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      Introduction: Much More

    


    
      Consider two memorable moments in the American musical theatre that occurred within a year of each other:


      On May 21, 1959, the opening night of Gypsy, one of Broadway’s biggest stars, Ethel Merman, launched into the song “Some People” about fifteen minutes into the show. With her bold and thrilling voice filling the Broadway Theatre, the largest venue in the Theatre District at the time, Merman’s Rose proclaimed that she was not like other people and boasted how she was determined to make her young kids into stars. It was a brassy, unforgettable Broadway moment.


      On May 3, 1960, about fifteen minutes into the opening night of the Off-Broadway musical The Fantasticks, the unknown ingénue Rita Gardner sang the plaintive song “Much More,” a naive but heartfelt number in which the Girl vows not to be like other people and exclaims how her life will be filled with romance and adventure. There was no need to belt in the 144-seat Sullivan Street Playhouse, but Gardner’s direct plea not to be “normal” was enthralling all the same. It was a charming, disarming Off-Broadway moment.


      The difference between Broadway and Off Broadway can be understood from these two contrasting moments. In both cases the female lead sings her revealing “I am” song but each goes about it in her own unique way, influenced by the theatrical venue where the production takes place. Broadway musicals are bigger than life and offer outsized emotions expressed in large theatres; Off-Broadway musicals are smaller in scale and explore emotions that are more life-size as they are enacted in more intimate venues. When Broadway offers musical comedy, the songs, the dancing, the laughs, even the tears are big enough to fill a large and elaborate theatre. Off Broadway cannot afford such a scale and instead offers simpler productions and a more direct kind of music, dance, and comedy. The satire of Off Broadway is usually sharper than the large-scale spoofs of Broadway. The more serious musical plays sometimes have a greater intensity in the small Off-Broadway playhouses than they can on Broadway. Is one venue superior to the other? Of course not. Their uniqueness makes comparisons futile. The American theatre is richer for the contrasts and much of the diversity in our current musicals can be attributed to these two very different approaches.


      Yet the Off-Broadway musical has always received much less attention than Broadway. This is understandable. Broadway is about fame, glory, and success. Off Broadway is about smart, sharp, little shows that make a personal impact. Many actors, writers, and directors first find critical acclaim Off Broadway, but only Broadway can make stars and super showmen. In these days when many Off-Broadway musicals make the transition to Broadway, it is easy to forget that Off Broadway began and found its identity as an alternative to Broadway. It has always been less expensive to produce an Off-Broadway musical than one on Broadway, and today it often seems that Off Broadway is a discount venue used to find fodder for Broadway. This was hardly the case in the 1950s. An Off-Broadway musical didn’t want to go anywhere but Off Broadway. It was written and produced with Off Broadway in mind. In fact, it defied Broadway, often made fun of it, and took pride in not being big and glossy. As Broadway got more diverse in the 1960s, presenting rock, ethnic, and other kinds of musicals outside the mainstream, it made sense that successful Off-Broadway shows would aim for Broadway. Yet as the variety of musicals on Broadway widened, Off Broadway suffered. Off Broadway’s costs escalated, actors with marquee value were sought, and the musicals became expensive enterprises. By the 1980s one had to go to Off Off Broadway to find the true alternative to Broadway. “Much More” became “Too Much,” and the experimental nature of Off Broadway diminished.


      Yet there are still fundamental differences between the two venues, and that is the focus of this critical look at 381 Off-Broadway musicals over the decades. This is neither a chronicle nor a detailed history of Off-Broadway musicals, though the book is arranged by decades and all the major musical works are discussed. The goal here is to look at the most representative Off-Broadway musicals over the years: remembered hits, forgotten failures, escapist musical comedies, demanding musical dramas, revues, and musical tributes to singers or songwriters. Revivals of Broadway musicals produced Off Broadway are not included in this discussion. The nature of an Off-Broadway musical is determined by attitude not venue. So when the 1934 Cole Porter success Anything Goes and the 1938 Rodgers and Hart hit The Boys from Syracuse were given smart and small-scale revivals Off Broadway in the early 1960s, they were still Broadway musicals; they were just reimagined for Off Broadway. There is often a fuzzy line between Off and Off Off Broadway, and only important musicals in the latter classification are discussed, particularly if they later moved up to Off-Broadway status by change of venue or contract. The Off-Broadway musicals covered here include both long runs and short flops, for that is the nature of the theatre season in New York. Short runs included in this book sometimes had notable cast members, noteworthy artistic staff, or were just unusual enough to be considered.


      Often Off-Broadway musicals accurately reflected what was going on musically and culturally in this country, as seen in productions ranging from satiric revues to passionate antiwar musicals to early and important musical works dealing with race, feminism, and sexual identity. Off Broadway sometimes picked up on the pulse and temperament of the nation in a way that Broadway could not or would not. Also, some Off-Broadway products have been very influential in determining the direction of the American musical theatre even though they may not enjoy the popularity and recognition of the bigger, brighter Broadway shows. There is so “Much More” to Off-Broadway musicals than has been given credit. This alternative venue is not a subplot in the story of the American musical; it is often the heart of this uniquely American art form.
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      Off-Broadway Musicals

    


    
      • A . . . My Name Is Alice


      • A . . . My Name Is Still Alice


      • Adding Machine


      • Adrift in Macao


      • After the Fair


      • Ain’t Misbehavin’


      • Alice in Concert


      • All in Love


      • Altar Boyz


      • Always . . . Patsy Cline


      • American Rhapsody


      • The Amorous Flea


      • . . . And in This Corner


      • And the World Goes ’Round


      • Angry Housewives


      • Annie Warbucks


      • Assassins


      • Avenue Q


      • Babes in the Wood


      • Bad Habits of 1926


      • Baker’s Dozen


      • Balancing Act


      • Ballad for a Firing Squad (Mata Hari)


