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For my parents, Bob and Penny






FOREWORD

I never intended the subtitle of this book—The Triumph of Broadway—to be ironic. Singular Sensation charts the success of Broadway in the 1990s, and its remarkable comeback after the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center. But around the time I turned in the manuscript, something called the coronavirus was stirring in China. I didn’t give it much thought, and treated myself to a ski vacation in Switzerland and Italy the first week of March. Two days after I got back to New York, one of the resorts I was in, Cervinia, shut down. The virus was spreading across Northern Italy.

And then it hit New York. Many of us who work on or around Broadway were slow to grasp the implications for this business. Scott Rudin, the producer of The Book of Mormon, To Kill a Mockingbird, and the revival of West Side Story, saw his box office grosses wobble and announced any unsold seats, once priced at several hundred dollars, could be had for fifty dollars. I thought it was a brilliant move. Who wouldn’t leap at the chance to see a hit Broadway show at such a bargain price?

The hot show in town was the revival of Stephen Sondheim’s Company starring Patti LuPone. It started previews on March 2 and was scheduled to open March 22, Sondheim’s ninetieth birthday. The mood of public officials was growing darker, and I remember thinking Sondheim might skip the opening. But I never thought, nor did anyone in the show, that it wouldn’t open. And then Cynthia Nixon, who had run for governor of New York and was politically connected, attended a preview. Sitting in LuPone’s dressing room afterward, she told LuPone and Chris Harper, the show’s producer, that she had tickets for the opening but came to the show that night because “I wanted to do something fun before this city is locked down.”1

On March 10, the Broadway League, the industry’s trade organization, announced that cleaning crews would scrub down theaters after every performance. The League told actors not to mingle with audience members at the stage door after the show. And then on March 11, New York governor Andrew Cuomo prohibited gatherings of five hundred people or more. Broadway announced it was going dark—but only for a month.

COVID-19 hit Broadway hard with the news that it had killed playwright Terrence McNally, at eighty-one. He appears throughout these pages. A few days after he died, I emailed his husband, Tom Kirdahy, a line Terrence has in the book. Kirdahy wrote back, “The stories have come pouring in from everywhere, but none made me laugh out loud. Until now.”

I hope when you come across Terrence’s line, it will make you laugh out loud, too.

As I write this foreword at the beginning of May 2020, Broadway is still shut down, and nobody knows when it will come back. The official word is that Broadway will reopen in the fall. But many theater people think the spring of 2021 is more likely. Broadway is a $2-billion-a-year business, and the losses will be staggering. Many shows will never reopen. The big titles—Wicked, The Book of Mormon, The Lion King, Hamilton—will, but without those $2- and $3-million-a-week grosses. When will the tourists, who make up nearly two-thirds of the Broadway audience, return to New York, where more than twenty thousand people so far have died from COVID-19? No one has the answer.

Singular Sensation is about a happier time. My first book, Razzle Dazzle: The Battle for Broadway, attempted to show how a handful of people—Shubert chiefs Bernard B. Jacobs and Gerald Schoenfeld, James M. Nederlander, Michael Bennett, Andrew Lloyd Webber, and Cameron Mackintosh—rescued Broadway from the sleaze of Times Square in the 1970s and ’80s. The book ended in 1995 with Bernie Jacobs’s death. I didn’t think I had another book about Broadway in me, but then my editor, Ben Loehnen, suggested a sequel. I realized that, as the theater columnist for the New York Daily News from 1993 to 1998, and then for the New York Post from 1998 until I was furloughed due to COVID-19, I’d covered almost thirty years of thrilling, tragic, hilarious, and tumultuous events on Broadway. I wrote about the feud between Patti LuPone and Andrew Lloyd Webber at Sunset Boulevard. I attended a performance of Rent a few days after the death of its creator, Jonathan Larson. I caught twenty minutes of a rehearsal of The Producers, and, after seeing Nathan Lane sing “The King of Broadway,” raced back to my office at the Post and pounded out a column urging New Yorkers to get tickets now. And I watched, from my apartment in the West Village, the Twin Towers collapse.

But Singular Sensation is not a memoir. I interviewed more than a hundred people to tell the behind-the-scenes stories of some of Broadway’s most celebrated shows and personalities. I was astounded at how much I didn’t know. I strung columns together with bits and pieces of information, but after spending hours with the people who created the shows, or who took part in key moments in Broadway history, I had to laugh at how much I missed, failed to understand, or got wrong. Columnists can be know-it-alls. I certainly was. Writing Singular Sensation was fun. It was also humbling.

I planned to end this book with Hamilton. But I soon realized its length would dangerously approach Robert Caro territory, and I’m no Robert Caro. So I decided to concentrate on the 1990s, a decade of profound change on Broadway. All forms of popular entertainment have had such periods. The Golden Age of live television lasted roughly from 1947 to the late 1950s, when the pursuit of ratings led to an explosion of pretaped sitcoms. Broadway’s Golden Age began in 1943 with Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II’s Oklahoma! and carried on through their final show, The Sound of Music, in 1959. Hollywood’s Golden Age lasted a little longer, from 1930 until the fall of the studio system around 1948. A new era arrived in the late 1960s, as directors such as Robert Altman, Stanley Kubrick, Mike Nichols, and Roman Polanski came to wield as much power over their movies as any studio executive.

On Broadway in the early 1990s, the British invasion was still in full swing, but it came to an abrupt end with the collapse of Sunset Boulevard. It won the Tony Award for Best Musical in 1995. A year later, Rent, an American musical set in modern times and produced at a fraction of the cost of Sunset, won the award. Crazy for You and the revival of Guys and Dolls ushered in the return of the American musical comedy, culminating in The Producers. Plays, always an endangered species on Broadway, made a comeback, beginning with Tony Kushner’s Angels in America. A new breed of producers rose up to challenge the grip theater owners had long held on Broadway. Corporations began to see how much money could be made from live theater. Disney and Garth Drabinsky’s Livent moved into Times Square, changing the landscape by refurbishing long-derelict theaters. And Rosie O’Donnell deployed her enormously popular daytime television show to nudge Broadway back into the mainstream of American popular culture.

The attack on the World Trade Center threatened to upend all of that. In those grim days, the threat of more attacks loomed. Times Square was on Mayor Rudy Giuliani’s list of New York’s top five targets. There were fears that terrorists might take over a Broadway theater and hold the audience hostage.I But two days after the attack, Broadway was up and running. Through a combination of strategies and events detailed in this book, it recovered much faster than anyone could have imagined.

Broadway has a knack for survival. It weathered the Great Depression largely through the maneuverings of theater owners Lee and J. J. Shubert. It withstood the onslaught of movies and television. New York City’s fiscal crisis of the 1970s nearly destroyed it, but it fought back with such inspired weapons as the “I Love New York” campaign. And it faced its own pandemic, AIDS, in the 1980s. While much of America paid scant attention to what was once called “gay cancer,” Broadway created Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS to provide for the thousands of theater people suffering and dying from the disease.

Each of those threats presented a unique set of challenges. So, too, does COVID-19. “After 9/11, people wanted to be together,” said Jed Bernstein, who ran the Broadway League from 1995 until 2006. “It became a patriotic act to see a show, to support New York. Now people don’t want to be together. In fact, they can’t be together.”2

A business that attracts such talents as Jonathan Larson, Glenn Close, Rocco Landesman, Julie Taymor, Edward Albee, David Hare, William Ivey Long, Susan Stroman, Mel Brooks, Matthew Broderick, and many others you’ll meet in this book is not going to die. There will be a comeback, and Broadway is good at comebacks. This one may take some time, but I’m confident the word triumph on the cover of this book will one day lose its bitter irony.

