AMERICAN MUSICAL THEATRE

Highlights
Stanislavski said: “…the abstract language of music is the only direct way to the human heart.”

1900s

Overview:


Immigrants were arriving in droves; America was exploding; cultures mixed.


Wholly new and original theatre began, and FIRST time it was called Musical Comedy.

1901: 

George M. Cohan “invented” musical comedy with The Governor’s Son which didn’t do very well.
1903:


In Dahomey opened; it was the FIRST full-length black musical comedy in a major Broadway theatre.

Victor Herbert moved from operetta to musical comedy with his hit show Babes in Toyland.
1904:


New York Theatre District officially began with the opening of the subway system.

1906:

Cohan’s first hit was Forty-Five Minutes from Broadway with hits such as “Give My Regards to Broadway” and “Yankee Doodle Dandy” – he wrote 21 musicals in his career.
1910s
1914:


Watch Your Step opened; FIRST musical with syncopated dance music. Because it was a ragtime musical, caused somewhat of a scandal. Irving Berlin wrote the score. FIRST American musical to become VERY popular in London.

1915:


Musical comedy took a step forward with the Princess shows which got their name because they ran at the Princess Theatre. Laughs relied on character and situation not on one-liners as in the past. Songs and story began to blend, and Jerome Kern wrote many of the scores.

Then World War I happened and with that the earlier German influence on many of the productions was gone; the genre became truly American with very little ties to opera. London was clamoring for more and more American musicals.
1919:


Irene opened and was one of the most popular and original shows to date – it was about a New York City seamstress and included some social issues.

Then there was the first actors’ strike so the revue became popular.

Ziegfeld Follies opened and became extremely popular.

1920s
Overview:


Dance became more important in musicals. They invented the Charleston, fox trot, shimmy, one-step, two-step, the Boston and the tango.


Writing teams began; one would write and score and lyrics and the other the book.


The energy and the music of the Jazz Age were used in musicals making them even more American.


Ziegfeld Follies continued.
1921:


Shuffle Along, a musical revue, was responsible for the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s.

1924:


Gershwin Brothers (George and Ira) had their first hit with Lady, Be Good; it starred Fred and Adele Astaire.
1925:


FIRST classical American musical opened – No, No, Nanette. The theme was money and American greed. It began in Detroit, went to Chicago, then Philadelphia, then to London, then finally to Broadway. FIRST out of town trial run and had revisions all along.

1926:


Costumes and sets began to be changed in full view of the audience for the FIRST time.

1927:


Gershwin Brothers had another hit with Strike Up the Band – dealt with liberal politics.


Show Boat opened and with that musical comedy BECAME an art form. It set the bar for all shows in the future. It dealt with racism and was a reflection of American society based on Edna Ferber’s novel.

THE GREAT DEPRESSION HIT AMERICA:


“Silly stuff” continued for a while; audiences didn’t want to think and couldn’t afford entertainment for the most part. Broadway wasn’t in good shape.
1930s
Overview:


The beginning of the decade was a step backwards from Show Boat; still doing “fluff.”

1930:

Girl Crazy opened and was a hit – but was fluff. However, it launched Ethel Merman as a musical comedy star.

1931:


Gershwin Brothers again with Of Thee I Sing which was the FIRST musical to win a Pulitzer Prize for drama. It was the FIRST musical to have a script published and commercially released. It was political and patriotic.

1934:


Anything Goes by Cole Porter opened with star Ethel Merman. She was the FIRST to “belt” songs. Many of the songs became American standards. Show was full of satirical jabs at society and funny gags but music was the strongest element.

1936:

On Your Toes opened with lots of dancing and comedy. Rodgers and Hart wrote ALL – lyrics, score and book. Ray Bolger was featured; he later had the Scarecrow role in The Wizard of Oz film. FIRST time ballet became part of the actual story in a musical.
1936-37:


Federal Theatre Project, part of Roosevelt’s New Deal, was formed. It was mired in politics. Theatres were forced to close, reopen, close again, etc.

