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FOREWORD


I’ve been a Broadway actor for more than a decade, but when Teale asked me to write the foreword to this book, I wound up with a bout of stage fright. Sure, I have performed in front of thousands, but this felt different. How could I possibly set up such a comprehensive book exploring the many hidden gems scattered around this magical place called Broadway? But then it hit me: I’m not just an actor on Broadway, but a lifelong fan. This book is the one I would have bought myself when I was just starting out. (Actually, that’s a lie. I would have asked my parents to buy it for me because I was trying to be an actor and had no money. But I digress.) Rather than try to add anything to Teale’s wonderful book, I just want to speak fan to fan about why the journey you’re about to take really matters.


I grew up like a lot of kids, dreaming about performing on a Broadway stage. I didn’t care what theater I landed on, only that it would allow me to dance and sing and see my name in lights. So I set out with a dream and a prayer and eventually landed my first Broadway show: The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee at the Circle in the Square Theatre (CITS).


I remember my first performance like it was yesterday. I stood there in awe of the fact that I, yes, I, made it to Broadway. But I was still just a fan who happened to catch a break. Rather than learn or appreciate the history of the place I was in, I busied myself making jokes that our theater would always play second fiddle to the Gershwin next door. Now I’m not knocking the Circle in the Square Theatre. It’s a beautiful theater with some of the best spots that I have ever found at a theater for napping, hiding, and jumping out to scare fellow castmates. But it has always been in the shadow of the Gershwin, and quite literally, because that theater is underground and the Gershwin is located next door above us in what seemed like the clouds. The point is, I failed to appreciate the history behind that theater and the generations who have performed there.


It wasn’t until my second show, Memphis, held at the Shubert Theatre, that I stopped to understand the legacy of that legendary theater. When I was in Memphis, a fellow actor who was performing at the Circle in the Square Theatre began to educate me about its greatness. He would ask me questions like, “Did you check out the pictures on the walls in the hallway?” and “Do you know all the amazing people who also played there?” I felt bad that I didn’t take advantage of my time in that theater, and I made a promise to myself that I would always pay my respect to the buildings that housed the shows I loved so much.


I began with the Shubert, taking my own personal tour of the place, learning every nook and cranny. You may know that the theater is in Shubert Alley, the place where every Broadway fan must go because that’s where all the classic Broadway posters advertise what’s playing in the current season. After three years at the Shubert, I found myself at the New Amsterdam Theatre, a place that truly became my home. That is where I was allowed to create the role I am most known for—the Genie in Aladdin the Musical—and for which I won a Tony Award for Best Featured Actor in a Musical.


The New Amsterdam, to me, is the most beautiful theater on Broadway. I learned so much there. For example, I learned that even though you have bronchitis and sinusitis, you can still perform an entire show if you know how to sing through sickness. I also learned that theater is about the whole crew, not just you. It takes a village to make a show, and it takes a village that badly wants to work together to make the show a hit. That includes the cast, creatives, the backstage crew, dressers like Teale, and even the front-of-house crew. The show doesn’t begin when the curtain goes up; it begins the minute the audience greets that first usher. Broadway can teach you all sorts of things if you’re paying attention.


In this book, you’ll learn about Olive, the infamous ghost of the New Amsterdam. People often ask if I ever encountered Olive in my time there. The answer is no, but I think I know why. See, Olive just wants respect, and men don’t always respect their surroundings. So I made up my mind to respect that place. Every time I walked into the New Amsterdam, I performed a ritual before each show. I would walk from the front door of the lobby and say a polite “hello” to every statue and picture, every goat, every bird, the heads of classic authors by the concession stand, the light fixtures with the beautiful lady faces, even the half-dressed folks in the ceiling paintings! I also said “hello” to all the legendary performers who played that theater before me, especially Burt Williams, the first Black actor to perform with the Ziegfeld Follies. Without him and his sacrifice, there would be no me! I made sure to give them all respect, and I believe Olive saw that and left me alone.
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Throughout my career I have had the pleasure of performing at the Richard Rodgers Theatre, the Booth Theatre, the Ambassador Theatre, and the St. James Theatre. You’ll learn all about those theaters in the coming pages. Over the years, I have learned new and exciting things about each one and about myself along the way.


Today, I may be a successful Broadway actor. But I’ll always be a fan. These days, I don’t just love seeing the shows. I love the theaters and streets that hold these shows, and this book will give you insights about them that will make your jaw drop. I can’t wait for you to dive in, because once you do, you’ll never look at Broadway the same again.