I. Those fears were not unfounded. In October 2002, a Chechen radical military group held 850 people hostage at the Dubrovka Theatre in Moscow. One hundred and seventy people were killed.






CHAPTER ONE I’M READY FOR MY CLOSE-UP, MR. LLOYD WEBBER


Amy Powers, a young lyricist at the start of a promising career, picked up the New York Times on September 20, 1991, and went straight to reporter Alex Witchel’s influential Friday theater column.

The headline on the first item—A HITCH IN LLOYD WEBBER’S LYRICS—startled her. “You mean you’ve never heard of Sydmonton?” Witchel began. “Well, darling, don’t admit it to a soul. It’s the name of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s estate in England where he holds an annual musical festival in late summer, very closed to the public, to introduce new work for assorted cronies… This year’s dish is all about ‘Sunset Boulevard,’ Mr. Lloyd Webber’s much-anticipated musical of the classic Billy Wilder movie starring Gloria Swanson.”

Witchel reported in the same item that Liza Minnelli and Shirley MacLaine were the leading contenders to play Norma Desmond, the forgotten silent-movie star, in the stage musical (neither diva, though, was at the festival). Lloyd Webber’s score, Witchel spies told her, was his best since Evita. “Some say it’s simply the best he’s written.”

So far so good, Powers thought.

But then she read: “But the dark spot—there’s always a dark spot, isn’t there?—is the show’s lyrics by the newcomer Amy Powers… [A]fter the lyrics met with a lukewarm response by the guests… Mr. Lloyd Webber reportedly let Ms. Powers go.”

Powers gasped. She had just returned from Sydmonton. Lloyd Webber had told her he was pleased with the work they had done on the show.

“Go home,” he said. “Take a couple of weeks off and then come back and we’ll get started on Act Two.”

And now she was reading in the New York Times that she’d been fired. “I don’t know which was worse,” Powers recalled years later. “Learning that I was not on the show anymore or learning that the New York Times couldn’t always be trusted for reporting accurately. Nobody called me.”

Witchel ended her item by writing that Powers’s problem was “more inexperience than lack of talent.” She quoted a source saying Lloyd Webber now needed “the lyrical equivalent of Billy Wilder.”

Powers picked up the phone and called Lloyd Webber’s office in London.

“Is this true?” she asked a minion.

“We don’t know,” the minion said. “We’ll have to get back to you.” Powers hung up the phone, went to her bathroom, and threw up.

Later that day the office called back to confirm that, in fact, she had been fired. Hers would not be the first head to roll down Sunset Boulevard.



Show business people love the movie Sunset Boulevard. Wilder’s scalding story of a once-great film star tossed on the scrap heap resonates with those who work in the fickle world of entertainment. The 1950 movie features iconic performances by Gloria Swanson as Norma Desmond, holed up in her decaying Renaissance-style mansion on Sunset Boulevard; William Holden as the cynical young screenwriter Joe Gillis, who becomes Norma’s lover; and Erich von Stroheim as Norma’s mysterious German butler Max von Mayerling. Lines such as “I am big. It’s the pictures that got small,” “Without me there wouldn’t be any Paramount Studio,” and “All right, Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up!” are among the most famous ever written for the screen.

In 1971, Stephen Sondheim and Burt Shevelove, who had written A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum together, attempted a musical version of Sunset Boulevard. They opened their show with the scene from the movie in which Norma and Max bury her pet monkey on the grounds of the mansion.

“I wrote some music, and it was spooky,” Sondheim said. “And then I found myself at a cocktail party with Billy Wilder and, very shyly, I went up to him and said that a friend and I were embarking on a musical based on Sunset Boulevard.”

“You can’t do that,” Wilder said.

Sondheim thought he meant the rights were not available.

“No, no,” Wilder said. “It can’t be a musical. It must be an opera.”

A couple of years later, Hal Prince, the director and producer of such Sondheim shows as Follies and A Little Night Music, came up with the idea of switching the setting of Sunset Boulevard from Hollywood to Broadway. He wanted Angela Lansbury to play a forgotten musical comedy star. Prince asked Sondheim and Hugh Wheeler, who wrote the book to Night Music, to write the show.

“Billy Wilder said it has to be an opera,” Sondheim told Prince.

“You know, he’s right,” Prince said.

Prince secured the rights to the movie from Paramount, and asked Lloyd Webber if he’d be interested in writing Sunset Boulevard.

“Hal’s idea was to update it and make Norma Desmond a sort of Doris Day character, a 1950s musical star who lived as a recluse in a house with no windows,” Lloyd Webber said. “I’d never seen the movie—it wasn’t a movie one knew in Britain particularly—so Hal arranged a screening. I was left with two things. I didn’t like changing the time and I also thought, well, Hal works with Steve so why is he asking me to do it?”

Lloyd Webber declined.

But he admired the movie and several years later began thinking of it as an operatic musical. His biggest hit was, after all, The Phantom of the Opera.

Christopher Hampton, the British playwright who wrote Les Liaisons Dangereuses, also thought Sunset Boulevard could be an opera. He had interviewed Billy Wilder years before while researching his play Tales from Hollywood, about European émigrés in the movie business in the 1930s. (Wilder arrived in Hollywood from Germany in 1933 after Hitler came to power.) Hampton suggested the idea to the English National Opera. ENO inquired about the rights, but discovered someone had them already.

At lunch with Lloyd Webber one day, Hampton brought up Sunset Boulevard. He was disappointed that the rights weren’t available. Lloyd Webber pointed to himself and smiled. “I have them,” he said. The canny composer had snapped them up after Prince let them go.



Lloyd Webber didn’t bring Hampton onto the project right away. He wanted to write some songs first, but he needed a lyricist. His friend Gerald Schoenfeld, the powerful chairman of the Shubert Organization, which had produced Cats on Broadway, suggested Amy Powers. She was a lawyer, but she aspired to write musicals. Her aunt knew Schoenfeld and thought he could give Amy some advice. She showed him some of her lyrics. A soft touch around attractive young women, Schoenfeld was impressed.

Not long after the meeting she got a call from “a guy with a British accent who said he was Andrew Lloyd Webber. I said, ‘Come on, you’re pulling my leg.’ But he wasn’t kidding.”

“What are you doing this weekend?” Lloyd Webber asked. “Do you want to come over to the south of France? I need somebody to work on a new show, and Jerry Schoenfeld recommended you.”

A few days later Powers boarded the Concorde to Paris, courtesy of Lloyd Webber, and then headed to the composer’s villa in Cap Ferrat.

Powers and Lloyd Webber worked around his grand piano for two hours in the afternoon. He plucked one tune from his stash of songs that never had much exposure. It was from a musical called Cricket he’d written with Tim Rice to celebrate Queen Elizabeth’s sixtieth birthday in 1986. Powers and Lloyd Webber thought the melody would fit the scene in the movie where Norma returns to Paramount Studios for the first time since her career ended.