1937:


FIRST concept musical – The Cradle Will Rock opened. It dealt with politics both communist and unionist. Developed by the Federal Theatre Project.
On the morning of June 16, opening night of The Cradle Will Rock, the Federal Theatre Project office began calling the press, announcing the cancellation of the show – the official reason was budgetary but the political motivations were clear. Armed guards (John Houseman referred to them as “Cossacks”) were posted at the theatre to make sure no one removed sets, costumes, props, or anything else paid for by the Federal Theatre Project. Houseman spent the day calling the press, telling them the show would indeed open in another theatre, which he still had not found. Actors’ Equity, the actors’ union, informed Orson Welles that as long as the actors in Cradle were employees of the Federal Theatre Project, they could not appear on any stage that wasn’t officially sanctioned by the Project. The musicians’ union then told Welles that if they moved to another theatre, they could no longer pay the musicians the reduced rate allowed for the Federal Theatre Project. Welles and Houseman would have to pay the musicians full union scale, as well as back pay for rehearsals, and they would have to hire more musicians in accordance with the standard Broadway contract. There was no way Welles and Houseman could afford this.

So Welles came up with a plan – the actors would come to the new theatre (wherever it might be), sit in the audience, and when the time came, perform their roles from the house. Of course, many of the actors were not comfortable with this plan, fearing that they might lose their jobs with the Federal Theatre Project. Still, Welles and Houseman insisted the show could go on, without sets, without lights, without an orchestra, perhaps even without some of the cast. They planned to put Blitzstein onstage at a piano (he was not a member of the musicians’ union) to play the whole score and even sing some of the parts if necessary. They sent an assistant, Jean Rosenthal (destined to become a major Broadway lighting designed), to go find a piano and a truck and just keep driving around Manhattan until they could book another theatre. By late afternoon, the press and hundreds of ticket holders began gathering outside the theatre. Some of the cast came outside and performed for them to keep them occupied. A few minutes before eight o’clock, a theatre was found, the Venice, twenty-one blocks uptown, for a rental fee of $100. They sent Rosenthal up there with the piano, and they led the crowd, now swelling to even greater numbers, on a twenty-one block march uptown to the Venice, picking up hundreds more along the way. The show began at 8:50 p.m., with Blitzen alone on stage, a single follow spot focused on him.
As Blitzen began singing the first song, he heard a small voice begin to sing along out in the house, and the follow spot swung out into the audience to illuminate Olive Stanton, a novice actress in her first show, who was playing the roll of Moll. Slowly, one by one, the actors stood when their cues came and ended up playing the whole show in and among the audience, never venturing onstage.







- Scott Miller in Strike Up the Band
1938:


Rodgers and Hart had another hit with The Boys from Syracuse. FIRST musical based on a Shakespearean play.

1940s
Overview:


Finally they were using the Show Boat model and the classical American musical form was created. Shows had more meaning behind them.
1940:

Pal Joey was still frivolous but had popular and interesting characters and songs.

1943:

Oklahoma! by Rodgers and Hammerstein, who would continue to dominate for many years, was a huge success. Agnes deMille did the choreography, including a ballet that told a story. The show was about the kind of men and women who built America. This was the FIRST time dance communicated story and character and psychology and set the standard for the future. Show broke a lot of old musical “rules” and as a result of the success, set a lot of new “rules.” FIRST show to have a large national tour and ran in London, Berlin and Paris.

1945:


Carousel, again by Rodgers and Hammerstein, opened. It was staged as realistically as non-musicals. Performers didn’t go downstage and sing all of the songs directly to the audience. Theme was community, and it has a haunting sadness.

POST-WAR PROSPERITY SET IN
1946:

Annie Get Your Gun opened with Ethel Merman. It was a little silly and had stereotypical characters. Dealt with male/female roles in life. Had several songs that became well known.

1947:

Brigadoon by Lerner and Loewe was a fantasy. It had the look and sound of an operetta but also had the contemporary energy of organic musical plays. Agnes deMille choreographed. 


Finian’s Rainbow was a political fantasy about American greed and racism. However, it was also a comedy.

1948:


Cole Porter’s Kiss Me, Kate was based on Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew. Again, male and female places in society were presented.
1949:


Rodgers and Hammerstein wrote South Pacific. It was a result of World War II and condemned racism and prejudice strongly.