      • Ballad for Bimshire


      • The Banker’s Daughter


      • bare


      • Bash’d! A Gay Rap Opera


      • Bat Boy: The Musical


      • Beehive


      • Be Kind to People Week


      • The Believers


      • Below the Belt


      • Berlin to Broadway with Kurt Weill


      • Bernarda Alba


      • The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas


      • Big Bad Burlesque


      • The Billy Barnes Revue


      • Billy Noname


      • Birds of Paradise


      • Bits and Pieces, XIV


      • Bittersuite


      • Black Nativity


      • Blues in the Night


      • Boobs! The Musical


      • Boy Meets Boy


      • A Brief History of White Music


      • Bright Lights Big City


      • Bring in ’da Noise Bring in ’da Funk


      • Broadway Jukebox


      • A Broadway Musical


      • Brownstone


      • The Bubbly Black Girl Sheds Her Chameleon Skin


      • Bunk of 1926


      • Candide


      • Captain Louie


      • Caroline, or Change


      • Celia: The Life and Music of Celia Cruz


      • Charlotte Sweet


      • A Chorus Line


      • Christy


      • Cindy


      • A Class Act


      • Closer Than Ever


      • The Club


      • Colette


      • Contact


      • The Contrast


      • Cotton Patch Gospel


      • Cowgirls


      • The Cradle Will Rock


      • Curly McDimple


      • Dames at Sea


      • Das Barbecü


      • Debbie Does Dallas


      • The Decline and Fall of the Entire World as Seen through the Eyes of Cole Porter Revisited


      • Demi-Dozen


      • Dessa Rose


      • Diamonds


      • Diamond Studs


      • Dime a Dozen


      • Dinah Was


      • Dispatches


      • Diversions


      • Doctor Selavy’s Magic Theatre


      • The Donkey Show


      • Dressed to the Nines


      • The Drunkard


      • Eating Raoul


      • El Bravo


      • Elegies: A Song Cycle


      • El Grande de Coca-Cola


      • Ernest in Love


      • Evil Dead: The Musical


      • The Faggot


      • Fallout


      • Falsettoland


      • Fame on 42nd Street


      • A Fantastic Fricasse


      • The Fantasticks


      • Fashion


      • Fela!


      • First Lady Suite


      • Five Course Love


      • Floyd Collins


      • Fly Blackbird


      • Forbidden Broadway


      • Forever Plaid


      • Four Below


      • Four Below Strikes Back


      • 4 Guys Named José . . . and Una Mujer Named Maria!


      • Frankenstein


      • Further Mo’


      • The Game Is Up


      • Genesis


      • Gertrude Stein’s First Reader


      • The Gifts of the Magi


      • The Glorious Ones


      • Goblin Market


      • God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater


      • Godspell


      • The Golden Apple


      • The Golden Land


      • Graham Crackers


      • The Grand Street Follies


      • The Great American Trailer Park Musical


      • The Great Macdaddy


      • Great Scot!


      • Greenwich Village Follies


      • Greenwich Village Follies of 1920


      • Greenwich Village, U.S.A.


      • Grey Gardens


      • Groucho: A Life in Revue


      • Groundhog


      • Gutenberg! The Musical!


      • The Haggadah, a Passover Cantata


      • Hair


      • Half-Past Wednesday


      • Hank Williams: Lost Highway


      • Hannah . . . 1939


      • Happiness


      • Happy End


      • Hark!


      • Harlem Song


      • Have I Got a Girl for You!


      • Hedwig and the Angry Inch


      • Hello Again


      • Hello Muddah, Hello Fadduh


      • Herringbone


      • Hey, Ma . . . Kaye Ballard


      • The Housewives’ Cantata


      • How to Steal an Election


      • Howard Crabtree’s Whoop-Dee-Doo!


      • The Human Comedy


      • I Can’t Keep Running in Place


      • I Feel Wonderful


      • I Love You Because


      • I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now Change


      • If Love Were All


      • I’ll Die If I Can’t Live Forever


      • I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It on the Road


      • In Circles


      • In the Heights


      • In Trousers


      • It Ain’t Nothin’ But the Blues


      • The IT Girl


      • Jack’s Holiday


      • Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris


      • James Joyce’s The Dead


      • Jelly Roll!


      • Jericho-Jim Crow


      • Jo


      • Joan


      • john & jen


      • Johnny Guitar


      • Jolson and Company


      • Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat


      • Joy


      • Just for Openers


      • Ka-Boom!


      • Kaleidoscope


      • The King of the Schnorrers


      • King of the Whole Damn World


      • The Knife


      • Kuni-Leml


      • Kykunkor (The Witch Woman)


      • Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar and Grill


      • The Last Five Years


      • The Last Session


      • The Last Sweet Days of Isaac


      • Laughing Matters


      • Let My People Come


      • Lies & Legends: The Musical Stories of Harry Chapin


      • Listen to My Heart: The Songs of David Friedman


      • Little Fish


      • Little Ham


      • Little Mary Sunshine


      • Little Shop of Horrors


      • The Littlest Revue


      • Livin’ the Life


      • Look Me Up


      • Love (What about Luv?)


      • Love, Janis


      • Lovers


      • Lovesong


      • Lucky Stiff


      • Madame Aphrodite


      • The Mad Show


      • Mahagonny (The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny)


      • Make Me a Song: The Music of William Finn


      • A Man of No Importance


      • Man with a Load of Mischief


      • March of the Falsettos


      • Marry Me a Little


      • The Marvelous Wonderettes


      • Mata Hari


      • Mayor


      • The Me Nobody Knows


      • Menopause: The Musical


      • The Middle of Nowhere


      • Mixed Doubles


      • The Musical of Musicals–The Musical


      • My Life with Albertine


      • My Old Friends


      • The Mystery of Edwin Drood


      • Naked Boys Singing!


      • National Lampoon’s Class of ’86


      • The National Lampoon Show


      • National Lampoon’s Lemmings


      • A New Brain


      • Newsical


      • Next to Normal


      • Nightclub Cantata


      • Nite Club Confidential


      • No for an Answer


      • The No-Frills Revue


      • No Shoestrings


      • Now


      • No Way to Treat a Lady


      • Now Is the Time for All Good Men


      • Nunsense


      • Nunsense Ah-Men!