Lloyd Webber wrote another soaring tune for Norma to recount her talent as a silent-screen star. She didn’t need dialogue to cast a spell over the audience. She could do it with a gesture or a look. Powers came up with a title: “One Small Glance.” Though Powers enjoyed working with and learning from Lloyd Webber, she had a sense that he wasn’t always satisfied with their collaboration. “I think he wanted someone who would come up with the lyrics for his songs. Sort of just fill in the blanks.”

Six months into their collaboration—and only weeks before the premiere of Sunset Boulevard at Sydmonton—Lloyd Webber told Powers his friend Don Black was joining the show. A veteran lyricist, Black had a catalog of title songs from movies—Born Free, To Sir, with Love, Thunderball, Diamonds Are Forever, The Man with the Golden Gun. He’d written with Lloyd Webber the musicals Song and Dance and Aspects of Love. Black was funny, affable, fast, and efficient. His songwriting motto was “If you start at ten o’clock in the morning and haven’t finished by six o’clock, you’re an idiot.”

“The truth was Don was a godsend,” said Powers. “He taught me all about hooks and titles.” They spent a lot of time on the song about Norma’s return to Paramount. They talked about her emotions, her thrill at being back on a soundstage. They walked around Hyde Park mapping out the song. But the title—the hook—eluded them.

Black called Powers early the next morning.

“I’ve got the title,” he said. “ ‘As If We Never Said Goodbye.’ ”

That phrase “encapsulated everything we had been talking about regarding what the song should do,” Powers said. “It was just great.”



Lloyd Webber kicked off the Sydmonton Festival in the summer of 1991 with a lavish lunch for invited guests at his estate. After lunch everyone filed into a church Lloyd Webber had converted into a theater to see the first act of Sunset Boulevard. Ria Jones, who had been in Evita in the West End, played Norma. She was too young for the part, even with a Norma Desmond turban, but Lloyd Webber admired her voice.

Black had only been on the show a few weeks, so many of the lyrics were still Powers’s. Elaine Paige, the leading lady of British musical theater, did not like “One Small Glance.” She leaned over to Black and whispered, “You’ve got to do something about those lyrics.”I

After the performance ended, Lloyd Webber asked friends what they thought. The verdict was clear: Don should do the job.

And so Amy Powers was gone, her departure announced to the world in the New York Times. She consulted a powerful theatrical attorney about a possible lawsuit. “This is what will happen,” he told her. “If you try to fight it, Andrew will destroy you. He has endless resources. You will never work in this business again.”

In the end, she reached a settlement. Her credit in the Playbill would be, in small type, “additional lyrics by Amy Powers.” As for her financial stake “you would need a microscope to see it,” she said.II



Lloyd Webber brought Christopher Hampton onto the show, and work began in Cap Ferrat in the fall of 1991. “That’s when Sunset really started evolving,” Lloyd Webber said. “It was a great subject for us to tackle. Don and Chris knew Hollywood, and I was fascinated by Sunset as a study in madness. The way I wanted to take it was quite extreme. We went much further than the film.”

“We’d meet in the mornings, and Andrew would usually have a tune written,” said Black. “Then Chris and I would go off to write lyrics or a scene in the afternoon, while Andrew walked around his gardens or checked his wine cellar. Then we’d meet and say, ‘We’ve cracked it,’ and give him the lyric or the title. Andrew loves titles. I remember how euphoric he was when I gave him ‘The Perfect Year.’ And off he’d go to write a song.”

How fast Lloyd Webber worked impressed Hampton. “I remember coming in for dinner and saying we need a song about the greatness of silent movies,” Hampton said, “what it was like for Norma to be young and in at the beginning of the movie business. The next morning Andrew sat at the piano and played ‘New Ways to Dream.’ He’d written it after dinner.”

It took about six weeks to finish the first draft. Lloyd Webber wanted to unveil both acts at the Sydmonton Festival in the summer of 1992.

The score impressed David Caddick, Lloyd Webber’s longtime musical director. “It combined two worlds,” he said. “Norma’s world had that very baroque quality to it. Everything was deep and rich and dark. It was counterpointed with the real world of Joe and his young friends, which was light, very California, an easy jazz sound. Andrew separated the two worlds with two distinct musical styles.”

Caddick knew who should play Norma at Sydmonton—Patti LuPone, who had won a Tony Award in 1980 as Eva Perón in Evita. LuPone grabbed the offer. She was in Los Angeles in her fourth season on the ABC television show Life Goes On and “was suffocating from boredom,” she wrote in Patti LuPone: A Memoir. “I missed singing. I missed being on stage.”

The part of Joe Gillis went to LuPone’s good friend Kevin Anderson, a fine actor and strong singer LuPone had met while she was doing Les Misérables in London and he was appearing in the play Orphans. They rehearsed a few days in London and then headed to Sydmonton. The people milling about the estate unnerved her. “Kevin and I thought we went over there to do a small workshop of the show,” she said. “We had no idea it was going to be filmed and we would have an audience of every producer from London and Broadway!”1

Among the VIPs: Broadway’s two most powerful landlords—the Shuberts and the Nederlanders; Disney chief Michael Eisner; producer Cameron Mackintosh; director Trevor Nunn; entertainment mogul Robert Stigwood; and, for good measure, Meryl Streep.

LuPone’s performance that afternoon was, by all accounts, sensational. Meryl Streep was in tears at the end. Everyone thought Sunset Boulevard had the makings of a hit. “We thought this was going to be way bigger than Phantom,” said Bill Taylor, the chief financial officer of Lloyd Webber’s company the Really Useful Group.

At a lavish dinner party following the show, Lloyd Webber said to LuPone, “Name your price.”

“Kevin Anderson,” she replied. Lloyd Webber offered him the role of Joe Gillis on the spot. LuPone went back to Los Angeles triumphant. And then negotiations began.

“They were offering a $1.98—take it or leave it!” LuPone recalled. “I said, ‘Wait a minute. Andrew offered me the part at Sydmonton. Show some respect!’ It was an ugly negotiation. I should have known then that this was not a healthy environment.”

The deal got done. LuPone would originate the role of Norma Desmond in London and then on Broadway a year later. One point gave her pause. There was talk of a production in Los Angeles before Broadway. It made sense since Sunset Boulevard is about the movies. But Really Useful did not offer LuPone Los Angeles. She thought, I’m going to premiere it in London, but somebody else is going to premiere it in America before me? “You’re setting up a competition between two actresses and one of us is going to lose,” she told the brass at Really Useful. Absolutely not, they assured her.

“Well, I fell for that,” LuPone said.



Lloyd Webber assembled the rest of the creative team. Trevor Nunn, who directed Cats and Les Misérables, signed on, as did set designer John Napier (Cats), and costume designer Anthony Powell. The production would be enormous. The era of the British spectacle was in full swing. Cats had its giant tire that ascended to the Heaviside Layer. Phantom had its crashing chandelier. Les Misérables had moving barricades and a turntable, while Miss Saigon had a helicopter. Sunset Boulevard would have Norma’s mansion, complete with a winding staircase and a pipe organ the Phantom would envy. Napier designed the rococo mansion, which weighed thirty-three thousand pounds, so that it could fly. A hydraulic motor and cables as thick as the ones used to tie down the Queen Mary would lift the mansion to the top of the theater where it would hover over other lavish sets—the gates of Paramount, a sound studio, Schwab’s Pharmacy. An IBM computer and software programed for Sunset Boulevard would pilot the mansion.2

Cash was not a problem for Lloyd Webber. His empire was awash in it. Royalties poured in from worldwide productions of Cats and Phantom. “We had regular board meetings and somebody would ask how much cash we had in the bank. And there’d be twenty million pounds or something,” Taylor said. “And then there would be champagne.”

