a bigoted Southern mob lynching a Jewish man for a crime he didn't commit, this show had few admirers until after it closed. As the only major book musical competing with Footloose, Parade copped Tonys for Best Book and Score. 

– A revised Annie Get Your Gun (1999 - 1,046) gave the radiant Bernadette Peters her strongest vehicle to date, and her second Tony as Best Actress in a Musical. Despite clumsy cuts, Irving Berlin's finest stage score still delighted audiences. 

– Fosse (1999 - 1,108), a compendium of the late choreographer's finest dances, was the season's longest running hit. Consisting of previously seen material, it could hardly be called a new show, but it won the Best Musical Tony. Co-directed by Richard Maltby Jr. and Ann Reinking, with special assistance by Fosse's widow Gwen Verdon, it offered a wide ranging look at what this "razzle dazzle" genius had accomplished.

The highlight of late 1999 was a revival of Kiss Me Kate (1999 - 885), a glorious production that stood out all the more in an era when new shows were marked by  intellectual vapidity and a terminal shortage of humor. Audiences were amazed to hear themselves laugh out loud at lyrics for the first time in years – proving Cole Porter's genius was indeed timeless. After years of "heavy" musicals, theatre goers were hungry for something happier. But musical comedy was dead and buried -- wasn't it?

After flourishing through most of the 20th Century, the Broadway musical was in uncertain condition at century's end. Shows that appealed to the lowest common cultural denominator thrived, while wit and melody were reserved for revivals. Musical theater professionals and aficionados had good reason to wonder what the next century might bring.

Musical Comedy Returns: "Where Did We Go Right?"

Crowds line up outside The Producers, the most Tony-winning musical to date.
The year 2000 found the Broadway community quite unsure of what the future of musical theater could be. James Joyce's The Dead (2000 - 111 perfs) was written by men with no experience creating musicals. It showed. The plot: after sharing a Christmas celebration with friends, a Dublin couple realizes that their marriage is a sham. That a cast of musical stage and screen veterans would take part in such a dull project was symbolic of how desperate actors had become for a chance to appear in a new Broadway musical.

Disney scored a commercial hit with Aida (2000 - 1,852 perfs) with Verdi's slave princess and a war hero sharing romance and death in ancient Egypt. However, the Elton John-Tim Rice pop rock score offered little substance to back-up the glitzy high tech production. Susan Stroman's Contact (2000 - 1,008 perfs) triumphed with a trio of experimental dance pieces that wowed the critics and swept the Tonys. Unions and theatrical purists protested that a show with no orchestra and no book was not really a musical, but few ticket buyers seemed to mind as they packed the house to see "The Girl in the Yellow Dress" (the ravishing Deborah Yates) taunt handsome Boyd Gaines.

The following season got off to a promising start when critics raved for The Full Monty (2000 - 768 perfs), based on the hit 1997 film about a group of unemployed men who try to make a few bucks stripping in a ladies club. David Yazbek's workable score was no match for Terrence McNally's witty book, and business was far from sell-out level.

Amid a slew of revivals and ill-conceived new shows, Mel Brooks brought in his long-threatened musical adaptation of his 1967 screen classic The Producers (2001 - 2,502 perfs). Nathan Lane played the manic producer Max Bialystock, who hopes to make millions staging a Broadway flop, assisted by Matthew Broderick as the nebbishy accountant Leo Bloom. Staged by Susan Stroman, it picked up a record-setting 14 Tony Awards. The full sized, shameless Broadway musical comedy, long considered extinct, was back and roaring. The sore point was that, for all its laughs, The Producers had almost no genuine sentiment – but few complained, even when Brooks priced the best seats at a chilling $485. It was hard to say which was more frightening – the greed of someone willing to charge such a price, or the stupidity of those willing to pay it.  But with Full Monty, The Producers and a sensational revival of 42nd Street running strong, musical comedy was once again the dominant force on Broadway.

This coincided with a period of creative stasis in London's West End. A musical comedy based on the hit film The Witches of Eastwick and Andrew Lloyd Webber's heavy-handed The Beautiful Game (about British football) had their admirers but did not find an international audience. As far as musicals were concerned, the ball was once again very much in America's court, and Broadway did its damnedest to keep it that way – even after an event that redefined New York City's way of life for years to come.