—JAMES MONROE IGLEHART, 
Tony Award–winning Broadway actor
















Overture


I think if you want to be a part of something really special, you have to go to Broadway.


—ETHEL MERMAN


















WELCOME TO THE GREAT WHITE WAY


Sitting in the front row of the Booth Theatre at nineteen years old, my life changed forever. I was a big-dreaming theater kid from Clearwater, Florida, watching an enrapturing evening performance of Next to Normal, a modern rock musical centered around the struggles of a woman with bipolar disorder. It was intoxicating, sweeping me away with its artistry, and right then I made up my mind that one day I was going to work on Broadway.


Unfortunately for my wide-eyed self, there was no career map or blueprint on how to break into one of the most prestigious levels of professional theater. But details be damned, I was determined to be a part of creating the magic I’d just witnessed. And so off I went, after earning a degree in technical theater, filling my résumé with experience and my passport with stamps, I finally landed in New York City and knocked on every stage door I could find.


By the time I was twenty-four, I achieved my dream, and since 2015 I’ve been a Broadway dresser on some of the most popular shows on the Great White Way, including Wicked, Aladdin, and MJ: The Musical. This experience has taught me that some of the quirkiest characters in a theater are found backstage and that the most explosive drama often unfolds behind the curtain. Most of all, I’ve learned that sometimes the best stories on Broadway are often left untold. So in 2021 I also became a licensed New York tour guide to be able to share the untold tales of Broadway.


In a nutshell, dressers are a Formula One pit crew! A dresser works backstage assisting with the maintenance and organization of costumes during performances and helps actors with quick costume changes.


This book follows the path I mapped out for my historical walking tours of the Theater District. Read about the lesser-known characters, traditions, and stories hidden around Broadway, from ghosts to architectural curiosities to star-studded facts. These chapters can be read in any order. Just came from a show and want to learn a bit more about that theater? Flip to it! Planning a trip to Times Square and want to have a little more context to what you’re looking at? You’re in the right place! Lived in the city your whole life and have always wanted to know a bit more about Broadway? Well, read on. And just as a note, the research and fact-checking I’ve done for this book is extensive, but I’ve also used my personal experiences, anecdotes, and stories that I’ve acquired from my time working on Broadway and as a tour guide. That’s where the magic is!


Whether you are currently in New York City or are couch traveling, this book will transport you to the magical world of Broadway. Welcome!


—TEALE
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THE THEATER DISTRICT



Theater District parameters: West Forty-First Street on the south, West Fifty-Fourth Street on the north, Sixth Avenue on the east, and Eighth Avenue on the west.


















Theater Highlights Throughout Time



Before diving in and completely immersing yourself in the enchanting, seductive, and heartbreaking world of Broadway, here’s a timeline highlighting historically significant moments in the world of live theater.


2000 BCE—The earliest record of live theater happens in ancient Egypt.


sixth century BCE—The word theater comes from the Greek word theatron, meaning “to behold” and “a place for seeing.”


fifth century BCE—The Greeks create tragedy and comedy masks.


1600—The Elizabethan era brings the rise of William Shakespeare and English Renaissance theater, and women begin performing on English stages for the first time.


1600s—Opera originates in Italy, and the proscenium arch is introduced in Italian theaters.


1750—In New York City, the first documented performance by a professional troupe took place in 1732, but it takes eighteen years until the city’s first permanent theater, Theatre on Nassau Street, is built.


1804—The new frontier of technical illusions kicks off with the installation of gas lighting at London’s Lyceum Theatre.


1808—The Walnut Street Theatre is founded in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and remains the oldest operating theater in the United States.


1879—Thomas Edison invents the incandescent light bulb, and electric lighting is integrated into theaters globally, which revolutionizes the industry.


1884—The first Playbill magazine is printed.


1900—The Shubert brothers move to New York City.


1904—George Cohan debuts the song “Give My Regards to Broadway.”


1912—There are approximately eight thousand theaters in the United States, and it is also the year Titanic sinks.


1919—Actors’ Equity is formed.


1927—Show Boat is the first musical play and creates an entirely new genre.


1929—There are seventy-six theaters in the Theater District when the stock market crashes and launches the Great Depression.


1936—Eugene O’Neill becomes the first American playwright to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature.


1941—The United States enters World War II.


