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Foreword


During the last hundred years or so the musical theatre has offered numerous descriptive sub-titles for its staged products. The Gilbert and Sullivan works and their rivals saw themselves quite logically as comic operas, following Offenbach’s chosen ‘opera comique’. The next generation of musical shows tended to prefer the title of ‘musical comedy’. Because the popular theatres had no place for ‘musical tragedies’ the word comedy became pointless and the single title of ‘musical’ came into common use. And so it has remained. A musical is quite simply a romantic story enlivened by music of a popular nature - in many shapes and forms. The work that many would choose as the best musical of all - ‘My Fair Lady’ - is successful because its libretto is George Bernard Shaw’s superb comedy ‘Pygmalion’ more or less intact enhanced by a musical score of unrivalled aptness and grace. All of the fifty musicals discussed in this book are perfect in their own way - ‘Oklahoma’, ‘Oliver’, ‘Show Boat’ - with ‘Porgy and Bess’ a work of such musical substance that it is very often categorised as an ‘opera’. Somebody else’s choice of fifty titles would not be very different. And anyone who can claim to have heard and knows all of these works could be one the luckiest people around. The world of the musical is a world of sheer enjoyment, a world of laughter and tears perfectly blended with a sauce of greatly unforgettable tunes. This is the world of the Musical tastefully dissected!


Peter Gammond


Author of the Oxford Companion to Popular Music
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Peter Gammond with composer Leonard Bernstein in Paris 1988.













Introduction


What is the musical? It is difficult to identify with great clarity exactly what the musical is, however it would be true to say that it is very much a living art form.


Musicals are constantly evolving and have been doing so for the last few centuries, both on stage and screen. Most musicals can be identified in that they tell a story, with either song, or song and optional dialogue, enabling them to showcase the talents of the performers and writers.


Historically, musicals were termed as comic operas, operettas, burlesques, extravaganzas and musical comedies. However, they also had their roots in variety, vaudeville, musicals and minstrel shows.


Musicals that stand the test of time must have many essential qualities including great songs and music, interesting characters, believability and be both creative and entertaining.


As to how long ago they were first performed, you can go back to both Greek and Roman times. Playwrights from both eras were known to have included music and dance in performances often being staged in open air amphitheatres, often featuring sexual humour, and political and social satire - the purpose being to entertain the masses by any means possible.


During the Middle Ages, Europe was home to many travelling minstrels and troops of players that performed both popular songs and slapstick comedy.


The question has long been asked, are musicals descended from opera? Although operas have evolved since the late 1500s, it is not thought that contemporary musical theatre and film are descendants of either classic theatre or opera. Many early musicals often spoofed opera but it is easier to trace the lineage of musicals from the vaudevilles and burlesques of the day.
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A scene from The Beggar’s Opera 1729





Musicals have been with us for hundreds of years. Although the aspect of musicals overlaps with other theatrical forms such as opera and dance, the musical theatre can be seen as a combination of songs, acting, spoken dialogue and dance. The communication of humour, love and anger are told through words, music and movement.


One of the forerunners to our modern day musical was written by John Gay in 1728, and was called The Beggars Opera running for 62 performances at the Lincolns Inn Fields. This broke records at the time and manager of the theatre, John Rich, who had initially been reluctant to stage the play made so much money from the production that he built a new theatre in Covent Garden which stood in place of the Royal Opera House.
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A scene from Trial by Jury 1875





The Beggars Opera became popular due to clever use of familiar tunes and using characters that its audience could identify with. The music for the show included popular songs of the time with the story being a satire on an Italian dramatic opera which had been popular in London at that time.


During the Victorian era, burlesques became a popular way of entertaining the masses. These featured exaggerated costumes with on occasion, leading actresses showing their legs in britches which were scandalous for this age. Burlesque usually satirized well known plays, stories and operas, many of the burlesques were full of puns and wordplays which were popular at the time.


During this era, two famous writers, Gilbert and Sullivan came to the fore. The pair wrote 14 operettas together between 1871 and 1896 but were involved in many other productions. It was thanks to London theatre manager Richard D’Oyly Carte that the two came together; after asking successful playwright Gilbert to produce a new piece for him, he recommended Sullivan and the pair produced Trial By Jury, which became a huge success.


