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For Kareen, who helped me hugely as ever, and for my son Doron who, being two at the time of writing, if anything slowed me down. Always a pleasure. He, I hope, will one day find this a useful guide to some great shows (once he hits double figures). She, as ever, will have to put up with my choice of musicals.

























Foreword





Having been lucky enough to grow up during the majority of the Golden Era of the American musical, I was fortunate enough to see the original productions of many of the great musicals: West Side Story, My Fair Lady, Hello, Dolly!, The Sound of Music, Funny Girl, Cabaret, Oliver! and Fiddler on the Roof are just a few of the wonderful shows I thrilled to with their original casts. So by the time I started my own career working in the theatre in 1965, I was already steeped in the unique excitement that only the musical theatre can give. My first jobs in the theatre were working on such classics as Camelot, Hello, Dolly!, Oliver!, and Hair – the latter being my last appearance in a musical when I joined the cast in the celebrated nude scene – mercifully for one night only!


Even though I wanted to produce musicals since I was eight years of age, and therefore was unquestionably precocious and ambitious, I never dreamed that I’d live through, never mind take a leading role in, the rise and rise of the British musical. In the process, I was also able to help take the musical beyond the confines of London and Broadway and make it a worldwide popular phenomenon.


As my grey cells start to reach their sell-by date, I Iook forward to reaching for James Inverne’s enjoyable and handy critical compendium of musicals and remind myself not only of the great nights in the theatre I’ve spent, but also those that I have regretfully/mercifully missed!




   





SIR CAMERON MACKINTOSH






















Opening Number: Introduction and the Entire History of the Musical Theatre (abridged)





I can pinpoint precisely the moment I realised how much I loved musicals. It was 1986, I was eleven and enjoying a fairly routine lunch in a London restaurant with my parents and sister. We’d taken the train up from Bournemouth that morning so Dad could attend some business meeting. Any excuse to come to the capital was to be grasped, but truthfully there wasn’t much in this one for my sister and me. Then, as he awaited the bill, my father produced some theatre tickets from his pocket. ‘A surprise,’ he announced with a typically theatrical flourish. ‘We’re going to see Les Misérables. Right now.’ I had already seen the show once and adored its heady mix of operatic bombast, the inevitability of revolutionary events bearing down on the personal tragedy of Jean Valjean and his nemesis Javert. But I’m not sure that my reaction was what my parents had been expecting. There, at the lunch table, cocky almost-teenager that I was, I burst into tears.


It was a mawkish moment, I agree. Had it been a (very bad) musical, I’m sure someone would have burst into song. As it was, my mother looked at me, vaguely perplexed, and asked, ‘Are you pleased?’ Pleased was not the word; the prospect of engaging again with that magnificent mix of music and drama (direction by Trevor Nunn at his best) was actually overwhelming.


Does everyone react to great musicals like this? A friend of mine, a fellow arts journalist, once opined that, ‘Anyone can like musicals. To love them as much as we do, you have to be Jewish or gay.’ As the first though not the second (he was nearly both; half of one and all of the other) it set me thinking. There are commonalities to be sure between Jewish culture and the tuners (as trade magazine Variety invariably calls them). To generalise – a certain dash of schmaltz, an easy sentimentality and a heart-on-sleeve keying into deep emotions through music (this from a religion that places its music at such a premium that in the Middle Ages German cantors had to be afforded guards to protect them from angry congregants who didn’t approve of the tunes). And that’s no surprise; for a people small in size we Jews have had a disproportionate impact on the formation of musical theatre. Irving Berlin, Moss Hart, Richard Rodgers, Larry Hart, Leonard Bernstein, Jule Styne, Stephen Sondheim and many, many more of the musical’s leading lights were Jewish. Amidst all this, Cole Porter, Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice seem strangely out of place. It’s OK though, non-Jews are allowed in this club. Yet there’s no denying that the chosen people were, apparently, chosen to write shows.


There has undoubtedly also been a large gay influence on the art form. Some of the above and dozens of other key figures fell into or hovered around that category. Gay themes surface in many shows – La Cage aux Folles, Kiss of the Spider Woman, Cabaret, Rent.


Yet the sheer size of audiences that have flocked to musicals belie my friend’s comment. Some statistics – Cats has to date purred its way into around 250 cities in more than 20 countries, Les Misérables has been seen by more than 51 million people in more than 38 countries, Phantom of the Opera by more than 80 million in 25 countries. Not bad going for a genre whose hard-core fan base is supposedly niche.


Musicals, though, should be seen in context. It could be said that they have been gestating since, variously, the musical extravaganzas of the Greek, then Roman Empires, the wandering players Shakespeare would have known (and certainly during this period the development of indoor theatres – with musicians needed to cover lengthy intervals enabling the house candles to be changed – advanced the relationship of music and drama) via the commedia dell’arte players from mainland Europe, or early opera. Most would point to the comic opera buffa from the likes of Rossini, or the operettas of Offenbach in France and Gilbert and Sullivan in England (and later, Franz Lehár in Austria) as the real starting point.


One can see why. Those forms intermingled speech and song, with the musical moments offering the dramatic high points. Fast forward several decades and, say, the sweet-toned climax of Show Boat’s ‘You Are Love’ sounds clearly a descendant of Nanki-Poo’s ‘A Wandering Minstrel, I’ from G&S’s The Mikado. But it’s hardly that simple. To start with, the first official musical is usually thought to be The Black Crook, a play with music that premiered in New York in 1866. Which predates Gilbert and Sullivan’s first show by some nine years.