      • Nunsense 2: The Sequel


      • Of Mice and Men


      • Oh! Calcutta!


      • Oh Coward!


      • Oil City Symphony


      • Olympus on My Mind


      • O Marry Me!


      • Once on This Island


      • Once Upon a Mattress


      • One Mo’ Time


      • Our Sinatra


      • Pageant


      • Parade


      • Passing Strange


      • Peace


      • Personals


      • Pete ‘n’ Keely


      • The Petrified Prince


      • Philemon


      • Phoenix ’55


      • Piano Bar


      • Pick a Number, XV


      • Pieces of Eight


      • Pins and Needles


      • Polly


      • Preppies


      • The Prince and the Pauper


      • Privates on Parade


      • Promenade


      • Prom Queens Unchained


      • Provincetown Follies


      • Pump Boys and Dinettes


      • Putting It Together


      • Radiant Baby


      • Radio Gals


      • Rainbow


      • Rap Master Ronnie


      • Really Rosie


      • Reefer Madness


      • Rent


      • Return to the Forbidden Planet


      • Riverwind


      • Road Show


      • Roadside


      • Rollin’ on the T.O.B.A.


      • Romance in Hard Times


      • Romantic Poetry


      • Runaways


      • Ruthless!


      • Salad Days


      • Salvation


      • Sandhog


      • The Sap of Life


      • Sarafina!


      • Saturday Night


      • Saturn Returns


      • Scrambled Feet


      • The Secret Life of Walter Mitty


      • Secrets Every Smart Traveler Should Know


      • See What I Wanna See


      • Sensations


      • Seven Comes Eleven


      • Sex Tips for Modern Girls


      • Shades of Harlem


      • Shakespeare’s Cabaret


      • She Shall Have Music


      • Shockheaded Peter


      • Shoestring ’57


      • Shoestring Revue


      • Shout!


      • The Show Goes On


      • Showing Off


      • Shuffle Along


      • Simply Heavenly


      • Sing Muse!


      • Smiling the Boy Fell Dead


      • Smoke on the Mountain


      • Snoopy


      • Song of Singapore


      • Songs for a New World


      • Songs of Paradise


      • The Spitfire Grill


      • Spring Awakening


      • Staggerlee


      • Stag Movie


      • Starting Here, Starting Now


      • The Streets of New York


      • Suds


      • Sunset


      • Sweethearts


      • Swingtime Canteen


      • The Taffetas


      • Take Five


      • Taking a Chance on Love


      • Taking My Turn


      • Tallulah


      • Ten Percent Revue


      • That’s Life!


      • The Thing about Men


      • 3 Guys Naked from the Waist Down


      • Three Mo’ Tenors


      • The Threepenny Opera


      • Three Postcards


      • Tick, Tick . . . Boom!


      • Time, Gentlemen Please


      • Tintypes


      • [title of show]


      • Tomfoolery


      • Touch


      • To Whom It May Concern


      • The Toxic Avenger


      • Trixie True, Teen Detective


      • Trumpets of the Lord


      • Tuscaloosa’s Calling Me . . . But I’m Not Going!


      • The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee


      • Two Gentlemen of Verona


      • The Umbrellas of Cherbourg


      • Up Against It


      • Upstairs at O’Neals’


      • Urban Blight


      • Urinetown


      • Valmouth


      • Viet Rock


      • Violet


      • Walk Down Mah Street!


      • Walmartopia


      • Wanted


      • Weird Romance


      • What about Luv?


      • What’s a Nice Country Like You Doing in a State Like This?


      • What’s That Smell: The Music of Jacob Sterling


      • When Pigs Fly


      • The Wild Party


      • Wings


      • The World of Kurt Weill in Song


      • Your Own Thing


      • You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown


      • Yours, Anne


      • Zanna, Don’t!


      • Zombie Prom


      • Zombies from Beyond

    

  


  
    
      Chronological List of

      Off-Broadway Musicals

    


    
      1919


      • Greenwich Village Follies


      1920


      • Greenwich Village Follies of 1920


      1921


      • Shuffle Along


      1922


      • A Fantastic Fricasse


      1924


      • The Grand Street Follies


      1925


      • The Grand Street Follies


      • Polly


      1926


      • Bunk of 1926


      • Bad Habits of 1926


      • The Grand Street Follies


      1927


      • The Grand Street Follies


      1934


      • Kykunkor (The Witch Woman)


      1935


      • Provincetown Follies


      1937


      • Pins and Needles


      • The Cradle Will Rock


      1941


      • No for an Answer


      1954


      • The Threepenny Opera


      • The Golden Apple


      • I Feel Wonderful


      • Sandhog


      1955


      • Shoestring Revue


      • Phoenix ’55


      1956


      • Four Below


      • The Littlest Revue


      • Shoestring ’57


      1957


      • Livin’ the Life


      • Simply Heavenly


      • Kaleidoscope


      • Take Five


      1958


      • Demi-Dozen


      • Diversions


      • Salad Days


      • Of Mice and Men


      1959


      • Fashion


      • She Shall Have Music


      • Once Upon a Mattress


      • Fallout


      • The Billy Barnes Revue


      • Pieces of Eight


      • Little Mary Sunshine


      1960


      • Parade


      • Four Below Strikes Back


      • The Fantasticks


      • Ernest in Love


      • Greenwich, U.S.A.


      • Dressed to the Nines


      • Valmouth


      1961


      • Smiling the Boy Fell Dead


      • The Sap of Life


      • Seven Comes Eleven


      • O Marry Me!


      • Time, Gentlemen Please


      • All in Love


      • Sing Muse!