 

Dark Times, Fresh Humor
When a terrorist attack destroyed the World Trade Center towers on Sept. 11th, 2001, every theater on Broadway went dark for two days, but the theatre then regrouped and carried on. Just ten days after the attacks, the outrageous musical satire Urinetown (2001 - 965 perfs) opened to rave reviews. The surrealistic plot involved a drought-plagued city where the impoverished populace confronts a monolithic corporation controlling waste management – yes, a musical about the right to tinkle! A dark send-up of every imaginable theatrical convention, it became the sleeper hit of the season and proved that playful (rather than vicious) satire still had commercial possibilities on Broadway. Audiences were so busy laughing that they didn't complain when Urinetown spoofed them for needing to be told "that their way of life is unsustainable." Like the great musical comedies of a previous age, Urinetown succeeded by offering humor with an intelligent edge – what some have called "serious fun."

The London-born Mamma Mia (2001 - still running) roared into town a few weeks later, offering a familiar comic plot (a mother must confront the three men who might be her daughter's father) rebuilt around old hit songs by the pop group Abba. Critics were under-whelmed, but enthusiastic audiences kept the Winter Garden sold out for years to come. On Broadway and on tour, Mamma Mia's pure joy sold a heck of a lot of tickets. It was the first in a wave of jukebox musicals, "new" shows built around existing pop songs. Some of these pop-athons were revues, but most were book musicals where the songs came first, the plot second.. 

Broadway legend Elaine Stritch returned in a one-woman triumph, At Liberty (2002 - 69 perfs), winning Stritch the Tony she had waited half a century for – albeit a special award, not one for Best Actress. The big winner of the 2000-2001 season was Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002 - 904 perfs), a tap-happy adaptation of the 1967 movie musical. The new songs were mediocre, but vintage showstoppers by Gilbert & Sullivan and Victor Herbert combined with sensational choreography to garner several Tonys, including Best Musical.


Hairspray – the new millennium's wave of musical comedies rolls on!
Many enjoyed Movin' Out (2002 - 1,202 perfs), a dance musical built around the pop songs of Billy Joel, and Baz Luhrmann's updated Australian Opera production of Puccini's opera La Boheme (2002 - 228 perfs) won justified raves during its brief run. Broadway marked Richard Rodgers' 100th birthday with rewritten flop revivals of The Boys From Syracuse and Flower Drum Song. Bernadette Peters starred in a minimalist revival of Gypsy (2003 - 451 perfs) that please some but disappointed purists. The long-awaited German hit Dance of the Vampires (2002 - 56 perfs + 61 pvws) offered Michael Crawford in an incoherent blend of misfired comedy and passionless romance, and a well intentioned stage version of the film hit Urban Cowboy (2003 - 60 perfs + 23 pvws) soon two-stepped its way into obscurity.

The new musical comedy trend rocked on with the arrival of Hairspray (2002 - still running). Based on a popular 1988 film by John Walters, it told the story of an overweight Baltimore girl finding romance and stardom on a local TV show in the early 1960s. With a hilarious book and giddy period-flavored score, it gave Harvey Fierstein a chance to camp his way to glory as Broadway's ultimate drag mama. Hairspray became the third American musical comedy in a row to win the Tony for Best Musical – and the third winner in a row based on a decades-old movie.

 

Witches, Puppets and Jukeboxes
The following season brought a lavish musical adaptation of Wicked (2003 - still running), the best-selling novel that re-tells Baum's Wizard of Oz from the Wicked Witch's point of view -- a reminder that history is often told (and distorted) by the so-called "winners." Veteran composer-lyricist Stephen Schwartz offered that increasingly rare thing: a sophisticated score that benefits from rehearing. The massive Wicked was considered a front-runner for the Tonys, but it was unexpectedly eclipsed by a small, unassuming charmer.