Clearly, the evolution of the musical has taken place alongside that of various other genres. It has constantly learned from, been influenced by and assimilated the best of them. Operetta, most obviously. But then the jazz revolution of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and its effect in turn on popular and folk song had its own impact. Along came musical revues in New York and London – shows such as the Ziegfeld Follies and No, No, Nanette that spawned or adopted hit songs. In England, the working-class humour of the music-halls was still permeating musicals right up to Lionel Bart and beyond. In the US, shows were shot through with the bawdy flamboyance of vaudeville, which achieved a weird and unsettling synthesis with the spirit of German cabaret in Kander and Ebb’s Chicago. Kurt Weill and fellow immigrants from a violent Europe brought that Berlin sensibility to the playhouses of New York (witness Weill’s at once alienating and absorbing Lady in the Dark).


The quantum leap forward for the musical occurred in 1928 with Jerome Kern’s Show Boat. At once a finely wrought play and a stinging critique of racism, it was a far cry from the all-but-plotless revues that dominated. Kern’s lyricist, Oscar Hammerstein II, would pull off the same trick to even finer effect fifteen years later with Oklahoma! in the company of the composer Richard Rodgers. If Show Boat showed that music could intensify the emotional impact of a play (the baying refrains of ‘Ol’ Man River’ – ‘You dare not make the white folk frown’ – haunt the show like a leitmotif; the audience’s musical conscience), Oklahoma! broke new ground in terms of complexity of character and evenness of structure. It also introduced the notion of dance – an element of musical theatre that would grow until choreographers such as Jerome Robbins, Bob Fosse and Gillian Lynne would become as influential as any composer or lyricist.


The 1970s was a fascinating decade for the musical. Blissed out on the free love, rock’n’roll-infused era, shows began to boldly experiment. A Chorus Line riffed on the very nature of show business, showing its harshness, the way it can exploit the vulnerable and insecure, cast aside the washed-up and yet be as addictive as any drug. Sex and drugs were the chosen expressions of pacifist dissent in Hair, a show so free-flowing as to be at times incoherent – but powerful for all that. And rock powered The Who’s Tommy and, far more successfully, Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Jesus Christ Superstar. By the 1980s shows seemed to have finally cut themselves adrift from the ballads and conventions of operetta. Instead audiences endured the thrashing guitar of Superstar as Jesus is lashed by Pilot’s minions, or thrilled to the driving beats of Hair. Some of that spirit fuelled Stephen Schwartz’s folk singalong Godspell.


So what happened next? The end of the musical – which has been predicted almost as long as the form has existed? The renunciation of structure and move towards anarchy? Amazingly, the opposite. Confident in their new-found musical voices, the rock composers discovered that actually rock can be quasi-operatic in its outsize emotional scale. Through the 1980s Lloyd Webber explored and refined that idea: Evita and later Phantom of the Opera are rigidly structured, cleverly built and use musical and theatrical devices that reach back to Puccini. Evita’s ‘Don’t Cry for Me Argentina’ is as much a diva moment as anything in Tosca. In Phantom, meanwhile, rock is presented as sexual liberation (who, after all, is the Phantom if not a shadowy rocker, compared to square Raoul?) – but through the prism of grand opera. Along the same lines came Alain Boublil and Claude-Michel Schönberg with Les Mis and Miss Saigon.


Now, as the first decade of the twenty-first century begins to move to its conclusion, that movement has started to subside, to settle perhaps. Audiences or authors tired of the operatic through-sung shows; someone did, anyway. There was a concerted move to recapture the musical comedy days of the 1940s and 1950s. Cameron Mackintosh, the UK’s über-producer of the epic shows, had moved away from them to mount or back musicals with more modest, comic ambitions such as The Witches of Eastwick and Avenue Q (and simultaneously set himself to reinventing some old favourites, among them Oliver!, Mary Poppins and My Fair Lady). From the US came The Producers and Hairspray. Audiences learned to laugh again.


There were also financial reasons for all of this (and political too, arguably, as a public emotionally battered by war and terrorism sought escapist fare). Musicals had become expensive – incredibly so for anyone with pretensions to Broadway or the West End. The vast receipts of the handful of phenomenal successes (Les Mis, Saigon, Cats, Starlight Express) of the 1980s had driven up costs so that by the mid-1990s it was all but impossible to stage a musical of any scale for less than around 3 or 4 million pounds. A big show could easily cost 7 or 8.


As the risks went up, so producers looked for safe bets. The individuals who would previously risk their houses on a show they believed in for the most part couldn’t keep up. To stay in that league they would have to join producing conglomerates – effectively become corporations. And corporations are generally risk-averse. At the same time big businesses were tempted to get in the game, either by the potential rewards or the publicity or both. Results were mixed: Disney’s first effort, for instance, was the cynical-feeling Beauty and the Beast, but its follow-up, The Lion King, was a magnificent celebration of theatrical craft. In any case, finding the sort of person to take a chance on a show about, say, cats, using lyrics by a dead poet, would be an almost-definite no-go now.


There are the breakthroughs, the experiments. Spring Awakening, a celebration of love and contemporary rock, or the gloriously subversive and original Avenue Q, both from New York, have been breaths of fresh air. And the truth is that talent will out, whatever the financial situation. What is needed now is that talent. Where are the new composers to succeed Andrew Lloyd Webber and Stephen Sondheim, today’s most revered talents? There are fine writers around – Adam Guettel (Richard Rodgers’s grandson), Jason Robert Brown and George Stiles to name three. But none so far has really seized the imagination of the wider public.