      • Black Nativity


      • Madame Aphrodite


      1962


      • The Banker’s Daughter


      • Fly Blackbird


      • Half-Past Wednesday


      • King of the Whole Damn World


      • No Shoestrings


      • Dime a Dozen


      • Riverwind


      1963


      • Graham Crackers


      • The World of Kurt Weill in Song


      • Ballad for Bimshire


      • The Streets of New York


      • Trumpets of the Lord


      1964


      • Baker’s Dozen


      • Jericho-Jim Crow


      • . . . And in This Corner


      • Jo


      • The Amorous Flea


      • Cindy


      • The Game Is Up


      • Bits and Pieces, XIV


      • The Secret Life of Walter Mitty


      • Babes in the Wood


      1965


      • The Decline and Fall of the Entire World as Seen through the Eyes of Cole Porter Revisited


      • Pick a Number, XV


      • Just for Openers


      • Great Scot!


      1966


      • The Mad Show


      • Below the Belt


      • Mixed Doubles


      • Man with a Load of Mischief


      • Viet Rock


      1967


      • You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown


      • Now Is the Time for All Good Men


      • Hair


      • In Circles


      • Curly McDimple


      1968


      • Your Own Thing


      • Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris


      • The Believers


      • Now


      • Walk Down Mah Street!


      • How to Steal an Election


      • Ballad for a Firing Squad (Mata Hari)


      • Dames at Sea


      1969


      • Peace


      • Promenade


      • Oh! Calcutta!


      • Salvation


      • Gertrude Stein’s First Reader


      1970


      • The Last Sweet Days of Isaac


      • Joy


      • Billy Noname


      • The Drunkard


      • Mahagonny (The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny)


      • Colette


      • The Me Nobody Knows


      • Sensations


      • Touch


      1971


      • Stag Movie


      • Godspell


      • Two Gentlemen of Verona


      • Look Me Up


      1972


      • Wanted


      • Hark!


      • Joan


      • Berlin to Broadway with Kurt Weill


      • Oh Coward!


      • Doctor Selavy’s Magic Theatre


      • The Contrast


      • Rainbow


      1973


      • National Lampoon’s Lemmings


      • El Grande de Coca-Cola


      • What’s a Nice Country Like You Doing in a State Like This?


      • The Faggot


      • Candide


      1974


      • Let My People Come


      • The Great Macdaddy


      • Fashion


      • I’ll Die If I Can’t Live Forever


      1975


      • Diamond Studs


      • Lovers


      • The National Lampoon Show


      • Be Kind to People Week


      • Philemon


      • A Chorus Line


      • Boy Meets Boy


      • Christy


      • Tuscaloosa’s Calling Me . . . But I’m Not Going!


      1976


      • Lovesong


      • The Club


      • Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat


      1977


      • Nightclub Cantata


      • Starting Here, Starting Now


      • Happy End


      1978


      • Ain’t Misbehavin’


      • Runaways


      • The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas


      • I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It on the Road


      • Piano Bar


      • A Broadway Musical


      • In Trousers


      1979


      • My Old Friends


      • The Umbrellas of Cherbourg


      • Dispatches


      • Scrambled Feet


      • Big Bad Burlesque


      • The King of the Schnorrers


      • God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater


      • One Mo’ Time


      1980


      • Shakespeare’s Cabaret


      • The Housewives’ Cantata


      • Blues in the Night


      • The Haggadah, a Passover Cantata


      • Tintypes


      • Really Rosie


      • Ka-Boom!


      • Trixie True, Teen Detective


      • Alice in Concert


      1981


      • Marry Me a Little


      • I Can’t Keep Running in Place


      • March of the Falsettos


      • El Bravo


      • Pump Boys and Dinettes


      • Cotton Patch Gospel


      • Tomfoolery


      1982


      • Forbidden Broadway


      • Herringbone


      • Little Shop of Horrors


      • Charlotte Sweet


      • Upstairs at O’Neals’


      • Snoopy


      1983


      • Taking My Turn


      • Preppies


      • Tallulah


      • Sunset


      • The Human Comedy


      1984


      • A . . . My Name Is Alice


      • Hey, Ma . . . Kaye Ballard


      • Love


      • Nite Club Confidential


      • Shades of Harlem


      • Rap Master Ronnie


      • Kuni-Leml


      • Diamonds


      1985


      • 3 Guys Naked from the Waist Down


      • Lies & Legends: The Musical Stories of Harry Chapin


      • Mayor


      • The Mystery of Edwin Drood


      • Yours, Anne


      • The Golden Land


      • Personals


      • Nunsense


      • To Whom It May Concern


      1986


      • Beehive


      • Goblin Market


      • National Lampoon’s Class of ’86


      • Olympus on My Mind


      • Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar and Grill


      • Angry Housewives


      • Sex Tips for Modern Girls


      • Groucho: A Life in Revue


      • Brownstone


      • Have I Got a Girl for You!


      1987


      • The Knife


      • Staggerlee


      • Three Postcards


      • No Way to Treat a Lady


      • Bittersuite


      • Sarafina!


      • Birds of Paradise


      • Oil City Symphony


      • The No-Frills Revue


      1988


      • Ten Percent Revue


      • Lucky Stiff


      • Urban Blight


      • Suds


      • The Taffetas


      • The Middle of Nowhere


      • Sweethearts


      1989


      • Genesis


      • Songs of Paradise


      • Laughing Matters


      • Showing Off


      • Privates on Parade


      • Closer Than Ever


      • Up Against It


      • Romance in Hard Times


      1990


      • Hannah . . . 1939


      • Once on This Island


      • Further Mo’


      • Forever Plaid


      • Falsettoland


      • Broadway Jukebox


      • Smoke on the Mountain


      • The Gifts of the Magi


      1991


      • Assassins


      • And the World Goes ’Round


      • Pageant


      • Song of Singapore


      • Prom Queens Unchained


      • Return to the Forbidden Planet


      1992


      • Groundhog


      • Ruthless!


      • Eating Raoul


      • Balancing Act


      • Weird Romance


      • Hello Muddah, Hello Fadduh


      1993


      • Wings


      • Putting It Together


      • Howard Crabtree’s Whoop-Dee-Doo!


      • Annie Warbucks


      • First Lady Suite


      1994


      • Hello Again


      • That’s Life!


      • Jelly Roll!