1942—The legendary collaboration between Rodgers and Hammerstein begins and goes on to define theater for the next twenty years.


1943—The Golden Age of Broadway begins with Oklahoma! This landmark show changes everything on Broadway by demonstrating there is more to musical theater than solely spectacle. Attendance skyrockets, and musical theater becomes a staple of pop culture.


1947—The first Tony Awards are held at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel.


1950—The “legacy robe” tradition is born.


1962—Richard Rodgers becomes the first person to ever receive a PEGOT (Pulitzer, Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony).


1964—Fiddler on the Roof brings down the curtain on the Golden Age of Broadway.


1968—Broadway welcomes ten million patrons, and Hair solidifies pop music as the new trend in musical theater.


1971—Broadway enters another new era when the “British invasion” of successful shows from London’s West End begins transferring to Broadway, starting with Jesus Christ Superstar by Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber.


1972—The number of Broadway patrons drops to five million (and continues to decline), largely due to increasing crime in the Times Square area.


1972—Pippin changes the Broadway marketing game forever when it becomes the first Broadway show to feature footage in a television commercial.


1973—The TKTS booth opens in Times Square.


1982—Cats opens on Broadway with a record-breaking $6.2 million in presales. This “megamusical” reignites the general public’s interest in musical theater and helps renew New York City’s tourism industry.


1986—The Phantom of the Opera opens on Broadway and is closely followed by two more dramatic British spectacles: Les Misérables (1987) and Miss Saigon (1989).


1990—A Chorus Line closes on Broadway after a record-breaking fifteen-year run.


1993—Walt Disney Theatrical Productions is formed, and the following year their very first Broadway musical opens: Beauty and the Beast.


1994—The British invasion of Broadway comes to an end with Sunset Boulevard.


1996—The Chicago revival and RENT both open on Broadway to rave reviews, and The Lion King arrives the following year.


2019—RENT kicked off Broadway’s second Golden Age in the mid-1990s, and the era concludes in 2019. This prosperous time period reintroduced audiences to American musical comedies, and family-friendly shows became profitable tourism staples. Ticket sales in 1992 were 7.3 million and by 2019 had climbed to 14.7 million.


2020—On March 12, due to COVID-19, all forty-one Broadway theaters go dark for what will become the industry’s longest shutdown in history.


2021—In September, after eighteen months, Broadway begins to reopen and slowly recover from the devastating shutdown.


2022—The tourism industry has yet to reach its prepandemic 2019 numbers, but as new shows open, the next era in Broadway’s epic history has finally begun.


2023—After a record-breaking thirty-five-year run, The Phantom of the Opera closes, and Wicked celebrates twenty years on Broadway.


2024—In the first four months of the year, twenty-one new plays and musicals open on Broadway.















A VERY SHORT HISTORY OF (ALMOST) EVERYTHING BROADWAY


I decided to become an official New York City theater tour guide so I could lead people down the streets of the Great White Way and share with them the treasury of forgotten stories that I find fascinating about Broadway. At the beginning of my tours, I open with a simple monologue I’ve named “The History of Almost Everything.” This is an orientation to the wide world of Broadway, providing a bit of context for the tour. Before we jump into the many juicy tales of sensual showgirls, divas, theater mysteries, and backstage drama, here’s a brief little history lesson for you.


A monologue is when one actor performs a long speech.


Theater is one of the oldest and greatest art forms on earth (clearly, I’m not biased at all). It’s not just a form of entertainment. Theater connects us in ways that other forms of expression cannot, and it has even proved to be healing in more ways than one. Throughout US history, whenever a collective trauma or disaster has occurred, people have turned to the arts. The day after the stock market crashed in 1929, records show that every single Broadway theater housing a comedic production was sold out. Broadway provided a haven where people could escape. After September 11, 2001, New York’s leaders felt strongly about two things: getting Saturday Night Live back on the air and reopening Broadway theaters.


Theater versus theatre? Basically, the spelling of this word varies depending on where you are geographically, but honestly, spelling it either way is acceptable! Typically, in the Broadway sphere the word is spelled theater when referring to art and theatre when referencing a venue.


The earliest record of live theater, religious ceremonies in which body movement was a form of impersonation (and may be the origin of fierce black-winged eyeliner), stretches back to about 2500 BCE in ancient Egypt. But our story really begins much later, around the 1600s. The first inhabitants of the island of Manhattan were Indigenous people, the Lenape, who had cultivated that land for hundreds of years. Although the name of the city has changed over time with different colonists, the name Manhattan, which comes from the Lenape word mana-hatta, loosely meaning “a thicket where wood can be found to make bows,” reminds us to honor the people who were the island’s original residents. But as with many places in the New World, the colonists arrived and pushed everyone else out (pushed is an understatement).