If one person in the entire history of the musical has shown its possibilities, that man is Sondheim. He has stretched himself and the genre, moving adeptly from farce (A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum) to poignant comedy (A Little Night Music) to hip relationships drama (Company) to nostalgia both bitter (Follies) and hopeful (Merrily We Roll Along) to Grand Guignol (Sweeney Todd ) to post-modern fantasy (Into the Woods) to a work that grapples with the very limits of what the musical can possibly do – Sunday in the Park with George. In this musical, Sondheim strains to create drama from art, a plot from the act of painting. And at the miraculous close of Act I, as his various characters assemble to re-create visually Georges Seurat’s pointillist masterpiece Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, there is that rare sense of art forms swirling together like paint on a palette, to create something utterly new, something riveting. Music, drama and the stage picture fuse in a way that cannot help but leave an audience astonished, and deeply touched. Such is the power and the possibilities of the musical.


If there is not yet a new Sondheim on the horizon, one will undoubtedly surface. And in the meantime, there is an army of musicals already written, many frequently revived, which offer a wealth of material to amuse, charm, shock, move, delight – and have hardy eleven-year-old boys weep like girls at the prospect of revisiting them. (Shall I ever live that one down?) I hope that this book provides a useful guide to the shows you should make a beeline for, as well as a few to avoid like the plague.




 





JAMES INVERNE


Reading, 2009






















MY HUNDRED GREATEST MUSICALS

























Annie Get Your Gun







Music and lyrics by Irving Berlin


Book by Dorothy and Herbert Fields


Premiere: 16 May 1946, at the Imperial Theatre, New York





Irving Berlin proved he could pile as many hit songs into one show as his great rivals Rodgers and Hammerstein with this one. Not that the latter pair minded in the slightest. They were Annie Get Your Gun’s producers.


With a songlist that includes the likes of ‘You Can’t Get a Man with a Gun’ and ‘There’s No Business Like Show Business’, this was an enormous success. It was also something of a throwback to the pre-Oklahoma! days when musicals had relatively two-dimensional stories on which to hang lots of great tunes.


Despite the fine Ray Middleton as Frank in the first cast, the show was really all about Ethel Merman. This was one of her defining roles and to this day it is difficult to hear ‘There’s No Business …’ without hearing her voice in the mind’s ear.


TRIVIA


Hammerstein’s old collaborator Jerome Kern had been slated for this project, but died before he could complete it.


THE PLOT


The tomboyish Annie Oakley impresses the star of the Buffalo Bill show, Frank Butler, when she beats him in a shooting contest. He invites her to join the show, and she agrees. When her prowess threatens to eclipse his, however, he storms off to join a rival Wild West show. Neither can admit their love for the other, but soon they will have to work together again, if only to save their struggling shows.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘I’m A Bad, Bad Man’


‘Doin’ What Comes Natur’lly’


‘The Girl That I Marry’


‘You Can’t Get a Man with a Gun’


‘There’s No Business Like Show Business’


‘They Say It’s Wonderful’


‘Moonshine Lullaby’


‘My Defenses Are Down’


‘Who Do You Love, I Hope’


‘I Got Lost in His Arms’


‘I Got the Sun in the Morning’


‘Anything You Can Do’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


Some people have a problem with Ethel Merman in this role. I tend to agree. While I love her rendition of certain songs, especially ‘There’s No Business Like Show Business’ (where she seems to embody the formidable life force of Broadway itself), there’s no vulnerability in her performance. No sense that she needs Frank. All that is there, plus a good sense of bravado and tinges of wildness in Judy Kaye’s remarkable performance, for TER. It’s a two-CD set that’s as complete as it gets, and features a fine Frank from Barry Bostwick.
















Anything Goes







Music and lyrics by Cole Porter


Book by Guy Bolton and P. G. Wodehouse


Premiere: 21 November 1934, at the Alvin Theatre, New York   





Which of the Anything Goes myths are actually true? We know that Guy Bolton and P. G. Wodehouse saw much of their book thrown out just weeks before the first night. But was that, as common wisdom has it, because they set their story around a shipwreck and a real-life disaster made it necessary to change this, or, as some argue, that their work was simply deemed not up to scratch? Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse were asked to supply revisions. When a revival shortly before Porter died included his songs from elsewhere such as ‘De-Lovely’, did he really approve the new version? And did the title actually come from that widely reported conversation when, with opening night looming and no title yet selected, an impresario told everyone to choose anything because so late in the day was it that ‘anything goes’?


It doesn’t really matter, since we are left with one of the most tuneful and funny of all musicals. And in Reno Sweeney, the great Ethel Merman created one of her most famous roles. So totally did she throw herself into the show, indeed, that during a session of improvisation intended to throw up some good new dialogue, the one-time secretary dutifully took down what everybody said.


All that work was repaid in a fabulously popular show. The ever influential New York Times delivered a rave. Calling Bolton, Wodehouse, Porter, Lindsay and Crouse ‘supermen’, the newspaper’s Brooks Atkinson noted in his first-night review that, ‘When a show is off the top shelf of the pantry cupboard it is hard to remember that … the singers have not composed all those exultant tunes. If Ethel Merman did not write ‘I Get a Kick out of You’ and also the title song of the show she has made them hers now by the swinging gusto of her platform style.’ Since that high-powered night when Broadway once again beamed bright, the lustre of Anything Goes has never dimmed.