      • Nunsense 2: The Sequel


      • Das Barbecü


      • The Petrified Prince


      1995


      • Jack’s Holiday


      • Swingtime Canteen


      • john & jen


      • Zombies from Beyond


      • Songs for a New World


      • Bring in ’da Noise Bring in ’da Funk


      1996


      • Rent


      • Cowgirls


      • Floyd Collins


      • Zombie Prom


      • I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now Change


      • When Pigs Fly


      • Radio Gals


      • A Brief History of White Music


      1997


      • Violet


      • Always . . . Patsy Cline


      • The Last Session


      • Secrets Every Smart Traveler Should Know


      • The Show Goes On


      1998


      • Hedwig and the Angry Inch


      • Saturn Returns: A Concert


      • Dinah Was


      • A New Brain


      • Nunsense A-Men!


      1999


      • Rollin’ on the T.O.B.A.


      • Bright Lights Big City


      • It Ain’t Nothin’ But the Blues


      • If Love Were All


      • After the Fair


      • Naked Boys Singing!


      • The Donkey Show


      • Contact


      • Shockheaded Peter


      • James Joyce’s The Dead


      • Our Sinatra


      2000


      • Saturday Night


      • The Wild Party


      • Taking a Chance on Love


      • The Bubbly Black Girl Sheds Her Chameleon Skin


      • 4 Guys Named José . . . and Una Mujer Named Maria!


      • A Class Act


      • American Rhapsody


      • Pete ‘n’ Keely


      2001


      • Bat Boy: The Musical


      • Love, Janis


      • The IT Girl


      • Urinetown


      • Tick, Tick . . . Boom!


      • The Spitfire Grill


      • Reefer Madness


      • Roadside


      2002


      • The Last Five Years


      • Menopause: The Musical


      • The Prince and the Pauper


      • Harlem Song


      • Little Ham


      • Jolson and Company


      • A Man of No Importance


      • Debbie Does Dallas


      2003


      • Little Fish


      • Radiant Baby


      • My Life with Albertine


      • Avenue Q


      • Zanna, Don’t!


      • Elegies: A Song Cycle


      • Hank Williams: Lost Highway


      • Boobs! The Musical


      • The Thing about Men


      • Listen to My Heart: The Songs of David Friedman


      • Fame on 42nd Street


      • Caroline, or Change


      • The Musical of Musicals—The Musical


      2004


      • Johnny Guitar


      • bare


      • Newsical


      2005


      • The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee


      • Altar Boyz


      • Dessa Rose


      • Captain Louie


      • The Great American Trailer Park Musical


      • Five Course Love


      • See What I Wanna See


      2006


      • Bernarda Alba


      • I Love You Because


      • Grey Gardens


      • Spring Awakening


      • [title of show]


      • Shout!


      • Evil Dead: The Musical


      2007


      • Gutenberg! The Musical!


      • In the Heights


      • Adrift in Macao


      • Passing Strange


      • Walmartopia


      • Celia: The Life and Music of Celia Cruz


      • Three Mo’ Tenors


      • Frankenstein


      • The Glorious Ones


      • Make Me a Song: The Music of William Finn


      2008


      • Next to Normal


      • Adding Machine


      • Bash’d! A Gay Rap Opera


      • Fela!


      • What’s That Smell: The Music of Jacob Sterling


      • The Marvelous Wonderettes


      • Romantic Poetry


      • Road Show


      2009


      • Happiness


      • The Toxic Avenger

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter One

    


    
      Broadway’s Stepchild: Beginnings

    


    
      Although the term “Off Broadway” would not be readily used until the late 1930s, Off Broadway began much earlier in the century with the Little Theatre movement. In 1909 the playwright Percy MacKaye wrote in The Playhouse and the Play about a “theatre wholly divorced from commercialism” and termed it “civic theatre,” though soon that expression was replaced by Little Theatre. In New York City this movement manifest itself in small, amateur theatre groups with radical ideas, often of a socialist nature. The Progressive Stage Society, the Liberal Club, the Theatre League, and the Socialist Press Club were among the short-lived organizations that sought to offer an alternative to the for-profit Broadway. By this time the Theatre District known as Broadway was centered on Longacre (later Times) Square, and these Little Theatres were housed outside of this area, many of them downtown. The Washington Square Players, an offshoot of the Liberal Club, was the most influential of the early Little Theatres, and some point to the company’s 1915 inaugural production as the birth of Off Broadway. By now fully professional, the Players performed in the undesirable Bandbox Theatre on 57th Street and Third Avenue, geographically and philosophically removed from Broadway. New American works and rarely seen foreign plays were produced with growing success, promoting early works by playwrights such as Eugene O’Neill and Elmer Rice and introducing such performers as Katharine Cornell and Rollo Peters. The group disbanded in 1918 when most of its creative staff founded the Theatre Guild, a long-running theatre institution that flourished on Broadway for many decades. Other early Little Theatres to have an impact on the New York theatre scene included the Provincetown Players and the Neighborhood Playhouse, both founded in 1915 and located in Greenwich Village, Manhattan’s Left Bank—the breeding ground for innovative creativity in all the arts.


      Since Broadway was the reigning home of the American musical, the Little Theatres had little interest in presenting such entertainment. After all, they saw themselves as an alternative to the commercialism of the Street, and what was more commercial than a glitzy Broadway musical? Yet before long, both the Provincetown Players and the Neighborhood Playhouse put on musical revues, either to raise money at the end of a season of “serious” theatre or to have fun spoofing that same kind of drama. Such revues moving to Broadway for successful runs, it may seem like the Little Theatres were selling out. Yet there was still something “alternative” about these early musical revues. (The Theatre Guild would also offer a series of musicals over the years, but they all opened on Broadway.) Until the 1940s, the number of musicals away from Broadway remained very small. The emphasis was still on drama, and a notable Off-Broadway musical was more the exception than the rule until the 1950s. All the same, the story of the Off-Broadway musical starts with this handful of early revues and occasional book musicals.