1950s
Overview: Television began coming into homes.

1950:

Guys and Dolls is an example of ironic detachment. It’s one of the most perfect musical comedies ever written. It was based on three short stories.

1951:

The King and I was another by Rodgers and Hammerstein. It centered on cultural identity, traditions and moving forward. How does one handle the dilemma of honoring the past and moving into the future? Jerome Robbins was the choreographer.

1954:


Three Penny Opera began off-Broadway and moved to Broadway. It was the FIRST show to do this; there was great public demand. It was based on an original German work.


The Pajama Game, with choreography by Bob Fosse, illustrated union problems and strikes. A couple of the songs his the pop charts – “Hernando’s Hideaway” and “Hey There.”


The Boy Friend was the FIRST musical to begin in London and move to Broadway. It did well and was the American debut of Julie Andrews.

1956:


Lerner and Loewe’s My Fair Lady, based on Shaw’s Pygmalion, satirized the lines between social classes. It ran 6 and a half years; one of the longest in history. It went to London, Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest. Rex Harrison perfected a kind of talk-singing that was begun by George M. Cohan.

1957:


West Side Story based on Romeo and Juliet dealt with hatred and prejudice in a world where happy endings are not possible. Jerome Robbins was choreographer and director. In society there was racial prejudice against Latinos (Puerto Ricans in NYC); the show used this. The story spoke with one voice; made a specific comment about society. There were 12 major dance sequences.

The Music Man, produced by a young Harold Prince, made fun of small town America. There was an unlikely romance. EVERYTHING (book, lyrics, score) was written by Meredith Wilson. It was truly FUNNY and had eccentric characters.

1958:


Rodgers and Hammerstein wrote another show, Flower Drum Song, but it was a rehash of former musicals and not very well done.

1959:



The same team that created West Side Story created Gypsy with Ethel Merman again. The characters are Bigger than Life, including a pushy stage mother. The show marked the death of vaudeville and presented the question – At what price fame?
Mid to late 1950s London tried to create some musical comedies on their own without much success.

1959:


The Fantasticks opened off-Broadway and became the longest running show ever. It’s a cynical view of lone and marriage. Jerry Orbach played El Gallo; he’s more famous for his role on Law and Order. This show marked the end of romanticism and the embrace of cynicism.


Once Upon a Mattress poked fun at the fairy tale, The Princess and the Pea. It was a light-hearted comedy and launched Carol Burnett’s career.

1960s
1960:

Camelot opened and was still the convention type of earlier musical. A great deal was spent on lavish costumes and sets. Much difficulty in producing: performers sick, 4 and one half hours long at first. Story is an impossible love triangle.


Oliver began in London and opened in NYC in 1963.

1961:



How to Succeed in Business without Really Trying was a satirical view of big business; a spoof on corporate America.


The Sound of Music was the last how Rodgers and Hammerstein created. It dealt with issues connected with World War II. It had some aspects of earlier musicals, but some of the subject matter was serious.

Stop the World, I want to Get Off opened in London with Anthony Newley. Both the star and how came to Broadway in 1962, and it had a hit song with “What Kind of Fool Am I?”

1962:


No Strings was about an interracial couple; this was new for Broadway. It was also the FIRST time actors changed the sets on stage as part of the show.


A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum was hilarious, silly. It marked Steven Sondheim’s debut on Broadway as a composer.


1964:

Hello, Dolly! Was produced by David Merrick, Jerry Herman wrote the score, Michael Stewart wrote the book, and Gower Champion did the direction and choreography; all continued to dominate musicals for decades. The somewhat satirical although traditional story had an interesting route on its way to Broadway:

The story had begun as John Oxenford’s 1835 nonmusical British farce A Day Well Spent, which was translated and adapted into the Viennese farce Einen Jux Will er Sich Machen. A Day Well Spent was also (loosely) adapted in 1890 into the musical A Trip to Chinatown. Most famously, it was the source for Thornton Wilder’s 1938 stage comedy The Merchant of Yonkers, which was expanded in 1956 into the full-length play The Matchmaker, which in turn was the source for Hello, Dolly! Wilder was the first to insert the matchmaker character into the story, apparently inspired by Moliere’s 1668 farce The Miser and its matchmaker character Frosine.