TRIVIA


Anything Goes producer Vinton Freedley built, with his business partner Alex A. Aarons, the Alvin Theatre where the show was premiered. The theatre’s name derives from the beginnings of the names Alex and Vinton.


THE PLOT


Billy Crocker, running an errand for his Wall Street boss on board the s.s. American as it floats in harbour, sees the love of his life, Hope Harcourt, also on board. She is engaged, but he stays to try and win her heart. He enlists the support of his friend, the singing evangelist Reno Sweeney (who herself is in love with Billy).


Matters get even more complicated when it transpires that two gangsters are on board and Billy unwittingly accepts a ticket that should have belonged to Public Enemy No. 1, Snake Eyes Johnson – for whom Billy is mistaken. There is trouble at sea.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR


This list uses the 1962 revival order of songs, in which several Porter numbers were imported from elsewhere – as Porter was still alive, it is generally assumed that it was done with his blessing. And it does make a great show even better!




‘I Get a Kick out of You’


‘You’re the Top’


‘Friendship’


‘It’s De-Lovely’


‘Anything Goes’


‘Let’s Misbehave’


‘Blow, Gabriel, Blow’


‘Be Like the Bluebird’


‘The Gypsy in Me’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


For all that Merman is considered wellnigh iconic in the role, I prefer the more vulnerable yet still feisty and resourceful interpretation of Sally Ann Triplett, in a 2003 revival at London’s National Theatre. And this is my preferred version all round, with a great sense of company and comedy from all. There are other lovely individual turns too from John Barrowman’s Billy, Mary Stockley’s Hope and Martin Marquez as the would-be highly dangerous criminal, Moonface Martin.



















Aspects of Love







Music by Andrew Lloyd Webber


Lyrics and book by Don Black and Charles Hart


Premiere: 17 April 1989, at the Prince of Wales Theatre, London   





‘He couldn’t decide whether to take the Puccini route, or the Offenbach route,’ a jovial Alan Jay Lerner told fellow lyricist Don Black on the opening night of Aspects of Love, referring to its composer Andrew Lloyd Webber. ‘He went the Puccini route. But he should have gone the Offenbach route!’


Lerner was not entirely fair, and neither are the theatre historians when they routinely brand Aspects a flop. It did run for three years, not great by the composer’s previous standards, very good by those of most other shows – but then Aspects would never have the crashing chandeliers, rollerskating singers or dancing felines so beloved of the marketeers. It was, in a departure from Phantom of the Opera, its immediate predecessor, an intimate chamber piece.


In reply to Lerner’s jibe, Lloyd Webber instinctively goes the Puccini route. The big, hit-’em-between-the-eyes tune is in his DNA, and Aspects obliges with the heroic ‘Love Changes Everything’. Yet the palette is nicely varied – there are introspective little waltz numbers, suggesting a nostalgia for the opulence of years gone by, and in fact the prevailing mood is of elegance and urbanity. If anything the big numbers, good as they are, tend to stick out uncomfortably.


Trevor Nunn directed the first production, which was generally deemed too statuesque for the subject matter. A new, more restrained staging was put in place for 1993 and was liked far better.


The problems did not, however, stop there. If this show had a publicity ‘hook’, it was in the casting of Roger Moore as the sophisticated uncle, George. Better known for bopping villains as James Bond or the television spy The Saint than singing romantic ballads, this was to be Moore’s first musical. When he backed out at the last minute, it caused some bad press the production could well have done without (as if the post-  Phantom pressure wasn’t enough), although Kevin Colson stepped in, expertly, at short notice.


The show did not fare well on Broadway, running for just under a year. Yet it seems that time – and distance from Phantom mania – are being kind to Aspects. It is remembered as a relative flop (notwithstanding Michael Ball reaching number two in the pop charts with ‘Love Changes Everything’), but one for which many people have genuine affection. I suspect that history itself will judge it as a fine score, and a fine show.


TRIVIA


Trevor Nunn was insistent that, no matter how good their voices, the cast had to be good actors first and foremost. So when he auditioned Michael Ball – for whom the role of Alex turned out to be a star-making turn – he asked the singer to perform soliloquies from Shakespeare.


According to Lloyd Webber, during one audition for the part of Rose, the very beautiful and talented Catherine Zeta Jones was among the hopefuls. Black patiently explained to his excited colleagues that they couldn’t cast her – since the plot finally hinged on Alex leaving Rose, he felt that the audience would never believe that he could turn his back on such an alluring actress! Reluctantly, the others agreed.


THE PLOT


The teenage Alex Dillingham is obsessed with the beautiful actress Rose Vibert. They embark on a romance, which is endangered when Rose meets Alex’s charismatic uncle, George. She leaves Alex for George, whom she marries. But this is just the start of romantic complications which span some seventeen years.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘Love Changes Everything’


‘Parlez-Vous Français?’