Riding high on the success of this production D’Oyly Carte took a huge risk and leased another London theatre and founded the Comedy Opera Company. Both Gilbert and Sullivan had agreed to write him a full length opera, the first, called The Sorcerer, opened in 1877 and was then followed by HMS Pinafore.


Unauthorised versions of several of Gilbert and Sullivan’s operettas had been staged in America and upon hearing this, Gilbert was so furious that he used the issue of piracy to inspire his next libretto, The Pirates of Penzance. In an attempt to resolve this problem, D’Oyly Carte ensured that the production opened on the same day in December 1879 both in New York and London.


Gilbert and Sullivan operas became so popular in the late 1800s, that a new theatre was built especially to house them. The Savoy Opera opened in April 1881 and for over the next 15 years people flocked to see the pair’s hugely successful operas.


It is interesting to note that it was mainly due to the charm and persuasiveness of D’Oyly Carte which kept the partnership between Gilbert and Sullivan in tact. They were reportedly constantly at loggerheads with each other.


Although hugely successful with his comic operas, Sullivan was still ambitious to garner the same success in writing grand opera. Yet again, D’Oyly Carte stepped in to help him realise this goal by building the Royal English Opera house. Sullivan’s first grand opera, Ivanhoe opened at the Royal English Opera house in January 1891 and although popular, the public were never to show the same appreciation and enthusiasm as they did for the cheerful and witty works created by both Gilbert and Sullivan.


Even in modern day musical theatre, Gilbert and Sullivan’s influence is profound: they found ways to integrate musicals so that both the lyrics and dialogue are designed to create a coherent story. Many famous authors and composers of musicals have long admired their works, including PG Woodhouse, Jerome Kern, Ira Gershwin, Irving Berlin, Ivor Novello, Oscar Hammerstein and Andrew Lloyd Webber.


During the 1870s and 80s, musicals began to attract much more attention from respectable audiences in a marked contrast from the bawdy musical shows and risqué burlesques of the past.


On Broadway, many hundreds of musical comedies were being staged in the early 20th century, however their runs continued to be relatively short compared to London runs until the 1920s. However, taking their musicals on tour became commonplace in America.


After leaving the Savoy Theatre, George Edwardes took over the Gaiety Theatre and started to produce a more family friendly musical theatre style, using breezy popular songs and snappy romantic banter. These became hugely successful, with the bawdy women of the burlesque being replaced with respectable corps of dancing girls. Both In Town, produced in 1892 and The Gaiety Girl in 1893 revolutionised the London stage and was to set the tone in musical production and direction for the next three decades.


Having been virtually eliminated by the Edwardian musical comedies in 1890s, operetta made a return to both London and Broadway in 1907 with the production of The Merry Widow; several others were to follow however during World War One. Not surprisingly, the German language operetta lost its popularity.


The need for escapist entertainment during WWI saw the hit musical Irene running for a record-breaking 670 performances on Broadway. Likewise, in Britain, Maid of the Mountains ran for 1352 performances and Chu Chin Chow ran for 2238 performances, more than twice as many as previous musicals. This set the record for nearly 40 years, not to be broken until the long running production of Salad Days.


By 1920, the gradual American evolution in musicals spearheaded by the likes of Charles Frohman and Jerome Kern began to replace the dominance of British musical theatre. Both ragtime and jazz styled musicals began to take hold with the Shubert brothers and other new writers such as George and Ira Gershwin, Rodgers and Hart producing many popular musicals of that era.


During the Roaring Twenties, musicals tended to include big dance routines, popular songs and more emphasis on star actors and actresses, sadly sometimes at the expense of the plot.


Famous stars such as Fred Astaire and Marilyn Miller became popular during this era in America; meanwhile stars such as Ivor Novello and Noel Coward were becoming equally famous in London. The production of Showboat in 1927 at the Ziegfeld Theatre created a completely new genre, distinguishing the musical play from the musical comedy.


The Great Depression of the 1930s affected audiences on both sides of the Atlantic with only a few stage shows exceeding their runs on either Broadway or London.
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Jose Collins as Teresa in The Maid of The Mountains





The 1940s saw the completion of the revolution in musical history created by Showboat with the opening of Rogers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! It became the first blockbuster Broadway show, running for more than 2000 performances, defying musical conventions by raising the curtain not to a bevy of chorus girls but rather a bunch of rather plain women churning their butter with the song “Oh What a Beautiful Mornin’” being sung off stage. Rodgers and Hammerstein became some of the most important contributors to the musical play form, going on to produce some of musical theatre’s best loved and most enduring classics which include Carousel, South Pacific, The King and I and The Sound of Music.