- Scott Miller in Strike Up the Band 
Fiddler on the Roof was a different kind of musical. It didn’t follow the traditional formula. It was more adventurous, less tidy. I was about family, traditions, politics, persecution and strength. It is very Jewish and funny and tragic at the same time. There are thoughtful, deep, complex characters. It was the FIRST real concept musical. Lit went on to London, Hamburg, Vienna, Paris and Budapest.
1965:

Man of LaMancha was based on Cervantes’ Don Quixote and was another concept musical about the meaning of life and discovering your purpose. It began in America, but the French produced their own version; they did not import the original one.

1966:


Sweet Charity was written and choreographed by the amazing Bob Fosse, but he brought Neil Simon in to be sure the story held together and was funny. It had a fresh, fun, quirky style.


Cabaret was very political, dealing with World War II and persecution of the Jews. Hal Prince directed it. It was a bizarre and cautionary morality play done as socially responsible musical theatre. It paved the way for more concept musicals. It went on to London and Vienna.

1967:


Hair arrived on Broadway as a raw, visceral “happening.” It had a limited run, moved off-Broadway and then returned. It paved the way for less “stagy” musicals that were to follow. It was the FIRST musical to have full nudity on stage.


You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown opened off-Broadway, became a hit and wisely was left there; they didn’t try to put it in a large house. It was based on the Peanuts comic strip.

1968:


Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris opened off-Broadway as a collection of songs, but it was more than a revue. It defies description and has a strong sense of spirituality, like searching for something beyond the tangible.


Promises, Promises had music by Burt Bacharach and Hal David; pop music had rarely been used in musicals prior to this. Michael Bennett was the choreographer. The songs broke many musical theatre “rules” and were brilliant. They used meaning and emotion to drive the music.
1969:


1776 opened and centered on American patriotism and history while telling the personal stories of many historical figures. Much research went into this show; it was not imaginative fluff.


Tommy, the FIRST rock opera opened with songs by The Who. The show is about confronting psychological and social problems.
1970s
Overview:


Ticket prices and the cost of producing shows began rising drastically. People were also scared to go to the theatre district because there was too much crime. And regional theatres were developing all over the country and were doing great work. By now over half of the Broadway shows began in regional theatres.

1970:


Company was the FIRST concept musical that dealt with reality – both the good and the bad. It did not over simplify anything and changed everything in musicals from that point on.


Purlie was a solid, socially conscious musical theatre piece with no surprises. It had an all black cast.

1971:


Godspell opened off-Broadway and closed and reopened again and again. It finally got to Broadway in 1976. It began at Carnegie Tech School of Drama by a group of students. It had a soft rock score.

Follies was a look back at former musicals. The concept was about loss of the American dream and living in the past. The old-fashioned musical was now totally dead.

Jesus Christ Superstar was about political activism created by Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber. It was the FIRST rock/pop opera on stage and was technically amazing. At the end the Christ character rises from the stage, and his robe becomes as long as a three-story building. It upset many religious people and churches. It went on to London in 1972.


Two Gentlemen of Verona was a rock musical based on Shakespeare’s play.

1972:


Don’t Bother Me, I Can’t Cope had an all black cast and dealt with prejudice, but it was not an “angry” show.


Grease made many young performers into stars. It was not popular when it first opened, and they moved it several times. It became a hit in 1979 when it reopened after the movie was a success.


Pippin had a lot of social and political substance.  It was very stylized and dark and cynical; this was because the writer, choreographer, director, and “dictator” was Bob Fosse.  It’s the story of coming of age in a time with no adult role models worthy of respect. Over the years the ending has been altered so it’s not so dark and depressing.


1973:


The Rocky Horror Show opened in London and was a huge success. It was entirely British created, but it was about American society. Came to LA at the Roxy and flopped, went to Broadway and closed. Later it was reopened and has become a classic.

1974:


Mack and Mabel was the true story of two silent film legends. The score made Jerry Herman an important composer. The director tried to turn the show into an old-fashioned concept musical when it was written as a concept musical; it didn’t do well.