‘Seeing Is Believing’


‘A Memory of Happy Moments’


‘Everybody Loves a Hero’


‘She’d Be Far Better Off with You’


‘Other Pleasures’


‘The First Man You Remember’


‘Anything But Lonely’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


The original London cast recording is really marvellous. Ironically, for all Michael Ball’s warm and pliant voice – a very natural tenor that easily reaches the highest notes – it is last-minute understudy Kevin Colson who steals the show. Everything with him is considered and, one feels, deeply personal. His George, sung with firm, resonant tones, is every bit as fascinating a character as the story requires him to be. By contrast Ann Crumb, aptly, seems almost a mess of insecurities as Rose – glamorous and desirable, but also vulnerable and even needy. Although on disc the pace eases off rather too much in the inferior second half, it is a subtly intoxicating listen.
















Assassins







Music and lyrics by Stephen Sondheim


Book by John Weidman


Premiere: 27 January 1991, at the Playwrights Horizons Theatre, New York





Even for Sondheim, a show about the men who have tried to kill American presidents was pretty hard core. The satire was unremitting, the humour less of a relief than in, say, Sweeney Todd, with the composer aiming to hit audiences right between the eyes – ‘Everybody’s Got the Right to Their Dreams’ sing the murderers in a twisted vision of the American Dream.


But then, this is not a musical where the guy gets the gal and waltzes off into the sunset carolling happily – it is a show where the guy gets the guy in the head and sings of his justification for doing so. In a word, terrifying. And frighteningly appropriate in an unstable world.





TRIVIA


Sondheim first came across the material when working with the Musical Theatre Lab, an organisation dedicated to encouraging new musicals. One script sent in was called Assassins, and depicted a Vietnam veteran who decides to kill the president. Sondheim wished he’d had the idea, and years later tracked down its writer, Charles Gilbert, to ask if he could do something similar with John Weidman.


THE PLOT


At a fairground, the owner of a shooting gallery tries to persuade passers-by, who include a parade of actual and would-be presidential assassins, to kill a president. A succession of scenes deals with the various attempted shootings from various points of view – culminating with Lee Harvey Oswald’s decision to assassinate President Kennedy.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘Everybody’s Got the Right’


‘The Ballad of Booth’


‘Gun Song’


‘Unworthy of Your Love’


‘Something Just Broke’ (added for London production)





RECOMMENDED RECORDINGS


Honestly, this is a stunning show, but I almost never put on the recordings. It is deliberately so unsettling as to make for a decidedly unpleasant listen. What works as a production is not as powerful purely through an album, so the recordings work best as reminders of the work’s effect on stage. Although it omits the not-yet-written ‘Something Just Broke’, the original New York cast recording on RCA is properly hard-hitting and vividly performed.



















Avenue Q







Music and lyrics by Robert Lopez and Jeff Marx


Book by Jeff Whitty


Premiere: 19 March 2003, at the Vineyard Theatre, New York





In Hollywood there’s a phrase for a certain type of movie pitch – ‘high concept’. It refers to an idea that is very easy to describe, preferably in only one sentence, and is so good it becomes the point of making the film (a classic ‘high-concept’ idea, for instance, is the film Phonebooth – guy takes a random call in a phonebooth, which turns out to be from a sniper who says that if he leaves the booth he will be shot). So how’s this for musical-theatre high concept: Sesame Street for grown-ups, complete with adult themes and swearing (and puppet sex)?


It didn’t quite do the trick for Robert Lopez and Jeff Marx when they were touting the idea as a TV series, perhaps because with the likes of South Park and even The Simpsons around already it didn’t seem quite fresh enough. For musicals though, this was highly original.


And so this offbeat (and occasionally beat-off) tale of the down-at-heel street where human and monster are united by their hang-ups was premiered at the Off-Broadway Vineyard Theatre in New York. It instantly became a cult hit and on its Broadway transfer to the Golden Theatre (outside which punters are invited to pose for photographs with a cut-out of the pornography-loving Trekkie Monster) won the Tony Award for Best Musical.


Among its admirers was the British producer Cameron Mackintosh, who put his money where his heart is and brought it to London’s West End, where it has enjoyed similar success. A new song was played on video screens to London preview audiences – the puppet character Nicky was shown sitting on the toilet, and sings the number ‘Time’, about how he intends to take as long as he wants during the interval. It was cut before the London opening.





TRIVIA


In a World Aids Day benefit in the US, the cast of Avenue Q performed a sequel to Fiddler on the Roof, entitled Avenue Jew – where Tevye and his family arrive in America to live on Avenue Jew. Various parallel story lines to Avenue Q include the song, ‘What Do You Do with a BA in Yiddish?’


For the Israeli production of the show, the character of Gary Coleman was considered not well enough known, so a local former-child-star-turned-actress Michal Yannai was enlisted, playing herself.


THE PLOT


Unable to afford more expensive accommodation, recent college graduate Princeton arrives in Avenue Q and rents an apartment from the landlord, ex-child-star Gary Coleman. His neighbours include the sweet young teacher Kate Monster, the clientless therapist Christmas Eve and her would-be comedian husband Brian, the co-habiting friends Nicky and (in-denial homosexual) Rod, and the constantly masturbating Trekkie Monster.


Rod is looking for his purpose in life. Kate has an ambition to open a special school just for monsters, and a discussion about racism leads them to acknowledge that ‘everyone’s a little bit racist’.


Kate’s headmistress, Mrs Thistletwat, calls to ask Kate to take a class the next day while she has major surgery. The delighted Kate starts to prepare a subject on the worldwide web, but is interrupted by Trekkie Monster who insists that ‘The Internet Is for Porn’. That evening, however, Princeton and Kate get drunk and, despite an attempted seduction by the singer Lucy The Slut, Princeton has very noisy sex with Kate. She oversleeps the next day, misses her class and resigns from her job.