The Really Useful Group was so successful that Lloyd Webber floated shares on the stock market for a few years, though he bought them all back, eventually. He raised the money by selling a 30 percent stake in his company to PolyGram, the Dutch entertainment giant. It was a decision he would come to regret.

Sunset Boulevard was budgeted at $7 million, the most expensive show in the history of London’s West End. While it was coming together in England, Really Useful began assembling a second production for Los Angeles. That one would cost $12 million. The plan was to open Sunset Boulevard with LuPone at the Adelphi Theatre in July 1993. Five months later, the show would premiere at the Shubert Theatre in Los Angeles. But who would play Norma Desmond?

Christopher Hampton suggested a genuine movie star—Glenn Close, who had recently played the evil Marquise de Merteuil in the movie version of Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

Close had two Broadway musicals to her credit. She played Princess Mary in Richard Rodgers’s Rex in 1976, singing a sweet but forgettable ditty called “Christmas at Hampton Court.” In 1980, she played P. T. Barnum’s wife, Charity, in Cy Coleman’s Barnum. She had a fine voice, though nobody thought she had the pipes of Ethel Merman.

Lloyd Webber knew Close could act the role, but he wasn’t sure if she could sing it. He flew her to London to audition for the creative team. Before she arrived at his Eaton Square mansion, Lloyd Webber took Hampton aside and said, “Look, I’ve booked a table at my local Italian for the seven of us. If it all goes well, we’ll go there. If it doesn’t, I booked a table at the Dorchester for two. You take her there.”

Close was ushered into the library. Lloyd Webber was at the piano. She sang “With One Look” and “As If We Never Said Goodbye.” Lloyd Webber stood up and said, “You are fantastic. You have eclipsed your performance of ‘Christmas at Hampton Court.’ ”

Close burst out laughing. “Andrew Lloyd Webber, you are a bastard!”

Dinner was at the Italian restaurant.



Before announcing that Glenn Close would play Norma Desmond in the American premiere of Sunset Boulevard, executives at Really Useful thought somebody should tell LuPone. The job fell to Edgar Dobie, who ran the U.S. arm of Lloyd Webber’s empire. He called her at home. She was waiting for the limo to take her to the airport to fly to London to begin rehearsals.

Dobie knew it would be a tricky conversation, but he was a diplomat. “You’re creating the role in London and we have a deal for Broadway,” he said. “But I want you to know we have engaged Glenn Close for Los Angeles.”

Silence. And then LuPone said, “Glenn Close? She brays like a donkey and her nickname is George Washington because if you look at her in profile her nose meets her chin.”

LuPone, in an interview in 2020, disputed Dobie’s recollection. “He never called me,” she said. “My agent did. And I never said that about Glenn. I never said that. He made that up.” Dobie shrugged and said, “Given the way she was treated, I’ll let Patti have the last word. But how would I come up with a line like that?”

One memory they both share: When the driver arrived, LuPone handed him her plane tickets. “Take these to Really Useful,” she said. “I’m not going.”

“My ego was so bruised,” she recalled. “I was so hurt.” Three days of frantic negotiations ensued before LuPone agreed to go to London.

“Why did I get on that plane? I had five trunks already in London, and I thought if I don’t go over there, I’ll never get them back,” she said.

I. Eventually he did. Black changed “One Small Glance” to “With One Look.” The word look, he thought, was more muscular than glance.

II. Powers never heard from Lloyd Webber or Black again. She was not invited to the London or Broadway productions of Sunset Boulevard. She did attend the opening of the 2017 revival starring Glenn Close. She saw Lloyd Webber, “but he did not see me,” she said.






CHAPTER TWO BOULEVARD OF BROKEN DREAMS


Andrew Lloyd Webber was at the height of his power in 1991. Both Cats and The Phantom of the Opera dwarfed the success of any show in musical theater history. On Broadway alone, the two productions posted combined weekly grosses of more than $1 million, unheard of at the time. Lloyd Webber and Cameron Mackintosh, the producer of Cats and Phantom as well as Les Misérables and Miss Saigon, ushered in the British invasion of the 1980s. Their megamusicals ran for years all over the world and eclipsed, at the box office and in the press, most American musicals.I But a backlash was brewing.

It began with Miss Saigon. The show transplanted Puccini’s Madama Butterfly to the war in Vietnam, telling the story of the doomed romance between an American soldier and a Vietnamese prostitute. An enormous success in London, Saigon had a showstopping performance by Jonathan Pryce as the Engineer, a pimp, hustler, and swindler who dreams of coming to America. The character is Eurasian and Pryce wore slanty-eye prostheses and yellow makeup. Nobody thought much of it in London, but when Mackintosh announced the show for New York, with Pryce, Asian Americans and others in the theater world were appalled. The yellowface was an affront. Furthermore, why should a Caucasian British actor play the role on Broadway? Why not an Asian American actor?

David Henry Hwang, who wrote M. Butterfly, the Tony Award–winning play about a French diplomat who falls in love with a Peking opera singer he thinks is a woman but turns out to be a man, and BD Wong, who played the opera singer, filed a complaint with Actors’ Equity. To the shock of Broadway, the union denied permission for Pryce to play New York. Equity cannot “appear to condone the casting of a Caucasian in the role of a Eurasian. This is a moral decision,” the union said. Mackintosh, furious that he and his show were being portrayed as racially insensitive, canceled Miss Saigon on Broadway. Only a producer as rich and powerful as Mackintosh could scuttle a show that had a $25 million advance.

But it was a brilliant move. The cancellation of Miss Saigon made headlines all over America. “If Cameron had planned it and paid for it, it couldn’t have worked out better,” said Richard Maltby Jr., one of the show’s writers. “We were on the local news in Shreveport. Everybody in America knew there was a show with a helicopter in it and a controversy around it.”

Broadway’s power brokers lined up behind Mackintosh, denouncing Equity for killing a show that would bring millions of dollars to New York City and employ many actors, including more than thirty Asian Americans. “The nicest thing I can say about [Equity’s] decision is that it’s stupid,” Rocco Landesman, who ran the Jujamcyn theater chain, told the New York Times.1

The union’s position was untenable. Many of its members, concerned about the loss of jobs, revolted. Two weeks later the union reversed itself and gave Pryce permission to play Broadway, though not in yellowface. To the hundreds of actors who had protested the show, the defeat was humiliating—another example of just how powerful the British had become on Broadway.

Mackintosh caused another stir by raising the top ticket to $100, the highest in Broadway history, at a time when America was in the midst of a recession. Reviewing Miss Saigon for the New York Times, Frank Rich called it “a show with something for everyone to resent.”2

At the 1991 Tony Awards, Saigon squared off against The Will Rogers Follies, a charming but slight celebration of Americana directed by Tommy Tune. It opened shortly after America had defeated Saddam Hussein in Operation Desert Storm, and it waved the flag of patriotism. Will Rogers had nowhere near the financial prowess of Saigon, but it won six Tonys, including Best Musical. Saigon won three. At last an American musical, however fluffy, scored a victory against a British megamusical.II

While the insular theater community may have had its fill of British shows, ticket buyers still had an appetite for them, or so it appeared. Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Aspects of Love arrived in New York from London in 1990 with advance ticket sales of $12 million. Based on a slender book by David Garnett, a minor member of the Bloomsbury circle, the show told the story of a group of bohemians jumping in and out of one another’s beds in the south of France. It was an intimate story and Lloyd Webber wrote some romantic songs, including “Love Changes Everything,” which hit number two on the UK singles chart. But every British show had to be huge in those days and so Aspects, budgeted at $8 million, had a set featuring the Pyrenees mountain range.