1975:


A Chorus Line opened off-Broadway and created a new genre of documentary musicals; it told real life stories. Michael Bennet choreographed and directed, and Neil Simon was brought in to add the comedy. Character-driven lyrics, personal subjects, and diverse people were represented. There was more music and dancing than in prior shows.


Chicago was totally created by Bob Fosse, and he had a heart attack during the rehearsal period. He recovered but had to slow down. The show is savagely satirical and celebrates decadence. It makes the audience uncomfortable on purpose; it presents a society that made killers into stars.

1976:


Pacific Overtures shocked audiences with its political opinions. The creative team was again Sondheim and Hal Prince. The production used techniques like talking directly to the audience based on “theatre of alienation.” They used some Japanese instruments and musicality. They used Asian performers; early musicals used whites trying to look Asian.

1977:


Annie was set in the depression era and showed the determination of the American spirit; it was uplifting. It had qualities of old and new musicals. It went on to London and then spread almost everywhere.

1978:


Zoot Suit opened in Los Angeles at the Taper; it was a musical docudrama by Luis Valdez. It was so popular, it moved to the Aquarius Theatre in Hollywood. In 1979 it went to Broadway and didn’t do well. It was the FIRST  major musical written by a Latino.


Evita opened in London and moved to Broadway in 1979. It was a hard-hitting and politically charged story based on real people but highly fictionalized.

1979:


Sweeney Todd was a chilling horror story, almost Twilight Zone-like. It was again by Sondheim and Hal Prince. It always worked best in smaller theatres.

1980s
Overview: 


This decade brought the most mediocre American musicals ever to hit Broadway; they were basically bland.

1980:


Les Miserables opened in Paris and was nicknamed Les Miz. It was translated into English in 1985 and opened in London; the reviews were bad, but the public loved it and it was a hit. It opened on Broadway in 1987 and won many awards. It’s based on Victory Hugo’s writings and French history.

1981:


Cats opened in London and got to Broadway in 1982. Animals reflected human, adult behavior, and it worked for all age audiences. It was a huge hit with great music by Andrew Lloyd Webber. The semi-environmental set stretched into the audience and up to the balcony.


Dreamgirls had full integration of all elements of musical theatre: acting, singing, dancing, character, emotions and concept. It’s supposedly not the story of Diana Ross and the Supremes, but so close that it seems likely that it is. The musical score basically traced the history of black music – all the way up to rap before it was even popular.

1982:


Nine was based on a Fellini film, 8-1/2. Tommy Tune directed it with minimalism in staging.

Little Shop of Horrors was innocent and goofy on the surface but dealt with serious themes underneath. It questioned “the American dream.” It was the FIRST with tongue-in-cheek approach to the story concepts. It has a relatively small cast with three singers “telling” the story directly to the audience, basically serving as a Greek chorus.
1984:


Sunday in the Park with George teetered between traditional plot driven and concept musicals. It both told a story and explored an idea. It was seemingly about George Seurat, impressionist painter, but it was actually fictional. It made the point that painting and the show do the same thing: catch people in the midst of living their lives. It was Sondheim and Prince again.

1985:


Big River was based on Huckleberry Finn and was full of political and social commentary.

1986:


Phantom of the Opera opened in London and came to Broadway in 1988. Andrew Lloyd Webber wrote the music, and he is known for not conferring with lyricists at all; he gives them totally completed music, and they have to develop lyrics to match it. There is no compromising. It struggled as it was getting ready to open so Hal Prince came in at the end and make it work for theatre.

1987:


Into the Woods was Sondheim’s combination of innocent fairy tales and the mystery of the woods. It was not a typical children’s story; it involves complex themes.

1989:


Miss Saigon opened in London and came to Broadway in 1991. It was about the Viet Nam war and took the idea of megamusical to the extreme. A helicopter landed on stage, there was a 20’ tall and eight hundred pound statue of Ho Chi Minh, and a Cadillac appeared at the end. It almost didn’t get to America because Actors’ Equity wouldn’t allow the Caucasian British actor to play the Asian lead; they tried to force the producers to cast Asian actors in the show. However, the producers insisted that Jonathan Pryce play the lead and refused to bring the show otherwise. Equity backed down. This was the FIRST musical to charge $100.00 for tickets in the mezzanine.