At Brian and Christmas Eve’s wedding, Nicky tells of his suspicion that Rod is gay, which Rod angrily denies. The wedding scares the commitment-shy Princeton, who breaks up with Kate, telling her that he must find his purpose. Two weeks later, Princeton sleeps with Lucy The Slut. Monster relationships are clearly just as complicated as the human variety.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘It Sucks to Be Me’


‘If You Were Gay’


‘Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist’


‘The Internet Is for Porn’


‘There’s a Fine, Fine Line’


‘For Now’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


An easy one, this, as at the time of writing there is only one recording. And the original Broadway cast is excellent, the humour coming across with zip and clarity. The only weak link is the decision (reversed for London) to cast Gary Coleman with a girl (Natalie Venetia Belcon); it might have worked in the theatre, but becomes irritating on repeated hearing.
















Babes in Arms







Music by Richard Rodgers


Book and lyrics by Larry Hart


Premiere: 14 April 1937, at the Shubert Theatre, New York





At this period in their professional relationship, for all the private problems they experienced (not least because of Larry Hart’s addictive personality), Rodgers and Hart were churning out marvellous shows with a seemingly inexhaustible supply of hit songs. Babes in Arms alone boasts standards such as ‘My Funny Valentine’, ‘The Lady Is a Tramp’, ‘Johnny One Note’ and ‘I Wish I Were in Love Again’.


TRIVIA


The cast was not famous at the time, but included the young future star Alfred Drake.





THE PLOT


A group of youngsters is left to their own devices when their show-business parents cannot get work. So the teenagers resolve to put on a show to raise enough money to stop them being sent to a farm to work. The show flops. But life, and showbiz (at least in a musical), is full of second chances.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘Where or When’


‘Babes in Arms’


‘I Wish I Were in Love Again’


‘My Funny Valentine’


‘Johnny One Note’


‘The Lady Is a Tramp’





RECOMMENDED RECORDINGS


There are some excellent recordings, if you can get past the idea that these mega-famous songs should be sung as part of an integrated musical rather than as showpieces by sophisticated performers. Is it OK by you if it isn’t Sinatra singing ‘The Lady Is a Tramp’? If yes, then I’d go for the splendid 1989 New World recording with Judy Blazer, Jason Graae and Judy Kaye.
















Barnum







Music by Cy Coleman


Lyrics by Michael Stewart


Book by Mark Bramble


Premiere: 30 April 1980, at the St James Theatre, New York





If he was really going to capture the spirit of the most famous of all circus impresarios, P. T. Barnum, Cy Coleman must have known he would have to create, at least, ‘the greatest show on earth’. He gave it a darn good try and few remember Barnum as anything other than a fabulously good time.


Of course, a musical about circus folk was going to require performers who could actually undertake those feats. This was easier said than done. Weeks went by without a satisfactory cast being put together. There were actors who could do headstands, singers who could do backflips – but walking a tightrope, strolling upside-down, flying between trapezes? That was an entirely different matter. Eventually, buzz about the show reached the circus world itself, and young circus professionals began showing up at auditions. What was more, many of them could act and sing.


The lead role would be trickiest of all to cast. Where would Coleman find a star who would be prepared to shoulder the very real risks in taking on not only songs but stunts every night? He remembered a Molière-inspired show called Scapino, and its leading man who would suddenly run from the back of the stage and leap into the auditorium, landing nimbly on the back of a seat in the front row – and then run on chair backs all the way to the rear of the stalls. Jim Dale was recruited to create the title role and, with the young Glenn Close as his wife, the New York production lasted a very healthy two years.


Coleman hit gold again for the London transfer. Michael Crawford performed most of his own stunts on his television show Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em, and had earned his musical spurs in shows such as John Barry’s Billy. The West End production ran for even longer. For Crawford himself, the rewards were to be even greater – Andrew Lloyd Webber heard him sing and remembered him when he came to cast Phantom of the Opera.


TRIVIA


Coleman was classically trained, and composed a piano sonata in his teens – which he promptly lost.


For the original Broadway cast, The Oldest Woman Alive was played by Terri White, who in fact was only twenty-three.





THE PLOT


Phineas Taylor Barnum promises the audience the most amazing sights they will ever see. The audience, however, quickly discovers that his early skill is for ‘humbug’ – as he persuades a hundred-and-sixty-year-old woman to pose as George Washington’s nurse. His acts and stunts grow ever more elaborate and more popular, despite the disapproval of his wife Chairy. A more serious threat to their marriage will emerge, however, when Barnum promotes the great Swedish soprano, Jenny Lind. Meanwhile, despite the call of a more sober life and then politics, a fellow showman comes calling, the circus owner James A. Bailey. And he wants a partnership, so that together they can create the greatest show on earth.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘There Is a Sucker Born Ev’ry Minute’


‘The Colors of My Life’


‘One Brick at a Time’


‘Bigger Isn’t Better’


‘Love Makes Such Fools of Us All’


‘Come Follow the Band’


‘Black and White’


‘Join the Circus’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


Whilst on stage this show is suffused in spectacle (in what Coleman called ‘a birthday cake of a musical’), on record it’s all about Barnum himself. Coleman was indeed blessed with two great showmen in Jim Dale and Michael Crawford. Finally, though, it is Crawford who has just that extra ingredient – and it is a gift that he was born with. You just naturally warm to the guy. All of his energy, his drive and his enthusiasm (qualities that Dale also has in spades) are channelled into his own brand of likeability – you want him to succeed. It lifts the London cast version above its American rival, just.



