The mountains were jagged and sharp and rolled on and offstage on a conveyor belt. “It was a dangerous set,” said Alex Fraser, who worked in Lloyd Webber’s New York office. “The prop man said to me, ‘You know, for a show about love, if you fall down on the set you’ll die.’ ”III

The New York office saw a run-through. “It was turgid and overblown,” Fraser said. “We were heartbroken. There was a sense that something had to be done to fix it.” Not much was, though Lloyd Webber and director Trevor Nunn did come up with a new number in the second act for some peasants to sing about the land. A batch of new costumes arrived, as well as thirty baskets of fruit for the peasants to carry. The song was “pretty,” Fraser said, “but all it did was make the show longer and more turgid.”

Opening night was glamorous, with a lavish party at the Rainbow Room in Rockefeller Center. But there was concern about the reviews, especially the New York Times. Frank Rich had been leading the charge against Lloyd Webber. He called Phantom “long on pop professionalism and melody, impoverished of artistic personality and passion.” He ended his Phantom review hoping the Lloyd Webber era was “poised to go bust.”

Heading into the party, Don Black, who wrote the lyrics to Aspects, said to Nunn, “I’ll be thrilled if he only hates it.” Rich destroyed it. “Andrew Lloyd Webber, the composer who is second to none when writing musicals about cats… and falling chandeliers, has made an earnest but bizarre career decision…. He has written a musical about people. Whether ‘Aspects of Love’ is a musical for people is another matter.” He dismissed Lloyd Webber’s score as “easy-listening pop,” zinged the lyrics as “translated… from the original Hallmark” and called the scenery “oppressive.”

“I remember looking at Andrew’s face when the review came in,” Black said. “It was ashen.” Aspects of Love ran ten months. It lost its entire $8 million investment, making it, at the time, the most expensive flop in Broadway history.



Excitement surrounding Sunset Boulevard eased the disappointment of Aspects of Love. At the Really Useful office in New York, staffers were calling the new show “The Female Phantom.”

Although Billy Wilder, the director, had no control over the movie (Paramount had the rights) or the stage adaptation, Peter Brown, Lloyd Webber’s closest friend and public relations chief, sought Wilder’s blessing. He knew of Wilder’s gift for wisecracks: “He had Van Gogh’s ear for music,” “Hindsight is always 20/20,” “Shoot a few scenes out of focus. I want to win the foreign film award.” Brown worried that Wilder might make a crack about the musical with which the press could bludgeon Lloyd Webber.

Brown and Lloyd Webber flew to Los Angeles to show Wilder the video of LuPone’s performance at Sydmonton. They bought expensive video and sound equipment and a large screen. When Wilder arrived at their suite in the Hotel Bel-Air, Lloyd Webber, always worried about sound quality, began fiddling with the equipment. “Why is Mr. Webber moving around so much?” Wilder asked in his thick German accent. “He’s nervous,” Brown said. “This is a film—and you’re a great director.” Lloyd Webber hit the on button. Nothing happened. Finally he got it to play, but only in black and white. “Andrew was beside himself,” Brown recalled. But Wilder didn’t mind. “Tell Mr. Webber I like it in black and white,” he cracked.

Wilder was “polite” about the video—“not gushing, but polite,” Brown said.



Back in London, rehearsals began in an atmosphere of hostility. LuPone, still furious about Close, arrived with a list of demands. Number one: Close could not attend her opening night in London or be anywhere near her while she was creating the role.3

“Everybody was walking on eggshells,” Lloyd Webber recalled, “and I was frankly utterly shaken. None of the work we might normally have done in rehearsals got done because we were afraid we might upset Patti. That was the time when one wished one had a strong producer like Cameron [Mackintosh]. He might have replaced her. Looking back on it, when she said she wouldn’t come over, that’s probably what should have happened.”

Lloyd Webber, through his Really Useful Group, produced Sunset Boulevard. But his primary job was writing it. And he wasn’t calling all the shots. His producing partner, Paramount, studiously guarded one of its most famous titles. In addition to working on the show, Lloyd Webber was also trying to manage his expanding empire, and keep his 30 percent partner, PolyGram, happy with the cash flow. (PolyGram had an option to acquire 50 percent of Really Useful by 2003.)

“It was a very difficult time for me,” Lloyd Webber recalled. “I felt I was in danger of losing control of my company.”

Under Nunn’s direction, rehearsals went well, but when the cast moved into the Adelphi Theatre “the shit hit the fan,” LuPone said. She was not happy with the mansion. “It was heavy,” she said. “The whole set was too heavy for an art form that is celluloid.”

The mansion turned out to be a bigger diva than Norma Desmond. During technical rehearsals, it would fly in without warning or take off without warning—with terrified cast members on it. The problem, it turned out, was that the radio frequencies used to operate the set were the same frequencies used by taxicab dispatchers. As LuPone put it, “Anybody passing by the Adelphi could give me a thrill ride just by picking up the phone.”4

Sunset Boulevard opened July 12, 1993, at the Adelphi. A few days before, Bill Taylor, the CFO of Really Useful, had attended the opening of the revival of Grease, which turned out to be a surprise hit in the West End. “It was great fun. It was big and brassy. It captured the zeitgeist. I thought it was everything Sunset Boulevard was not.”

Wilder and his wife, Audrey, attended the Sunset opening. Peter Brown sat with them. After the first act they went for a drink. Wilder said nothing. But during the second act, when LuPone sang “As If We Never Said Goodbye,” Audrey cried. After the show Wilder told Brown, “Mr. Lloyd Webber did a good a job.” He told Black and Hampton, “You guys are very clever. You didn’t change a thing.”

The opening-night reception was warm, but not ecstatic. The show hadn’t quite landed with the audience, Taylor thought. Walking across the street to the party at the Savoy Hotel, Cameron Mackintosh said to him, “The thing about this show—it’s a fantastic score—but there’s not one character in this show that I actually like.”

The reviews were mixed. Most of the critics praised LuPone’s performance. But the most important one, Frank Rich, did not. “Despite her uncanny delivery of Gloria Swanson’s speaking voice and her powerhouse delivery of the score’s grand if predictable ballads, she is miscast and unmoving,” he wrote. He criticized her for acting and looking like “her own spry 40-something,” adding that she failed to convey Norma’s status as a legendary movie star. In the climactic scene, when Norma goes mad, LuPone did not “snap into the heartbreaking Blanche DuBois manner called for.”

A few days after Rich’s review, Jeremy Gerard, the theater editor at Variety, reported that Lloyd Webber was going to ditch LuPone for Broadway. Lloyd Webber’s press agents denied the story. But Variety stood by it. An already poisonous atmosphere became even more lethal.



The atmosphere in Los Angeles, where Sunset went into rehearsal in August, was joyous. The creative team cut scenes that dragged, sharpened lines, deepened characters. The look of the show changed as well. The London production was bright, its colors—tangerine, chartreuse, turquoise—drawn from David Hockney’s paintings of Los Angeles in the 1960s. But that vibrant palate was at odds with the eeriness of the story. Inspired by the long shadows the setting sun casts in Southern California, the designers darkened the production. Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard was film noir. Lloyd Webber’s L.A. production would be, too.