Now the golden age of American musical theatre arrived, the formula for these reflecting the widely held perceptions of the American dream. Namely that stability and worth derives from a loving relationship which has been sanctioned by the ideals of marriage, that married couples should make a moral home for their children away from cities and that the woman’s place was in the home and the idea that Americans incorporate a pioneering spirit or being self made successes.
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My Fair Lady – one of the best musicals of the century





The 1950s was to see the beginning of many long-running shows such as My Fair Lady, starring Rex Harrison and Julie Andrews and The Boyfriend, which ran for more than 2000 performances in London, becoming the third longest running musical in the West End and Broadway’s history.


Towards the end of the 50s, West Side Story, created by Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim premiered, but although being popular with the critics, it failed to wow its audiences. When Sondheim and Arthur Lawrence teamed up again to produce Gypsy, the show enjoyed renewed success, running for 700 performances and being revived four times.


The Sound of Music was the last hit created by Rodgers and Hammerstein, it opened at the end of the 50’s and ran for many years becoming one of the most popular musicals in history.


The 1970s were to see the flourishing of the new genre of rock musicals. Many of these rock musicals began with concept albums, then moving onto film and stage. These included such productions as Tommy, Jesus Christ Superstar, Godspell, The Rocky Horror Show and Two Gentlemen of Verona.


When A Chorus Line was bought to the stage in 1975, it was a huge success, becoming the longest running production in Broadway history up to that time running for more than 6000 performances and sweeping the board at the Tony awards that year.


Towards the end of the decade, productions such as Evita and Sweeney Todd were to become the precursors too much darker, big budget musicals to be produced in the 1980s, which depended on more dramatic stories, sweeping scores and spectacular visual effects.


The 1980s were to see European style “mega musicals” arrive onto the stages of Broadway, the West End and elsewhere in the world. Most of these works were to feature pop influenced scores, big budget shows with large casts and sets and being identified for notable effects such as the falling chandelier in the Phantom of the Opera and a helicopter landing on the stage in Miss Saigon.


Andrew Lloyd Webber was to become world famous, producing musicals such as Evita, Cats, Starlight Express and the Phantom of the Opera. These shows had extraordinary international success and were the beginning of mega-musicals that relied on huge budgets. With the multimillion dollar production costs, these shows needed to run for years simply to turn a profit.


Despite the growing number of largescale musicals in both the 80s and 90s such as Walt Disney’s Beauty and the Beast and the Lion King, a number of low budget, smaller scale musicals had managed to find both critical and financial success. These included such productions as the Little Shop of Horrors and Blood Brothers.


In more recent times, both producers and investors have used familiar themes to guarantee the return on their investments and in turn hopefully show a healthy profit. However, some new and unusual productions such as Urinetown have taken a chance and been successful on the stage. Many revivals have been given the kiss of life, as they have proven material with hopefully a built in audience to create profit: these include the likes of South Pacific, Gypsy, West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof.


The emergence of jukebox musicals where a minimal plot is created to fit a collection of songs has recently being very successful, including the likes of Mama Mia!, Buddy - the Buddy Holly Story and Jersey Boys.


The history of musicals has been evolving and changing for many generations, and it is clear that the musical is still a living and growing genre. It is unlikely to see a return to the so-called golden age of musicals as public taste has undergone fundamental changes, however spectacular musicals have been and always will be popular tourist attractions and, at the end of the day, still offer a great night out!










A Chorus Line


Having opened on Broadway in 1975 at the Shubert Theatre, A Chorus Line was the longest running Broadway musical to be originally produced in the US until the advent of Cats. It still remains the sixth longest running Broadway show of all time, with 6137 performances and went on a worldwide tour including a lengthy spell in the West End in 1976.


The Public Theatre, off Broadway, had to borrow $1.6 million to produce the show. However there was a huge demand to see the musical and the entire run sold out immediately. In 1976, it received 12 Tony award nominations and won nine of them; it also won the 1976 Pulitzer Prize for Drama, a rare and well deserved accolade for a musical.
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