The Beautiful Game







Music by Andrew Lloyd Webber


Book and lyrics by Ben Elton


Premiere: 26 September 2000, at the Cambridge Theatre, London





This may be Andrew Lloyd Webber’s most underrated musical. One of the things to be admired about him is the way he continually seeks out new and varied dramatic ground – from the Bible, to the politics of Argentina, to T. S. Eliot, to speeding trains, to Gothic melodrama and, here, the Troubles of Northern Ireland. His lyricist was the comedian and writer Ben Elton, here making a successful debut as a lyricist (before disgracing himself by giving in totally to the forces of crass commercialism with the feeble Rod Stewart musical, Tonight’s the Night).


The show lasted less than a year in the West End. This was partly to be expected for a show with such a downbeat theme – an Irish youth football team, and its members as they gradually grow up and are split by sectarian loyalties. Partly also, the marketing may have been to blame – which seemed to concentrate on a Roy-of-the-Rovers-style football image, giving little sense that there was considerably more to it. Neither did a Broadway transfer materialise, very unusually for a Lloyd Webber show.


Nevertheless, this is a brave musical – one that seeks to tackle something of contemporary political importance in the tradition of the anti-racism themes of Show Boat and South Pacific. It also contained some extremely strong numbers, not least the anthemic ‘Our Kind of Love’. And compensation of a kind came for the composer when the show was named the year’s best musical by the UK Critics’ Circle.


TRIVIA


Elton originally wanted this story to form only a single act, with two separate acts focusing on other conflict zones.


For leading lady Shonagh Daly the show had painful memories. She grew up in Northern Ireland, and with one Catholic and one Protestant parent, the family experienced a great deal of abuse.


On a lighter note, Daly started her career as an usher for Phantom of the Opera in London. Between one matinee and evening show she and some fellow ushers had too much to drink, and during the late performance she lay down in a quiet corner of the auditorium to sleep it off. ‘I’m glad you’re enjoying my show,’ said a none-too-impressed voice. She opened her eyes to see Lloyd Webber glaring down at her. She did not remind him of the incident when auditioning for The Beautiful Game.


THE PLOT


In 1960s Belfast, a youth football team celebrates its triumphs and in particular the on-pitch heroism of its star player, John. As the boys grow up, however, Northern Ireland’s sectarian violence pulls the team members onto opposite sides. John himself, after being imprisoned for an accidental crime, is inducted into the IRA. Loyalties, friendships and marriages are tested to the limit.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘The Beautiful Game’


‘Let Us Love in Peace’


‘Our Kind of Love’


‘If This Is What We’re Fighting for’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


Only one to choose from, and it is very good. Josie Walker and Hannah Waddingham steal the show as the suffering footballers’ wives.



















Billy







Music by John Barry


Lyrics by Don Black


Book by Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais


Premiere: 1 May 1974, at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, London





Did the daydreaming Northern hero of Keith Waterhouse’s hit comedy Billy Liar seem an unlikely subject for the composer John Barry, then in his heyday and installed as the glamorous composer of choice for James Bond? In fact, it was a natural fit. Barry, like Waterhouse’s Billy, is a Yorkshireman. If, unlike Billy, he seems down to earth, his childhood was filled with outsize show-business figures – his father owned a chain of cinemas and concert halls and the stars would sometimes come to his house for a meal. To get from Yorkshire to Hollywood, Barry, again like Billy, must have had his dreams. Unlike the fictional character, the composer achieved his.


Barry teamed with his regular collaborator, lyricist Don Black, and the immensely successful television comedy writers Ian La Frenais and Dick Clement (between them, the pair created hit shows including The Likely Lads, Porridge and Auf Wiedersehen, Pet). They came up with a witty script and a sharp, attractive roster of songs.


But this show was always going to hinge on its star, and this is where Barry ran into problems. Michael Crawford was in his first flush of fame from his still-new TV series Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em and his ego could at times run wild. Barry, not known for being a soft touch, clashed repeatedly with his leading man. One memorable argument during a rehearsal featured Crawford saying, ‘You don’t realise how important I am to this show!’ Barry glowered back at him from the stalls. ‘If you’re so important,’ he taunted, ‘then why am I telling you to **** off?’


But Crawford was perfect for the role (‘A star is born,’ trumpeted one critic, somewhat belatedly), and the show was one of the big hits of its season. Alongside him in a talented cast were Elaine Paige and Diana Quick. There might have been a grain of truth in Crawford’s boast, since the show closed not very long after he eventually left, despite a fine successor in Roy Castle. It would be good indeed to have an overdue modern revival to see how another Billy fares.


TRIVIA


Another musical shares a title with Billy, also a book adaptation – but that American show is of Herman Melville’s Billy Budd and lasted only one night (possibly because there is already a magnificent English-language opera on that subject by Benjamin Britten).


A big London revival was planned for 1991, but it never transpired.


THE PLOT


Billy Fisher is an undertaker’s clerk who dreams of better things for himself. He escapes his everyday humdrum life by living in his own private dream world, which he calls Ambrosia. In real life he has three girlfriends, and spends much of his time inventing excuses to placate them. Eventually he must decide whether he will ever achieve his ambition and board a train to London to try his hand as a comedy writer.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘It Were All Green Hills’


‘Any Minute Now’


‘Is This Where I Wake Up?’