The L.A. production would also have something London did not: a 1929 Isotta Fraschini, the luxury car that brings Norma to the Paramount gates. In London, the car was projected on a screen. Billy Wilder told Lloyd Webber, “You gotta have the car.” The composer ordered up an exact fiberglass replica, at a cost of $90,000.IV5

Rehearsals took place in the basement of a church on Fairfax Avenue in Hollywood. Glenn Close’s approach to the role was “fearless,” said Judy Kuhn, who played Betty Shaeffer. “There was a total lack of vanity. She didn’t care what she looked like. To play the part of an aging screen actress—in Los Angeles, where every movie star and everybody else in the business was parading through to see her—was incredibly brave.”

Close modeled Norma’s grotesque look on Walter Matthau’s wife, Carol. Close didn’t know her, but she’d heard that when Carol was young she had porcelain skin. As she got older, she applied white makeup to her face, which made her look odd, even a little frightening. “But I’m sure when she looked in the mirror she saw that porcelain skin,” Close said. “Norma’s makeup morphed into something grotesque. But she was seeing something different in the mirror. She was seeing what she looked like in the 1920s.”

Tense and distracted in London, Lloyd Webber was happy and relaxed in Los Angeles. He moved into a rented mansion on North Alpine Drive in Beverly Hills with his new wife, Madeleine, and their small children. One day he had employees bring a camel to the house. The camel had appeared in a publicity stunt for a revival of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat that was then running at the Pantages Theatre. Everybody had a camel ride around the pool.

Excitement mounted for the premiere. Massive billboards advertising the show lined Sunset Boulevard. “I’m ready for my billboard, Mr. DeMille,” read one. Items about the show appeared in the papers almost every day. Two thousand people showed up at Tower Records to have Lloyd Webber sign the London cast recording. “There could not be a billboard on Sunset Strip big enough, there could not be enough wine flowing, there could not be a big enough party—everything was heightened,” said Rick Miramontez, who handled publicity.

All of Hollywood was curious to see if Close could pull off the role. A dress rehearsal was held one Monday night at the Shubert for a small audience. Close insisted everybody sit up in the mezzanine. Miramontez noticed a woman standing outside the theater with her face pressed up against the glass door. “Can I come in?” the woman said. It was Meryl Streep. Miramontez took her to the mezzanine.

Sunset Boulevard was due to open December 13, 1993, in Los Angeles. Barbara Davis, the wife of 20th Century Fox owner Marvin Davis, had taken over a preview performance as a fundraiser for her charity. Surveying the audience that night, Peter Brown saw all the biggest names in Hollywood. Oh my God, he thought. They have upstaged us. Everybody’s here tonight, so they won’t come to our opening. He needed something special for the Sunset opening that would top Davises’ charity preview. A friend had the answer. Why not get someone from the Golden Age of Hollywood who hadn’t been seen in a long time? The friend suggested Lana Turner, the beautiful MGM star of the 1940s. She was living as a recluse in Century City. Turner had been at the center of one of Hollywood’s most infamous scandals—the stabbing of her lover Joey Stompanato after a violent argument at her Beverly Hills mansion in 1958. It resonated eerily with Norma’s shooting of Joe Gillis at the end of Sunset Boulevard. (Turner and her teenage daughter, Cheryl Crane, were exonerated of all charges.) Brown, who was close to another star from old Hollywood, Nancy Reagan, gave the order to Miramontez: “I’ll deliver the Reagans. You get Lana Turner.”

Miramontez tracked down Cheryl and invited her and her mother to the opening. “My mother has not been well,” Crane said. A few minutes later she called back. “My mother is so excited!” As the opening-night audience settled into their seats, Turner came down the aisle. People started whispering, “It’s Lana.” Nancy Reagan turned to Brown and said, “There’s Norma Desmond.”

The opening-night party was held on the Paramount soundstage where Sunset Boulevard was shot. Turner didn’t make the party, but the Reagans did. As they arrived, a reporter shouted, “Mr. President, what did you think?”

“Best show I’ve ever seen,” Reagan said.V

Brown got them away from the press quickly. He had just gotten the perfect sound bite.

The reviews were mixed. For Close, they were glowing. Frank Rich had left the drama beat at the New York Times to become an op-ed columnist. Vincent Canby, the paper’s longtime movie critic, had replaced him. “When the curtain came down,” Canby wrote, “Glenn Close had suddenly become a big, exciting new star of the American musical theater of the 1990s.”

“That review,” said Miramontez, “was the nail in Patti’s coffin.”VI



Don Black had just gotten into bed when the phone rang.

“Don, Don!” said a voice that was “absolutely manic,” Black recalled.

It was LuPone.

“What is it?”

“Glenn Close is going to play Broadway and I’m not!”

“Just calm down, calm down,” Black said.

“Calm down? I won’t stop shaking for six months!”

Though rumors of LuPone’s demise had been swirling for months, Lloyd Webber’s publicists denied them all. But that morning in New York her agent, Robert Duva, picked up Liz Smith’s gossip column and read that Close would open on Broadway. Smith cited no sources. But everybody on Broadway knew she would not run such an incendiary item if she hadn’t confirmed it.

Duva now had to tell his diva. She was getting made up for the Wednesday matinee when he called.

“I started screaming,” LuPone said. “I couldn’t believe it. They didn’t tell me. They didn’t talk to me. They just announced it. And then I had batting practice in my dressing room. I threw a floor lamp out the window.” Then she left the theater.

The next day in New York, the Really Useful Group confirmed the story. “In view of the expense of the production, and that our investors have been vocal about this, the consensus was that the wisest course for us on Broadway, which is the preeminent place for a musical to be, was that we had to go with Glenn,” Peter Brown told the New York Times.6 Close did not comment, but Brown said she did not want to be seen as “some kind of Eve Harrington,” a reference to the conniving understudy in All About Eve.

Close had nothing to do with the decision to fire LuPone, and she vowed never to speak about it. But she was upset that Brown had described her position. She called him up and said, “You have no authority to speak for me.”7 Brown apologized.

The dethroned diva, meanwhile, was holed up at the Yew Tree Inn, an elegant seventeenth-century hotel and pub in Newbury, an hour or so outside of London. She was crying “buckets of tears.” But she made a crucial decision. She knew that in show business if you quit, you get nothing. But if you’re fired, there’s usually a settlement. She returned to London for the Friday-night performance.

Duva, her agent, recommended she hire the best theater lawyer in the business, John Breglio. His clients included the Michael Bennett estate, Stephen Sondheim, and the playwright August Wilson. Breglio flew to London to mediate. LuPone often called him from the theater a half hour before the show. She was furious and humiliated.

“This is not the best way for you to go onstage tonight, is it?” he asked.

“It’s the perfect way for me to go onstage!” she said.

Breglio hammered out a settlement in a few days at Really Useful headquarters on Tower Street. He negotiated with Patrick McKenna, the head of the company. Lloyd Webber was in another room and “Patrick would have to go back and forth,” Breglio recalled.

LuPone’s settlement, as reported at the time, was $1 million, though a source close to the actress says it was more than that.VII She played her final performance in Sunset Boulevard on March 12, 1994, to a thunderous standing ovation.

