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PREFACE

If you’ve spent any time around a collegiate theatre department, then you’re probably familiar with the phrase “Yes, and?” It’s an essential concept of improvisation. Say, for instance, you’re improvising a scene in which your incredulous scene partner hands you his shoe and swears he can hear a sound coming from it. You take the shoe, put it up to your ear, and what do you know? YES! You hear it, too—AND it sounds like Steely Dan! Not only have you accepted your partner’s premise (that’s the “yes”), but you’ve also volleyed back a starting point for a million other possibilities (there’s the “and”).

Why does the shoe sound like an American rock band from the 1970s? Did someone wear it to a Steely Dan concert? Did the shoe belong to a member of Steely Dan? Is there a Thumbelina-sized musician stowed away in the toe of the stinky, slimy shoe, wearing nothing but big hair and a bass guitar? These are just a few of the directions that response can steer the scene.

Now, imagine the opposite. Imagine being handed the shoe but refusing to take it—or taking it but responding that you can’t hear a thing. The implied “no” of that response essentially ends things; there’s nowhere for the scene to go. In improvisation, a “no” is a dead end.

Maybe it’s all those years of theatre training—I earned a Bachelor of Arts in Drama from Furman University (Greenville, SC), a Master of Arts in Theatre from the University of Kentucky (Lexington, KY), and a Doctor of Philosophy in Theatre and Film Studies from the University of Georgia (Athens, GA)—but the tenet of “Yes, and?” is deeply ingrained in me. It’s an idea that, so long as it doesn’t violate my values, I’ve tried to apply to every aspect of my life, including my career.

In fact, “Yes, and?” is a big part of how this series of books came to be. In March of 2012, I had just completed my PhD and was teaching theatre courses at my alma mater in Greenville, SC. The then-head of the Theatre Arts department called me into his office and asked if I’d be willing to give a lecture before a performance of Les Miserables at the touring house in town. “Yes!” was my quick and excited response.

I spoke to an audience of a hundred or so people at that night’s pre-show lecture. I shared as much as I could dig up about the massively popular musical—from how novelist Victor Hugo came up with the character of Jean Valjean to why composer Claude-Michel Schönberg and lyricist Alain Boublil decided to turn the story into a rock opera. Things went well enough that night that, in the next few days, I got my “and?” The theatre’s Vice President of Education reached out to see if I might be interested in presenting similar lectures before every show in their Broadway series, AND, of course, I said, “Yes!”

Saying yes to a single speaking opportunity snowballed into more than a decade of studying and presenting about musicals. For a Broadway-loving research geek like me, there is no better job. Working with one theatre led to working with another and then another and several others after that. Pretty quickly, I realized how much more I enjoyed seeing shows after I’d spent some time digging into their backstories.

For instance, did you know that Chicago is very loosely based on a true story? Kander and Ebb’s 1975 musical—and its more popular 1996 revival—are based on a 1926 play by a woman named Maurine Dallas Watkins. Watkins was studying playwrighting; her professor suggested she needed more life experience before she could be a good writer. Her response to his advice was to move to Chicago, where she wrote crime stories “from a feminine perspective” for the Chicago Tribune. While there, she covered a rash of murders by Chicagoland women. Their stories formed the foundation for the characters she referred to in her subsequent script as “The Inmates of Murderess Row.” Of course, Kander and Ebb reimagined them as the now-iconic “Six Merry Murderesses of the Cook County Jail.”

Or how about the fact that Andrew Lloyd Webber was inspired to musicalize T.S. Eliot’s 1939 Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats during a particularly dreadful rehearsal of Evita? The composer was growing increasingly frustrated with technical aspects of the rehearsal. To calm himself down, he started quoting to himself a poem from one of his favorite childhood books (Eliot’s Book of Practical Cats). Soon after, he decided it’d be a fun project to try to musicalize some of the poems from the book his mother had read him as a child. A show he never intended to be produced turned out to be the fifth-longest-running show in Broadway history—Cats.