A handbill for the original Broadway production of Avenue Q.
Avenue Q (2003 - still running) was an intimate, low-budget musical comedy about life among struggling 30-somethings in New York's outer boroughs. With Muppet-style puppets, some mild naughtiness (coy ads promised "full puppet nudity") and an irreverent sense of humor, Avenue Q quickly moved from Off-Broadway (adopted by the producers of Rent) to win rave reviews and Tonys for Best Book, Score and Musical.

Of course, it helped that the Tony committee classified Stephen Sondheim's brilliant Assassins (2004 - 101 perfs + 26 pvws) as a "revival" -- despite the fact that the show clearly qualified as a new show under previous eligibility guidelines. This daring production had to settle for winning Best Revival and Best Director of a Musical -- for Joe Mantello, who had also helmed Wicked. Ah, what a small world Broadway can be.

The following season saw the zany Monty Python's Spamalot (2005 - still running) win the Tony for Best Musical over the toughest competition of the decade. The good news was that Dirty Rotten Scoundrels (666 perfs), A Light in the Piazza (504 perfs) and The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee (1,136 perfs) all enjoyed profitable runs, proving that there was still a diverse audience for quality Broadway musicals.

Many felt a less than ecstatic when Jersey Boys (2005 - still running), a dramatized collection of pop hits introduced by Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons, became the first jukebox musical to win the Tony for Best Musical. Its main rival was The Drowsy Chaperone (2006 - 674 perfs), a spoof of 1920s musicals that bore little resemblance to its supposed targets. A handsome adaptation of the hit novel and film The Color Purple (2005 - 910 perfs) was over packed with plot, but a promising score and generous publicity (courtesy of producer Oprah Winfrey's popular daytime talk show) helped keep the show running strong for more than a year.

Some respected sources insist that the outlook for the Broadway musical is dim.

"Musicals flourished into the early sixties, but there were few new playwrights . . . and there seemed room for only one new writer of musicals, Stephen Sondheim. By the early eighties Broadway became a tourist attraction mounting fewer shows each year, some years not even ten, and these ten were often star vehicles or extravaganzas that depended on sensational stage effects. The same holds true today. It is difficult to imagine when Broadway will again play a significant role in New York's literary life."
- William Corbett, New York Literary Lights (St. Paul, MN: Graywolf Press, 1998), p. 37.
Stephen Sondheim was equally blunt –

"You have two kinds of shows on Broadway – revivals and the same kind of musicals over and over again, all spectacles. You get your tickets for The Lion King a year in advance, and essentially a family comes as if to a picnic, and they pass on to their children the idea that that's what the theater is – a spectacular musical you see once a year, a stage version of a movie. It has nothing to do with theater at all. It has to do with seeing what is familiar. We live in a recycled culture . . . I don't think the theatre will die per se, but it's never going to be what it was. You can't bring it back. It's gone. It's a tourist attraction.
- as quoted by Frank Rich in Conversations With Sondheim (New York Times Magazine, March 12, 2000),  pp. 40 & 88.
Sondheim has ample reasons to be be disheartened. From 1943 to the mid-1960s, Broadway musicals could be mounted for under $250,000, and a well-managed production could turn a solid profit in less than a year. Now physically simple productions like Rent can cost $3,000,000 or more, while The Producers is rumored to have cost over $10,000,000. Even with ticket prices topping $110, shows can run for several years and still close at a loss. The combined effects of inflation and too many people demanding a bigger share of potential profits take a mounting toll.

At the same time, the core audience of musical theatre lovers is believed to be shrinking. In 1999, The New York Times claimed that CD producers limit cast recording releases to 5,000 copies because that's how many collectors are out there. That would not constitute one full house at Radio City Music Hall! While this figure may sound extreme, recent sales figures back it up. Which brings us to a question so inevitable that it has become a cliché . . . 