      If one wants to consider the spirit of the Off-Broadway musical, it is necessary to go back even further than the Washington Square Players and look at two very important African American musicals that predate 1915. These two works were curiosities in their day and, although they were presented in Broadway houses during the off-season, they illustrate the nature of the alternative musical. Clorindy; or, The Origin of the Cake Walk (1898) was a short musical “afterpiece” and was the first show written and performed by African Americans in a major Broadway house. Producer-director Edward E. Rice presented a vaudeville entertainment entitled Rice’s Summer Nights for fifty-five performances on the rooftop of the Casino Theatre. Added during the run was Clorindy by Will Marion Cook (music) and Paul Lawrence Dunbar (book and lyrics). The “African singing and dancing novelty” featured such songs as “Every Coon Had a Lady Friend But Me,” “Who Dat Say Chicken in Dis Crowd?,” and “Darktown Is Out Tonight.” The last song enjoyed some popularity at the time, and the show itself was well received as a delightful warm-weather diversion. (Dunbar would later become better known as a poet and civil rights advocate.) In Dahomy (1903) was a book musical also written and performed by African Americans and it played in the New York Theatre on the Street in the off-season. In the raucous libretto, Rareback Pinkerton (George Walker) goes to Florida to con an old millionaire out of his money, and he brings along his bumbling assistant Shylock Homestead (Bert Williams). Soon Rareback finds out that Shylock has a considerable fortune of his own, and Rareback bamboozles him, using the money to live a life of leisure in Florida and then in Africa until Shylock finally catches on. Again Cook wrote the music and Dunbar provided the lyrics, but the songs took second place to the hilarious by-play of comics Walker and Williams who had first found success in vaudeville. White audiences were hesitant to attend, yet the musical managed to run a surprising fifty-nine performances. When Walker and Williams took the show to London where there was less prejudice, the musical ran seven months in 1904. Both Clorindy and In Dahomy would probably have been produced Off Broadway for longer runs if such a venue had existed.


      The transition from Little Theatre to Off Broadway was gradual and vague enough that no one agrees on the exact date. By the mid-1930s the editor of the annual Best Plays added a section labeled “Off Broadway” to describe the season’s productions that took place away from the Street. Many of these were still amateur or student productions, but they were admired for their ambitious repertoire, particularly classic and foreign works. Because there were a handful of leftist musicals on Broadway in the 1930s and 1940s, there seemed to be less pressure on Off Broadway to provide such hard-hitting shows. Parade, Sing for Your Supper, Knickerbocker Holiday, and Johnny Johnson were uncompromising musical works about war, unemployment, and racial inequality and, while none was a long-run hit, they managed to be noticed and to give Broadway a grittier edge at times. Add to these all the left-wing dramas by Clifford Odets and others during the Depression and one can see that Broadway was providing its own alternative. It wasn’t until the conservative 1950s that Broadway eschewed controversy and it was left to Off Broadway to provide radical dramas and demanding musicals.


      It is ironic that while the American musical was being rethought and redesigned in the 1940s thanks to Oklahoma! and the subsequent Rodgers and Hammerstein shows, Off Broadway had very few musical offerings. It seemed that the musical revolution on the Street meant that there was no need for such innovation Off Broadway. The scattered revues offered downtown were neither significant nor successful. Also, the war years were not ideal for leftist musicals and shows that criticized the system. The one exception to this, Marc Blitstein’s blistering No for an Answer, was short-lived but potent all the same and is discussed in detail at the end of the chapter. The Off-Broadway musical during the years 1915 and 1949 can be represented by these sixteen productions. The total number of offerings was not much greater than this because, again, Off Broadway and musicals were not seen as compatible entities. The forces that propelled the Little Theatre movement and the early Off-Broadway years were not that interested in musicals. Despite such flashes of brilliancy as Shuffle Along, Pins and Needles, and The Cradle Will Rock, Off Broadway was not seen as a place for musicals. That was something for the future.


      Greenwich Village Follies


      
        [15 July 1919, Greenwich Village Theatre, Nora Bayes Theatre, 232 performances] a musical revue by John Murray Anderson, Philip Bartholomae. Score: A. Baldwin Sloane (music), John Murray Anderson (lyrics), various. Cast: Bessie McCoy Davis, Harry K. Morton, Harry Delf, Bobby Edwards, Cecil Cunningham, Ted Lewis and his Orchestra.

      


      Greenwich Village Follies of 1920


      
        [30 August 1920, Greenwich Village Theatre, 24 performances; Shubert Theatre, 217 performances] a musical revue by Thomas J. Grey. Score: A. Baldwin Sloane (music), John Murray Anderson, Arthur Swanstrom (lyrics). Cast: Frank Crumit, Bert Savoy, Jay Brennan, Howard Marsh, Phil Baker, Mary Lewis, Harriet Gimbel.

      


      The first Off-Broadway musical to gain wide recognition in New York was The Greenwich Village Follies, a revue that grew out of a cabaret-restaurant entertainment and later blossomed into a series of shows that were presented on Broadway. The cabaret venue was called Palais Royal, and it was run by Paul Salvin who commissioned the young John Murray Anderson to put together a musical show. Anderson, who began his career as a ballroom dancer, would go on to become a master of the Broadway revue, second only to Florenz Ziegfeld for his showmanship. His Continental-like shows at the Palais Royal were popular enough that Salvin and some other Greenwich Village businessmen and agents incorporated, called themselves The Bohemians, Inc., and raised $35,000 to produce Greenwich Village Follies far away from the Broadway district. Anderson wrote some sketches (with Philip Bartholomae) and the lyrics for various composers. More importantly, he staged the revue himself using his motto “simplicity and taste” and employed some of the scenic ideas he discovered in Europe, such as the unrealistic and evocative designs of Gordon Craig. One setting resembled a Toulouse-Lautrec poster, another a Japanese garden, and red roses filled the stage for another number. The decor was lavish through suggestion, and it was Anderson, working with various designers, who created a new look for the American musical. He even specified the subject matter for the overture curtain painted by Reginald Marsh which illustrated all the notable Greenwich Village landmarks (bookstores, eateries, taverns, artists’ studios, Washington Arch, and so on) seen on MacDougal Alley, Sheridan Square, 14th Street, and other thoroughfares. Also pictured were street artists and musicians, poets, society folks slumming, famous and struggling writers, and other “hobohemians.” It was evident to playgoers entering the theatre and seeing this complex cartoon that they were not about to see a Broadway show but a Greenwich Village musical.