The feud between Patti LuPone and Andrew Lloyd Webber gripped the theater world for years to come.

Asked about the feud in 2017, Lloyd Webber said, “I know I’m cast as the villain in her mind. But I wish she had come to London and been part of the process and not behaved like a diva. The atmosphere she created was poison.”

LuPone said, “It’s more fun to have this feud than make up with him—so much more fun. And my husband wouldn’t have it. People always say what would you do if you saw Andrew Lloyd Webber. And I always say it’s not what I would do. It’s what my husband would do. He would flatten him.”VIII



The L.A. production of Sunset Boulevard was a smash, shattering box office records at the Shubert every week. Close was due to play her final performance June 26, 1994, before heading to New York. The question in Los Angeles became, Who could replace her? Gossip columns percolated with divas—Meryl Streep, Madonna, Diana Ross, Michelle Lee, Diahann Carroll, Loretta Young, Debbie Reynolds, even Olivia de Havilland.

“We made endless lists,” said press agent Rick Miramontez. “Most of it was all made up, but we always got the names in print!”

Close’s success taught Lloyd Webber an important lesson: a movie star, not a Broadway star, should play Norma Desmond, especially in California. As it happened, a real movie star, one of the biggest of the 1970s, was interested: Faye Dunaway. Everyone agreed she was perfect for the part. But could she sing it? Lloyd Webber flew to Los Angeles to test her out with his trusted music director David Caddick. “She didn’t have Glenn’s range, but she could sing,” said Caddick. After Dunaway left, Lloyd Webber said, “You know, clearly what’s most important for the role of Norma is the acting ability. If we don’t have the actress, we don’t have the piece.”

Dunaway, who had a reputation for being difficult, was a delight in rehearsals, driving herself to the theater in her snappy Mercedes sports car and “looking like a million bucks,” said Miramontez. She was strong in the dramatic scenes, performing the role her own way rather than mimicking Close.

“You could see why the camera loved her because when she made that face come alive in the character it was completely compelling,” said Caddick. “What she couldn’t do was bring the same kind of flair to the music.” Caddick expressed his concerns to Lloyd Webber. Caddick and Dunaway flew to London to make sure the composer was still comfortable with her. Lloyd Webber, Caddick recalled, again emphasized the importance of the acting.

But back in Los Angeles, where Dunaway was rehearsing under the direction of a stage manager, her performance became halting and unsteady. She could land a song once, but not consistently. “It robbed her of her confidence,” said Caddick.

Trevor Nunn arrived to fine-tune her performance before her opening on July 12. Her acting impressed him. Her singing did not. The financial people monitoring the box office were not impressed either. Close opened with an advance of more than $10 million. Dunaway’s stood at $4 million.

Miramontez snuck into Dunaway’s first run-through at the Shubert Theatre. What he saw was “shocking and heartbreaking. She was lost. She was just lost.”

(Somebody in the theater secretly videotaped the run-through. A few weeks later the video made the rounds of all the bigwigs in musical theater. Duva, LuPone’s agent, saw it. Dunaway made him think of Florence Foster Jenkins, the socialite and amateur soprano pilloried by critics for her self-funded Carnegie Hall debut in 1944.)

After the rehearsal, Nunn called Lloyd Webber. “She can’t go on,” he said. “There will be ridicule and there will be laughter.”8 Once again Sunset Boulevard was thrown into turmoil. The $12 million L.A. production had not turned a profit. If it opened with Dunaway, the critics would destroy it. Lloyd Webber could fire her and let an understudy go on until he found another star. But that would be expensive. In the end, he dismissed Dunaway and closed the L.A. production, at a loss of more than $6 million.9

Lloyd Webber thought he’d put one avenging diva behind him. Now another was after him. Dunaway called LuPone and asked for advice. “Sue him!” she said.IX

After Lloyd Webber announced Dunaway was not up to the demands of the role, she held a press conference in her backyard. Looking every inch the glamorous movie star, she told reporters, “When I auditioned for Mr. Lloyd Webber I sang in my range. He cast me in that range, only later deciding to try to push me into a higher one. This is yet another capricious act by a capricious man.”

The press lapped up yet another Sunset Boulevard feud. Lloyd Webber got clobbered. The New York Times described him as having “a chilling temper, an aloof personality and, after so much power and money over the years, indifference to the sensitivities and needs of performers with fragile egos.”10

Dunaway took LuPone’s advice and sued Lloyd Webber for $6 million. They reached a settlement, yet another expense thrown on top of an increasingly expensive show. Looking back on the Dunaway episode, Lloyd Webber said, “I should have let her go onstage and see what happened. I wish I had.”



Sunset Boulevard finally opened in New York at the Minskoff Theatre on November 17, 1994, with an advance sale of $37.5 million, the highest ever for a Broadway show. The critics adored Close, and, with a few exceptions, were much kinder to Lloyd Webber’s work than they had been in the past. The musical was grossing nearly $800,000 week. It was indeed “The Female Phantom.” But behind the scenes, there was concern. The dismissals of LuPone and Dunaway left the impression that only Glenn Close could play the part. Her contract would end in July. Would people still pay top dollar to see the show without her?

The test came in March when Close took a two-week vacation and her understudy, Karen Mason, went on. Jeremy Gerard, the theater reporter for Variety, gathered the grosses every week for publication. He checked Sunset and was surprised to see the gross was nearly the same for Mason as it had been for Close, about $730,000. It went up a little the next week. Variety printed the numbers.

And then Gerard got an anonymous fax. It contained the real numbers from the Minskoff box office. The gross had slipped by $155,000 each week Close was out. Tickets had been discounted for the understudy’s run, but Lloyd Webber’s company did not report the discounts. Really Useful inflated the figures so that Sunset Boulevard appeared to be a sellout even without Close.

Gerard ran the story under the headline SUNSET BULL-EVARD. Edgar Dobie, the head of Really Useful in New York, took the blame, though in an interview in 2018 he said he made the decision with the approval of the London office. Dobie offered to resign. Lloyd Webber, in a statement to the press, called the decision “idiotic” but refused to accept Dobie’s resignation. He apologized for the inflated grosses and praised Karen Mason for receiving standing ovations at every performance.

A few days later Gerard got another anonymous fax. This one was a two-page, single-spaced letter to Andrew Lloyd Webber from Glenn Close.

“I am furious and insulted,” she wrote. “I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that my performance turned ‘Sunset Boulevard’ around. I made it a hit. It has existed on my shoulders… and yet a representative of your company went out of their way and lied to try to make the public believe that my contribution to this show is nothing, that Karen’s performance is equal to mine, and that my absence had absolutely no effect whatsoever on all the thousands of dollars that supposedly kept pouring into the box office. It sickens me to be treated with such disregard.”

She concluded in high-diva dudgeon: “If I could leave ‘Sunset’ tomorrow, I would. If I could leave it in May when my contract says I can, believe me, I would. At this point, what is making me stay is my sense of obligation to all the people who are holding tickets until July 2.”

Variety printed the letter, and the next day the tabloids splashed the latest Sunset feud across the front pages. BULLETS OVER BROADWAY, screamed the Daily News. Lloyd Webber’s representatives said the composer was “distraught and shell shocked” by the letter. Lloyd Webber issued a statement: “I am at the end of my tether.” Close expressed dismay that her private correspondence had become public. The press mobbed the stage door that night. Close sent her dresser to a costume store in Chinatown to get disguises. She and the cast left the theater wearing Groucho Marx glasses. Sunset Boulevard was in the news again.