In 1609, Manhattan was discovered by an English ship captain named Henry Hudson who had been hired by Dutch merchants to find a northwest passage to Asia. After sailing up the long river (which would later be named after Hudson), the trailblazing Dutch colonists established a trading post on land now known as Albany. Manhattan is shaped a bit like a hot dog, and in 1624 the Dutch West India Company named it New Amsterdam and developed a colony on the southern tip of the island. But their Nordic New World dreams were soon steamrolled when the dominant English arrived in 1664; took control of the fortress, forcing the Dutch to relinquish all control; and renamed the territory New York.


New York City is now composed of five boroughs: Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island. But this very short history focuses on Manhattan exclusively.


Fast-forward to the Revolutionary War. Everyone was still down at the bottom of the hot dog, and the upper part of the island remained mostly undeveloped. In the musical Hamilton, Alexander Hamilton sings the lyric “it’s quiet uptown,” referring to Upper Manhattan. That’s because it was literally farmland. From then on, as New York continued to grow, development expanded uptown. Unlike the major cities in Europe at the time, New York became the first commuter city.


Theater in Manhattan began in the 1700s at the bottom of the island in the area now known as the Financial District. A little theater on Nassau Street, established in 1750, was the first true performance space in NYC.


In 1811, about a century before the development of the Times Square area, when it was merely farmland, a city planner determined that the best way to structure the rapidly evolving island of Manhattan was through charting future streets and avenues using an organized and rigid framework. This decision to implement a grid system continues to affect Broadway professionals and patrons to this day.


By the late nineteenth century, a massive industrial revolution swept across the world that revolutionized live theater. Lightweight steel was used in women’s fashion (and costumes), doing away with heavy, thick crinoline layers that were replaced by newly invented hoop skirts. During this time the electric light bulb was invented, so suddenly there were fewer life-threatening theater fires. And in 1857, the first elevator was installed in New York City.




INNOVATION IN COSTUMING


The end of the 1800s was known as “the Gilded Age” in the States, and in England it was referred to as “the Victorian Era.” Queen Victoria was deeply in love with her husband, Prince Albert, and encouraged him to have his own projects, so he organized the Great Exhibition, and it was there, in an exhibition, that lightweight pliable steel was introduced to the public. This newly formulated metal revolutionized the fashion industry and subsequently theatrical costume design. Up to that point, women had to wear painful and constricting corsets made of whalebone that if broken could impale their skin. They also had to wear pounds of hot, heavy petticoat fabric that was obviously very uncomfortable and highly flammable. The new steel changed their lives! Instead of mountains of petticoats, they were now able to wear lightweight hoop skirts.





During this time, theaters were concentrated south of Fourteenth Street on Broadway, just off the bustling Union Square. The Theater District was known as “the rialto,” after the area in Venice, Italy. Today, if you visit New York City and find yourself walking around Union Square Park, stop and imagine that this part of the city used to be populated by costumers, music dealers, and actors looking for work.


Broadway is the oldest street in Manhattan. It began as a Native American trade route used by the Algonquin people.


Around 1895, Granddaddy Oscar Hammerstein I (the grandfather of Oscar Hammerstein II from the iconic pair Rodgers and Hammerstein—more on that later) had a passion for opera that led him to become an impresario (a.k.a. a producer) and spare no expense in building the largest and northernmost theater in Manhattan around Thirty-Ninth Street and Broadway and completely bathed his new massive theater in electric Edison bulbs.


In nineteenth-century New York City, theater fires were a prevalent problem due to gas lights and bad ventilation. When Thomas Edison’s electric bulbs rolled around in 1879, New York architects realized that not only would they be useful for advertising purposes, but they would also reduce the risk of theater fires. The industry was revolutionized.


Soon, other wealthy Gilded Age businessmen began to open theaters, expanding to north of Fortieth Street. This became a trend during the early 1900s as the Theater District gradually relocated north into less expensive and undeveloped uptown neighborhoods and eventually into the current neighborhood we know today. Granddaddy Hammerstein had inadvertently started a trend because as this new theater district began to take shape, theater owners would cover their new buildings in light bulbs too. As a result, at night in the Theater District, Broadway glowed with bright white light, which is how it earned the nickname “the Great White Way.”