      Broadway star Bessie McCoy Davis was the name attraction of the revue, but the real discovery in the show was singer-band leader Ted Lewis who introduced his “When My Baby Smiles at Me” that caught on and served as his theme song throughout his long career. Davis sang “I’m a Hostess of a Bum Cabaret” about the upcoming Prohibition and danced as if she were a marionette, complete with strings attached to her arms and legs. Other songs included the catchy “I Want a Daddy Who Will Rock Me to Sleep” that lampooned Tin Pan Alley hits, and “The Critics’ Blues” that mentioned the top theatre reviewers of the day. Free love was satirized in “I’ll Sell You a Girl,” “My Little Javanese” was an Asian-flavored number, Bobby Edwards sang “I Do Not Care for Women Who Wear Stays” as he accompanied himself on a homemade ukulele fashioned from a cigar box, and Irving Berlin contributed the Latin-flavored “I’ll See You in C-U-B-A.” The revue was titled Greenwich Village Nights when it opened at the little venue on Sheridan Square, but the producers, fearing the show might be thought of as another Palais Royal nightclub entertainment, changed the title to Greenwich Village Follies so that it was clear the musical was a full-scale revue. Ziegfeld protested vehemently but was powerless to stop Salvin and Anderson because Ziegfeld did not own the term “Follies”; he himself had stolen it from a 1906 Broadway revue. The critics in their notices made comparisons to Ziegfeld’s series, most agreeing that Anderson’s show was more brainy and wittier even and as visually appealing as the Ziegfeld Follies’ more elaborate decor. Word of mouth gradually spread, and many playgoers made the trek downtown to see for themselves. Greenwich Village Follies ran nearly two months before transferring to a Broadway house where it stayed for another five and a half months. Because the Off-Broadway venue did not fall under the rules of Actors’ Equity, Greenwich Village Follies did not suspend performances during the famous 1919 actors’ strike and was able to perform when theatregoers were desperate for entertainment. After the Broadway run, the revue had a successful tour and plans for a new edition were made. Off Broadway had its first musical hit.


      The title Greenwich Village Follies of 1920 made it clear that this was going to be a series, another affront to Ziegfeld. Again Anderson directed, provided lyrics, and hired the young designer James Reynolds who produced some dazzling visuals, such as a medieval Russian landscape, a colorful carnival, a birthday cake with human candles, a Valentine’s Day number with a stage filled with lace, flowers, and cupids, and a perfume factory with girls as bottled scents. (Ziegfeld was either impressed or jealous because he hired Reynolds to design his next Follies.) The songs were not very memorable in this edition, and the emphasis seemed to be on sex and comedy. The former was evident in the provocative opening number “The Naked Truth” set in a Greenwich Village artists’ studio overflowing with scantily clad models, art students, and gawkers. At the climax of the number, chorines dressed as body parts came together to create a huge Miss Greenwich Village. Equally sexy were the perfume-bottle girls who were poured into a giant pool of sandalwood and rose-scented elixir. The comedy team of Savoy and Brennan provided most of the laughs, particularly drag comic Bert Savoy who appeared as Lady Nicotine in a Village dive in a number titled “Come to Bohemia,” and throughout the show he often popped up in female attire to join the chorus girls. Veteran vaudevillian Frank Crumit sang such ditties as “Just Snap Your Fingers at Care” and “I’m a Lonesome Little Raindrop,” but the finest voice on the stage was that of young tenor Howard Marsh who first gained recognition in this show. (Marsh would later be the leading man in such Broadway hits as Blossom Time, The Student Prince, and Show Boat.) In addition to the studio and perfume numbers, the revue also boasted such show-stopping sequences as “Song of the Samovar” in which giant candelabras framed a Russian dance number; “The Krazy Kat’s Ball” where comic strip characters came to life; “Just Sweet Sixteen” with the mammoth birthday cake with candles; and the first act finale “Tam (Tam, Tam, Tam, Tam, Tam)” in which the audience was provided with miniature tambourines and was asked to shake them during the number and as a way of applauding at the end of the act. Greenwich Village Follies of 1920 featured the kind of spectacle only seen on Broadway, so it was not surprising that after a month Off Broadway it transferred to the Street for a healthy run of six months. By this time Anderson was staging shows on Broadway for others as well and was reluctant to keep returning to Off Broadway for future Greenwich Village Follies. Consequently the 1921, 1922, 1923, 1924, 1925, and 1928 editions all opened on Broadway, each one retaining the Off-Broadway venue’s name. The shows continued to dazzle, and most of the subsequent editions were hits. Yet Greenwich Village was rarely the topic of the songs or the sketches, so the series became thoroughly Broadway in subject as well as look. The coming of the Depression finished off the series when the cost of a spectacular Broadway revue could not be met by dwindling audiences. Those first two Off-Broadway ventures were important milestones for the American theatre. The model of the sophisticated, irreverent Off-Broadway musical revue was established. The as-yet-unnamed Off Broadway was seen for the first time as an alternate to Broadway musicals as well as dramas.


      Shuffle Along


      
        [23 May 1921, 63rd Street Music Hall, 504 performances] a musical comedy by Flournoy Miller, Aubrey Lyles. Score: Eubie Blake (music), Noble Sissle (lyrics). Cast: Miller, Lyles, Sissle, Blake, Lottie Gee, Roger Matthews, Gertrude Saunders, Lawrence Deas, Paul Floyd, Mattie Wilks.