The feud blew over, of course. Close and Lloyd Webber were pals at the Tony Awards in June. The field of new musicals was pathetic that season. Sunset had one rival—Smokey Joe’s Cafe, a revue of songs by Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller. Lloyd Webber privately joked, “We have to write a new musical fast, and it can’t be very good.”11 Sunset received eleven Tony nominations in 1995, including Best Musical. Two of the nominations—Best Book and Best Score—were unopposed.

Sunset won Best Musical. Close won Best Actress. Overall the production picked up seven awards. Tickets for Close’s final performances were impossible to come by. Grosses jumped to nearly $900,000 a week.

Another scandal put it in the headlines again a few months later. Barbara Walters profiled Lloyd Webber on the ABC news program 20/20. She reported on the success of Sunset Boulevard. A few days later, working as the theater reporter for the Daily News, I was going over the show’s financial papers at the New York State Attorney General’s office (offerings for all Broadway shows are on file with the A.G.). The last page listed the investors.

“That’s not supposed to be there,” a member of the A.G.’s staff said. “Don’t look at it.” The staffer left the room to take a phone call. I looked at the list. One name jumped out at me, Barbara Walters. Next to her name was the amount of her investment, $100,000. She had not disclosed that investment to the viewers of 20/20.

I called an ABC spokesman for comment. “Do you really think a hundred thousand dollars means that much to Barbara Walters?” the spokesman said, trying to shoot the story down. WALTERS ENTANGLED IN A WEB OF CONFLICT read the headline the next day.12 Walters apologized on 20/20 that week.



Betty Buckley took over for Close in Sunset Boulevard. Then came Elaine Paige. Both actresses received rave reviews. Lloyd Webber launched Sunsets in Germany, Canada, and on tour across the United States. An Australian production featured an unknown actor by the name of Hugh Jackman as Joe Gillis.

Lloyd Webber also wrote a new show, Whistle Down the Wind, based on the 1961 British movie starring Hayley Mills. He planned to open it on Broadway in June 1997 after an out-of-town tryout in Washington, D.C. But the D.C. critics savaged the show, calling it “dull,” “turgid,” “bloated,” and “bizarre.” Lloyd Webber closed Whistle in Washington and scrapped plans for Broadway. As a gesture of goodwill, he returned $10 million to his investors.

Sunset was hemorrhaging money, too. Its weekly overhead on Broadway alone was $500,000. It hadn’t done sellout business since Close’s departure. The other productions were struggling as well. “Andrew had this shocking sit-down with his accountants, who said to him this show can never, ever break even,” said Christopher Hampton.

Lloyd Webber announced he was closing the Broadway production on March 22, 1997, after 997 performances. Hampton begged him to keep it open one more week. “It would have been nice to have a show run a thousand performances on Broadway,” he said. The London and Canadian productions also went down, as did the U.S. national tour. Australia packed it in, too, after just eight months.

None of the productions recouped. Frank Rich took a swipe at Lloyd Webber, dubbing Sunset Boulevard the “ultimate ‘hit’ flop, since it ran more than two years.”13

Lloyd Webber went into a depression. “I was incredibly hurt by some of the things Patti had said, and by the way I was perceived,” he said. “I very nearly put my whole company up for sale. The joy had gone out of it. I never wanted to go near a theater again.”

He later came out of the depression and wrote more shows, including The Beautiful Game and The Woman in White. But he would not have another Broadway hit until School of Rock in 2015. The era of the British megamusical was indeed over.

I. At the 1988 Tony Awards, Stephen Sondheim’s Into the Woods won Best Book and Best Score. But Phantom won the most important award, Best Musical. Broadway could not turn its back on a show that had sold $18 million worth of tickets before opening night.

II. Will Rogers ran a respectable 981 performances. Miss Saigon ran ten years on Broadway—impressive, to be sure, but shorter than Cats, Les Miz, and Phantom (which is still running).

III. The set was indeed dangerous. In London, leading lady Ann Crumb’s foot got caught in the conveyor belt and was mangled. “I heard this huge screaming over the orchestra, and it was me,” she told reporters at the time.

IV. The production team located the real car used in the movie and put it in the lobby of the Shubert Theatre. Trevor Nunn was not pleased, Edgar Dobie recalled. He didn’t want the replica being compared to the real thing. “Get rid of it,” he said.

V. Reagan had not yet gone public with his Alzheimer’s diagnosis. But to Christopher Hampton, who met him on opening night, he seemed confused. “You must remember the movie,” Hampton said. “There was a movie?” Reagan replied. “Yes, with Bill Holden.” Reagan turned to his wife and said, “Nancy, Bill Holden is in the movie of this. I can’t wait to see how it comes out!”

VI. There was another nail as well. An executive at Paramount charged with overseeing the show attended a performance in London. He told Lloyd Webber, “I can’t understand a thing that woman is saying.” (LuPone’s diction, which can be slurry, has been the butt of impersonators, drag queens, and the revue Forbidden Broadway for years.)

VII. LuPone used part of the settlement to build a pool at her house in Connecticut. She dubbed it the “Andrew Lloyd Webber Memorial Pool.”

VIII. LuPone and Lloyd Webber did meet on January 24, 2018, to rehearse her performance of “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina” at the Grammy Awards. LuPone swept in and said, “Hello, Andrew.” Turning to the rest of the room, she said, “This is détente, ladies and gentlemen.”

IX. Miramontez secretly listened in on the call. “Patti egged her on,” he said. “These two old warriors were commiserating and propping each other up.”






CHAPTER THREE 508 GREENWICH, #4


In 1971, Julie Larson, a teenager living in White Plains, New York, bought Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice’s album Jesus Christ Superstar. She played it over and over on the stereo in the living room. Her eleven-year-old brother, Jonathan, would sometimes wander by and listen. And then one day he sat at the family piano and played the entire score by ear. “That was the first time, I think, we realized Jon had real musical talent,” Julie said.


OEBPS/e9781501166648/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Chapter One: I’m Ready for My Close-Up, Mr. Lloyd Webber


		Chapter Two: Boulevard of Broken Dreams


		Chapter Three: 508 Greenwich, #4


		Chapter Four: La Vie Broadway


		Chapter Five: The Gambler


		Chapter Six: I Got the Horse Right Here


		Chapter Seven: Winging It


		Chapter Eight: Who’s Afraid of Edward Albee?


		Chapter Nine: Razzle Dazzle


		Chapter Ten: The Fran and Barry Show


		Chapter Eleven: Everything’s Coming Up Rosie


		Chapter Twelve: The Making of a Mogul


		Chapter Thirteen: Be at the Fucking Matinee


		Chapter Fourteen: The Lion Queen


		Chapter Fifteen: The Unmaking of a Mogul


		Chapter Sixteen: The Playmakers


		Chapter Seventeen: It’s Good to Be the King


		Epilogue: And the Show Goes On


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Photo Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334








OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501166648/images/9781501166648.jpg
NGULAR
SENSATION

THETRIUMPHOE
\é

BROADVA!
ICHAEL

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501166648/images/title.jpg
SINGULAR
SENSATION

TTTTTTTTTTTT

BROADWAY

MICHAEL
RIEDEL

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRR
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/RobotoCondensed-LightItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501166648/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