‘Billy’


‘Ambrosia’


‘The Lady from LA’


‘I Missed the Last Rainbow’


‘Some of Us Belong to the Stars’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


The original (and so far only) cast album is intermittently available on Sony. It’s charming and funny, catching Crawford’s imaginative, hugely likeable Billy to fine effect. When he regretfully muses, ‘I Missed the Last Rainbow’, you cannot help but feel for the daft so-and-so.
















Billy Elliot – The Musical







Music by Elton John


Book and lyrics by Lee Hall


Premiere: 11 March 2005, at the Victoria Palace Theatre, London





There’s no doubt that Elton John sees some of Billy Elliot – the small-town boy who overcame local prejudice to achieve his dream – in himself. He has said as much in interviews, and it was following the premiere of Stephen Daldry’s film at the 2000 Cannes Film Festival that, racked by emotion, he approached Daldry and his screenwriter Lee Hall at the afterscreening party and asked to turn the film into a stage musical. He then went to the film’s producers, Working Title, and persuaded them to fund the project (which came in at a fairly hefty £5 million).


However, igniting a rock superstar’s passion for an idea is one thing. Getting him to engage in the long, arduous process of making a musical is quite another. John was willing but, due to his hectic touring schedule, not able to sit in a room and brainstorm ideas with Hall. A compromise was reached, and the whole of the first half of the show was written with composer and lyricist oceans apart. Hall would write his lyrics, fax them to John in the US and – with a speed that staggered Hall – invariably later that same day John would phone up and play a completed song down the line from his tape recorder. And they were so good hardly anything was changed in any of them.


The rock star did manage to return to the UK to work with Hall face to face on Act II. He insisted that the songs be written chronologically, so that he could feel the musical growing organically. Once the show was written, John declared that he could contribute nothing to the rehearsal process so, leaving his baby in the hands of Daldry and Hall, he left. The first time he saw Billy Elliot complete was the opening night.


And in truth, even more than Cats reflected the sensibilities of its director Trevor Nunn and choreographer Gillian Lynne, this is Stephen Daldry’s show. John’s score, mixing pounding rock numbers, stoical anthems and wistful ballads, is highly effective. As are Lee Hall’s unsentimental, sharp-witted book and lyrics. But it is Daldry’s brilliant production that lifted this musical into the realms of the greats.


Daldry’s understanding of the characters and their context is so deep – and not just, one feels, because he worked on the film – that he is able to go beyond mere storytelling and start playing with the very idea of what a stage show can do. In one breathtaking sequence, for instance, a baying stand-off between striking miners and riot police is literally intersected by a parallel scene of a ballet class. Daldry lets the audience absorb the strange and scary sight of adults swearing and screaming over the heads of the little ballerinas, before brilliantly merging the scenes – and gasps turn to laughter as the burly men twirl the girls over their heads, still swearing at each other all the while. There you have the whole thing. The fury and desperation of the strike, the image of the new generation yearning for better things, and even the tough humour of Northerners under stress.


And so, just as another Elton John show, The Lion King, had done, Billy Elliot actually improved on its cinematic source material. The Daily Telegraph called it ‘the greatest British musical yet written’ – I’d refine that. Musically it doesn’t distinguish itself as individually as one or two of the Lionel Bart scores but musicals are written to be put on stage. And this is one of the finest British musicals yet produced.


TRIVIA


Billy Elliot bedded in for a long run in London, and at the time of writing an international roll-out is under way, with stagings already in New York and Sydney. Such was the anticipated demand for child actors for the show (by law they can work far fewer hours than adults) that Daldry and Co. created an entire school to groom young cast members. The Billy Elliot School is in Leeds, and is run on Saturdays at that city’s Girls’ High School. Students work with top West End choreographers, vocal coaches and movement experts.


THE PLOT


In the dark days of the 1984 coal miners’ strike in County Durham, Billy Elliot’s father and brother are fighting daily battles with riot police shielding workers defying the strike. Billy joins a girls’ ballet class and his potential is soon spotted by the instructor, Mrs Wilkinson. She wants Billy to try out for the Royal Ballet School in London, but he knows he will never get his family to agree. Mrs Wilkinson’s daughter Debbie becomes his friend and accomplice, but Billy is not the only one with secrets. His other friend, Michael, confesses that he likes dressing up in women’s clothing.


Eventually Billy’s father allows him to audition and breaks the strike himself to help him raise the money for the journey. Much is at stake, as Billy realises that ballet – by now his consuming love – is the only way he will ever escape the poverty of his surroundings. Asked to explain to the panel why he wants to be a dancer, he responds with passion, in the song ‘Electricity’. He is accepted, and prepares to move to London. Meanwhile, the great days of the mining communities appear to be over.


NUMBERS TO LISTEN OUT FOR




‘Shine’


‘Grandma’s Song’


‘Angry Dance’


‘Merry Christmas Maggie Thatcher’


‘Electricity’


‘Once We Were Kings’





RECOMMENDED RECORDING


The original London cast album is excellent, with a wonderful, committed cast – and you get a bonus turn from Sir Elton himself. But, as mentioned above, the production is so much the thing here. One wonders hopefully if Stephen Daldry might follow the Mel Brooks path and turn the musical of his film back into a movie. Now that would be worth seeing.
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