The hottest address for theaters during this era was Forty-Second Street. Because of the grid system that had been implemented a hundred years prior, architects had to get extra creative when designing these new theaters. By 1905, what I call “sliver theaters” lined Forty-Second Street.




Manhattan’s meticulously planned out city streets (thanks to the 1811 city planner) influenced many aspects of real estate but especially the theatrical architects and theater owners of the early 1900s theater-building boom. They had to creatively work around the occasionally confining grid system, rising land prices, and desirable entrance locations. Subsequently, sliver theaters were born.


A sliver theater describes a Broadway theater with a uniquely specific architectural feature: the main entrance opens into a long, skinny hallway or lobby on one street that leads to a house sitting on land located on the next street. They were most likely designed and constructed for two main reasons: cheaper land and desirable entrance locations.


Only five out of the forty-one Broadway houses are sliver theaters: the New Amsterdam, the Todd Haimes, the Lyric, the Imperial, and Studio 54. Two Broadway houses began their lives as sliver theaters but were eventually renovated: the Lunt-Fontanne and the Palace.





Thanks to the first subway system line, which opened in 1904, visitors flowed in from other boroughs, and this neighborhood became the destination for live American theater. Also in 1904, the New York Times moved into their brand-new home, the Times Building, and petitioned the city to rename Longacre Square to Times Square.


The period between 1918 and 1928 is known as the Broadway theater-building boom. In 1918, there were forty-eight Broadway theaters. By 1928, that number peaked at seventy-six. The building boom ended that year because in 1929 the stock market crashed and launched the Great Depression, halting construction. Even rich businessmen like Granddaddy Hammerstein were filing for bankruptcy. As a result, a new Broadway theater would not be built for nearly fifty years.


Risky business. Investing in Broadway shows is basically highbrow gambling. Historically, less than 20–30 percent of Broadway shows can fully pay back their investors. While it is easy to romanticize Broadway and the social-philosophical impact of shows, keep in mind that commercial theater has always been about making money.


At various points in history, commercial trends and innovations have often threatened the existence of live theater. In the twentieth century, for example, motion pictures were invented. This form of entertainment was affordable and began to compete with live theater. Many Broadway houses were transformed into movie theaters, which was sad for theatergoers at the time but very lucky for us because that kept a lot of theaters from being demolished. The 1930s and ’40s were a tough time for Broadway because in addition to movies, Americans were starting to own television sets. There was a mass exodus of residents from urban areas like New York City to the suburbs in the ’50s. People wanted more space and fancy new appliances and cars. This resulted in a hit to ticket sales and affected the economy of the city so deeply that New York City was spiraling into bankruptcy by the 1960s, and the future of Broadway seemed uncertain.


Things got worse before they got better. By the late twentieth century, the glamorous, glittery Forty-Second Street of yesteryear no longer existed. For decades, it was covered in a grimy, filmy haze of unsavory characters, illicit substances, and soaring crime rates. Many Broadway theaters became adult film houses, and almost every single storefront in the Times Square area was a peep show, sex store, or massage parlor. The atmosphere was bleak. By the 1980s, Forty-Second Street was the most dangerous street in the country, which obliterated theater tourism. Broadway continued to hold on by a thread during the devastating AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and early ’90s.


In the 1990s, a single theater acquisition was about to change the entire neighborhood. The tipping-point event occurred when a budding division of the Walt Disney Company called Disney Theatricals decided to restore the derelict New Amsterdam Theatre on Forty-Second Street to its former glory. Suddenly, thanks to the magic Disney unleashed on Midtown, the area began to evolve. Real-estate developers moved back in, and government leaders made a massive push to transform the neighborhood into a family-friendly tourist destination. The Lion King opened at the newly renovated New Amsterdam Theatre in 1997, and the 2000s ushered in a bright new era of jazz hands, jukebox musicals, flying witches, and contemporary drama. Today, Broadway is considered the global epicenter of professional live theater in the English-speaking world.


So that is one story about Broadway. It is a historical story where the main characters are wealthy investors, shrewd businessmen, real-estate developers, politicians, and corporations. This story is absolutely true. But it’s also incomplete. Broadway has remained an enduring force in live theater because of the countless amazing people—actors, directors, set designers, lighting technicians, and even dressers like me—working together tirelessly to create the art itself. And for that story, you’ll have to stick around a bit longer!
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