Learning little facts like these before seeing a show made the experience of seeing it even more enjoyable for me; it was clear from their reactions that the patrons who attended the lectures felt the same way. Soon enough, I was given the cheeky nickname “Dr. Broadway” and adopted the mission statement of “Educating Theatregoers, Enhancing Theatregoing.” After several years and hundreds of lectures, I began to wonder if there was another mode of sharing what I had learned: “Maybe I should reshape this research into book format, so that even more theatregoers can access the information,” I began to wonder.

Right on cue, I received an email from the Senior Publisher of Plays and Musical Theatre at Methuen Drama. He asked if I was working on any writing projects at the moment. “Yes,” I excitedly replied, “and here are my ideas.” This book—and the others that will follow in the Essential Series—are the result of that conversation.

Here’s a note about the way I approach my work: I am a historian. Most often, I report the facts of history as it happened, or at least as it was recorded; I don’t comment on those facts (usually); I simply state them. Further, it is outside the purview of this book to look critically at the content of a show (though I do include reviews written by many critics). My project, instead, is to tell how the shows came to be. I tend to take a journalist’s “just the facts, Ma’am” approach to my work.

My hope with this book—and with every volume in the Essential Musicals Series—is that it will inform your theatre going as much as it has mine and that, when asked if you’ve seen one musical or another, you’ll be able to answer, “Yes! And let me tell you all about it.”

Kristin Stultz Pressley, PhD.

Series Editor
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Introduction

What is a jukebox musical? The Cambridge dictionary defines it as “a play or movie that includes many well-known songs by a particular singer, songwriter, or group,” but this metric seems to miss the mark in the context of modern musicals. “Many well-known songs by a particular singer, songwriter, or group” would apply to almost every piece of musical theatre ever written. The score of Oklahoma! contains many “well-known songs;” also, it was written by a particular pair—Rodgers and Hammerstein. Does that make the show a jukebox musical? Hardly.

What about Smokey Joe’s Café? “Well-known songs”? For sure—from “On Broadway” to “Hound Dog,” “Jailhouse Rock” to “Stand by Me,” this show has hits to spare. “By a particular … group”? Absolutely. Jerry Lieber and Mike Stoller had a hand in writing each number. Is it a jukebox musical? Not even close. It’s a revue—a collection of sketches and songs united by a common theme or, in this case, creators.

These types of shows have been on Broadway from the beginning. Irving Berlin had his Music Box Revues; Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart wrote multiple iterations of the Garrick Gaieties, and perhaps most famously, Florenz Ziegfeld produced his Follies almost every year between 1907 and 1931 (and, sporadically, after that). Not one of these shows told a story. They were vehicles for showcasing the latest tunes by any given songwriting team—or in the case of the Follies—for showing off Ziegfeld’s favorite showgirls.

In this day and age, the phrase “jukebox musical” can better be defined as “a musical, which uses a known catalog of music not created specifically for that musical, in order to tell an original story.” That story can be either fact—as in the case of Jersey Boys, Motown, Beautiful, On Your Feet, MJ, and many others—or fiction, like Crazy for You, Mamma Mia!, Movin’ Out, Rock of Ages, Moulin Rouge!, and more.

This kind of show has been around for decades—some would even say centuries. While Mamma Mia!, which premiered on Broadway in 2001 and currently has earnings in the billions, is often thought to be the first, the form is nowhere near that new. Some suggest the first example of the genre is John Gay’s 1728 The Beggar’s Opera. Gay blended bits of dialogue with familiar folk tunes and street songs.

Whatever the official “first” is is immaterial. What’s important to know is that the form existed in small doses for a long time—Buddy! The Buddy Holly Story is an example of this, as is the first show considered in this book, Crazy for You; what Mamma Mia! did was take the trend into the mainstream. In the two decades, since the show’s premiere, hundreds of shows have tried to replicate its success.

Wrote Jamie Portman in the Ottawa Citizen, “The surest route to ensuring a hit show these days is to make sure that theatre-goers know the material before they walk in the door.”1 In
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