 

Is The Musical a Dead Artform?
Theatrical professionals have fretted over this question for decades. Self-appointed experts offer all kinds of answers. However, among those who have lived and thrived in the world of the American musical, one finds a remarkable similarity of opinion. Try three of the genre's greatest songwriters --

The musical theatre will go on, and the showtune will never die. But I don't think we will ever have that special kind of American entertainment in quite the same way.
- Jerry Herman, Showtune (New York: Donald I. Fine Books, 1996)
History is replete with dire predictions about the future of the New York theatre . . . This time the malaise may indeed be terminal . . . Broadway cannot live without the musical theatre, but the musical theatre can live without Broadway. After all, its first home was Paris and then Vienna and then London and then New York. So changes of address are not uncommon.
- Alan Jay Lerner, The Musical Theatre: An Appreciation (New York: McGraw Hill, 1986)
It is clear that the musical theatre is changing. No one knows where it is going. Perhaps it is going not to one place but to many. That would be healthy, I think, just as the search in itself can be healthy. . . Thus it was for Shakespeare in Elizabethan times; thus it was for writers of musicals after Rodgers and Hammerstein; and thus it will be again. In the meantime, we have no choice but to be explorers as well as practitioners, to discover and set the limitations which will provide us our own discovery and release.
- Tom Jones, Making Musicals: An Informal Introduction to the World of Musical Theatre (New York: Limelight Editions, 1998), pp. 84-85.
British Mega-musicals dominated Broadway in the late 20th Century, but it is clear that they are not the art form's future. Right now, the corporate Disney musical reigns supreme on both sides of the Atlantic. The Lion King boasts magnificent Disney marketing and $12,000,000 worth of puppetry, but the Elton John-Tim Rice score has all the wit of a State Department press release. Luckily for Disney, contemporary audiences have been trained to prefer style over substance, and Lion King has style by the truckload.

Titanic and Ragtime proved that the Broadway musical was still capable of artistic achievement in the late 1990s. Frank Wildhorn's Jekyll and Hyde and The Scarlet Pimpernel showed that new American musicals with a pop-music approach could find an audience despite critical scorn. But none of these hits could match the decade-plus runs of the British mega-musicals. 


Crowds line up to see the long-running Rent.
When Rent proved a bona fide sensation in 1996, some critics said that it pointed the way to Broadway's musical future. Well, after a full decade, it is clear that these pronouncements were misfires. With amateurish production values, lust labeled as love, and bathos where a plot should be, Rent is less a signpost than a stumble. After almost a decade, it has spawned no trends, leaving nothing in its wake but the commercially unsuccessful rock-flavored stage adaptations of Footloose, Saturday Night Fever and Bright Lights Big City. If style, romance, melody and joy are things of the past, what is the point of a musical? Why not just go to a rock concert? 

It astounds me that the super-exclusive circle of Pulitzer Prize winning musicals (Of Thee I Sing, South Pacific, Fiorello, How To Succeed, A Chorus Line) – a circle that lacks My Fair Lady and Fiddler on the Roof – now includes Rent. What kind of madness is that? Rent's original New York subway advertising proclaimed, "Don't you hate the word 'musical'?" As a musical theatre lover, I will toast the day that this cacophony closes – despite the fact that it was the last Broadway production I was personally involved with.

Since 2000, the all-American musical comedy has made a stunning comeback. With the triumph of The Full Monty, The Producers, Urinetown, Thoroughly Modern Millie and Hairspray, critics and audiences have re-embraced a genre many (this author included) had supposed dead. With the exception of Urinetown, they are based on hit films. Musicals have been inspired by movies for decades, but not with such concentrated success. These musical comedies show tremendous promise, offering a happy blend of nostalgic pastiche and original spoof. They have also turned long-empty hopes into filled theater seats – the ultimate sign of a successful theatrical trend.

It is almost impossible to overestimate the role musical theatre plays in the economic life of New York City. Figure in what theatergoers spend at hotels, restaurants and stores, and it is estimated that Broadway contributes four and a half billion dollars to New York's economy. Off-Broadway musicals add millions more to that figure. That's a lot of income from a supposedly dead or dying art form! And in terms of the theatre itself, according to the League of Theatre Owners and Producers, nine out of every ten dollars spent on Broadway tickets are spent on tickets to musicals.  