1990s
Overview:

There were many revivals of earlier shows.

1992:


Jelly’s Last Jam was based on the life of Jelly Roll Morton and featured tap dancers Gregory Hines and Savion Glover.

1993:


Kiss of the Spider Woman was an American creation but it was a hit in Toronto and London before it came to Broadway. It was political and was said to have a wild heart ad a fresh eye. It was one of the FIRST musicals to put Latino characters front and center.

1994:

Beauty and the Beast was the FIRST Disney Broadway show. It was very stagey, and critics said “Broadway was turning into Disneyland.”

1996:

Rent based on the opera La Boheme, and even more on the novel upon which the opera was based, centered on personal loss. It appealed to younger audiences and closed the gap between pop music and theatre music. The word RENT has numerous meanings in the show: money to live, temporary nature of life, things torn apart both outside and inside. For the FIRST time, the first two rows of seats were $20.00 so the average person could afford a ticket.
1997:


Jekyll and Hyde opened on Broadway after a regional and national tour and many rewrites. Directors were fired. Several popular ballads helped the show have a long run. They discovered that touring prior to Broadway was a good marketing tool.


Ragtime had great female roles. It was enduring and timeless and uniquely American. It was a masterpiece, an epic that said something meaningful about American life. 

The Lion King, directed by Julie Taymor, was transformative and spectacular. Filled with creativity, it was a huge commercial success. The entire theatre was the jungle environment. Although some critics still said it was “theme parkish.”


Bat Boy: The Musical opened at the Actor’s Gang in LA and went to Broadway in 2001. It was a new type of show about a boy trying to find his place in the world. It also poked fun at traditional musicals and had social comment at its heart.

1999:


Urinetown was a statement about society and its problems like overpopulation and dwindling natural resources. It was funny and satirical and used the “Pay to Pee” device.

Mamma Mia! Opened in London and came to NYC in 2000. It ran in Las Vegas for over 1,000 performances; it was the FIRST book musical to do that. It was built around the songs of ABBA and was a great hit.

2000s
Overview:


There were many revivals and shallow musicals based on films such as: Footloose: The Musical, Thoroughly Modern Millie, Urban Cowboy,: The Musical, Saturday Night Fever, Dirty Rotten Scoundrels. None of them were hits.

2001:


The Producers sold out and had rave reviews. Susan Stroman directed and is one of the few female directors of Broadway musicals. There were many over-the-top performances, but the leads were better than the show. When it was recast, it wasn’t as good. It’s a fairly conventional musical. But some of the tickets were $480.00 each.
2001 attack on the New York City twin towers caused economic problems for Broadway theatres.

2002:


Hairspray was the stage version of the film. It was a wacky mix of traditional and contemporary. It showed that ordinary people can change history. In dealing with racism, it was slyly subversive and showed that there is still work to be done in our society.

2003:


The Light in the Piazza was a shimmering new surprise. It brought new life to the theatre; it made the audiences feel – deeply, not just good.


Avenue Q showed a dysfunctional New York neighborhood using a combination of actors and puppets. It’s a “Sesame Street for adults” with appeal to younger audiences in their 20s and 30s.

March 7, 2003 there was a strike on Broadway – the stage hands’ union. It lasted four days when mayor Bloomberg called the major parties to his home and mediated a deal and Broadway reopened.

2004:

The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee was a hit with fascinating character studies. There were touching fantasies within the show. It’s about the American need to compete and the desire to win, to excel. Adults were playing children.


Jersey Boys was the story of The Four Seasons. It used many of their hit songs and became the FIRST genuinely mature catalog musical. It was brilliantly staged, used flashbacks and fantasy moments.

2005:


The Color Purple had a great score and a complicated plot. The production at the Ahmanson in 2007 was theatrically brilliant, fast-[aced and entertaining.

2006:


The Drowsy Chaperone was a spoof of 1920s musicals and took place in a living room.

Currently:


Musicals run indefinitely in Las Vegas.


Quite a few potential geniuses are preparing works – so……….
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