 

And Film Musicals?
Animated musicals were one of the most lucrative screen genres of the 1990s, and several of those feature length cartoons have mutated into Broadway stage versions. While the results may be artistically questionable, they certainly keep millions of people listening to show tunes. The success of the live action films Moulin Rouge (2001), Chicago (2002) and Dreamgirls (2007) show that innovative directors can still make film musicals profitable, fresh and exciting. At the same time, the costly failures It's Delovely (2004), Phantom of the Opera (2005), The Producers (2005) and Rent (2005) prove that Hollywood is still too willing to rely on empty production values rather than on quality material and intelligent presentation.

 

Nice, But You're Hedging! Is the Musical a Dead Artform?

At New York's St. James Theatre, ticket buyers fork over more than $100 a seat for The Producers.
If it sounds like I'm hedging, I'm not alone. Musical theater historian Denny Martin Flinn writes –

When A Chorus Line gave its final Broadway performance fifteen years after it opened, the last great American musical went dark, and the epoch was over.
- Musical! A Grand Tour (New York: Schirmer Books, 1997), p. xiii
But by the book's end, he borrows a bit of a Jerry Herman lyric to reassure us that –

A light, however dim, shines at the end of the tunnel. . . After two decades of domination by heavy-handed entertainment without substance, style or sense, perhaps the American musical theater will still be here tomorrow – alive and well and shining.
- Flinn, pp. 494-495
The Producers, Thoroughly Modern Millie, Urinetown and Hairspray succeeded by doing what great musical comedies have always done – approach material in fresh and funny ways no one has attempted before. (Male strippers, singing Nazis, bathroom politics and interracial romance would have been unthinkable in the so called classic musicals of the 1950s!) At the same time, several Broadway revivals have taken new approaches to well-known material, infusing classics with fresh energy.

Is this really a new "Springtime" for musical comedy on Broadway, or just a momentary thaw? Only time will tell. For this trend to last, we need an army of new talents to keep new hits coming - and an audience large enough to make the results profitable. One wonders how many creative people will be willing to attempt the costly, high-risk process of creating musicals for Broadway in years to come – especially when film and television offer far more lucrative employment. A hit musical takes years to pay its creators anything like the six figure income a sitcom writer earns in just one season.

There is also the ongoing trend of "jukebox musicals" -- shows built around an existing catalog of old pop songs. These range from plot-based book musicals (Mamma Mia, All Shook Up) to essentially plotless semi-revues or dance musicals (Movin' On). Contact (2000) mixed classical and pop recordings, dispensing with any songwriters, live musicians or singers -- and still managed (in a feeble season) to win the Tony for Best Musical. While traditionalists may not be happy with jukebox musicals, it is hard to deny that the best of them sell lots of tickets on Broadway and on tour. So long as the money keeps flowing in, this trend will continue. One can only hope it does not reach the point where Broadway turns into Las Vegas East. 

 

AHEM! Is The Musical Dead?
All right, it is time for a direct answer . . . Dead? Absolutely not! Changing? Always! The musical has been changing ever since Offenbach did his first rewrite in the 1850s. And change is the clearest sign that the musical is still a living, growing genre. Will we ever return to the so-called "golden age," with musicals at the center of popular culture? Probably not. Public taste has undergone fundamental changes, and the commercial arts can only flow where the paying public allows.

But the musical is far from dead. It will survive, and occasionally thrive, by adapting to changes in artistic and commercial expectations. But change often comes at a price. The new century will take musical theatre and film to places we could no more imagine than the people of the early 1900s could have foreseen the technology of The Jazz Singer or the subject matter of Hedwig and the Angry Inch. As it moves forward, the musical will go places some of us may not care to follow. But so long as a song helps to tell a story, musicals will be around.

Just as we opened this series of essays with a definition of the musical, so now we close with another. This one is courtesy of Oscar Hammerstein II –

"It is nonsense to say what a musical should or should not be. It should be anything it wants to be, and if you don't like it you don't have to go to it. There is only one absolutely indispensable element that a musical must have. It must have music. And there is only one thing that it has to be – it has to be good."
- as quoted by Stanley Green in The World of Musical Comedy (New York: Ziff Davis Publishing, 1960), p. 7.
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