      


      Not only the first successful full-length musical written, directed, and performed by African American artists, Shuffle Along was also one of the most joyous shows of the decade and it opened the door for other African American-created musicals. In the city of Jimtown, grocery store partners Steve Jenkins (Flournoy Miller) and Sam Peck (Aubrey Lyles) are each running for mayor, each promising the other that he will be made chief of police after the election. Steve wins and Sam heads the police department, but corruption sets in and the reform candidate Harry Walton (Roger Matthews) gets the people behind him. Soon Steve and Sam are back in the grocery store. A subplot concerned Harry and Jessie Williams (Lottie Gee), the daughter of one of Jimtown’s richest citizens. Performers Miller and Lyles penned the risible libretto which was more a series of sketches and comic routines from vaudeville than a cohesive story. At one point in the second act, the plot was suspended and Lyles and Miller did one of their comedy routines. At another time, songwriters Eubie Blake (music) and Noble Sissle (lyrics) left the pit and did their musical act from the variety circuit. The production values for Shuffle Along were bargain basement and the cast was uneven, but it was the scintillating score that turned the low-budget, clumsy show into a hit. Ragtime, buck-and-wing dance steps, bluesy ballads, jazz, and an early version of the Charleston filled the vivacious score. The rapid fox-trot “I’m Just Wild about Harry” was the runaway hit and has survived to this day, but the rest of the score was also superior. The smooth romantic duet “Love Will Find a Way” was not only musically ahead of its time, its placement at the end of the act when it was sung by Harry and Jessie as a serious love song between two black characters was radically challenging for white audiences. The lusty celebration number “Bandana Days” was almost tribal in its vivacity, and the wry “If You Haven’t Been Vamped By a Brownskin” was sassy and unapologetic. Other highlights included the joyous “(I’m) Simply Full of Jazz,” the crooning “I’m Craving for That Kind of Love,” the jumping “Baltimore Buzz,” and the giddy title number.


      The four creators of Shuffle Along had a great deal of vaudeville experience and when performing together in Philadelphia, they started working on a full-length musical that showcased their various talents. The show tried out in various cities where they stayed just one step ahead of the bill collectors, and when Blake and his cohorts tried to bring the musical into New York, no producer would pick up the show despite the positive audience reaction it was receiving elsewhere. Finally Broadway producer John Cole and his son Harry took a risk and booked it in the dilapidated 63rd Street Music Hall far from the Theatre District. Shuffle Along opened to diverse reviews, some critics applauding the innovative score and bright performances but others dismissing the show as amateurish. Word of mouth was much more positive, and soon Shuffle Along became the must-see hit, particularly at its late-night Wednesday performances. The Coles also took a risk in desegregating the theatre, allowing African American patrons to buy up to one-third of the orchestra seats instead of being restricted to the balcony as was the current policy in first-class houses. The musical ran fifteen months and proved that all-black musicals could appeal to both white and black audiences. Shuffle Along also introduced many outstanding performers, not only in its original cast but in replacement casts and on tour. Paul Robeson, Adelaide Hall, Josephine Baker, Hall Johnson, and Florence Mills were among the African American performers who either made their stage debut or first found recognition in the show.


      Other editions of Shuffle Along were presented in 1928 and 1932, both on Broadway, but neither was successful. In 1952 a new production of Shuffle Along opened on Broadway but with only two of the original score’s songs and a whole new libretto. The production hardly qualified as a revival, though as a new musical it was also severely lacking. Flournoy Miller and Gerard Smith’s new plot now concerned a group of African American soldiers in Italy at the end of World War II, in particular the WAC Lucy Duke (Dolores Martin) who, thinking her husband was killed in action, begins a new romance only to have her spouse (Miller) return. Noble and Sissle wrote some new numbers (“Swanee Moon,” “Give It Love,” “Rhythm of America,” and “My Day”) and appeared as themselves in the show which ran only four performances.


      A Fantastic Fricasee


      [11 September 1922, Greenwich Village Theatre, 112 performances] musical revue by Marguerite Abbott Barker, various. Score: various. Cast: Bobby Edwards, Jimmy Kemper, Jeanette MacDonald, Jay Strong, Jean White, Edwin Strawbridge, John Decker, Dorothy Smoller, Andre Chotin, Roy Shields and his orchestra.


      Information on this revue is slight and the score is lost, yet the well-reviewed show managed to run a very profitable fourteen weeks at the Greenwich Village Theatre. Reviews from the time complimented the songs, in particular the witty lyrics by Robert Edwards, and the staging. Edwards was the cigar-box-ukulele player Bobby Edwards from the first Greenwich Village Follies in the same theatre, and he was a leading player this time as well. Yet by far the most famous performer to emerge from A Fantastic Fricasse was newcomer Jeanette MacDonald who later appeared in a handful of musicals on Broadway and on tour before going to Hollywood. Fellow cast member Andre Chotin directed the revue, which was deemed small-scale but impressive by the press. The most admired numbers were a soldier ballet, a satirical look at the newly termed “flappers,” and a sequence involving marionettes that climaxed with Orlando Furioso fighting and slaying a dragon. A Fantastic Fricasse was a true Off-Broadway revue; not on the scale of the popular Greenwich Village Follies, but closer to the kind of shows Off Broadway would excel at in the 1950s and early 1960s.


      The Grand Street Follies


      
        [13 June, 1924, Neighborhood Playhouse, 5 performances; reopened 24 June 1924, 172 performances] a musical revue by Agnes Morgan, Dorothy Sands. Score: Albert Carroll, Lily M. Hyland (music), Carroll (lyrics), various. Cast: Carroll, Sands, Aline MacMahon, Helen Arthur, John F. Roche, Esther Mitchell, Joanna Roos, Dan Walker, Betty Prescott, Martin Wolfson, Adrienne Morrison, Paula Trueman, Edmond Rickett.

      


      The Grand Street Follies


      [18 June 1925, Neighborhood Playhouse, 148 performances] a musical revue by Agnes Morgan. Score: Lily Hyland (music), Morgan (lyrics), various. Cast: Albert Carroll, Dorothy Sands, Helen Arthur, Whitford Kane, Edgar Kent, Irene Lewisohn, Paula Trueman, Ian Maclaren, Esther Mitchell, Marc Loebell, Dan Walker, Helen Mack.


      The Neighborhood Playhouse, one of the ambitious Little Theatres that presented new works and classics away from the financial burdens of Broadway, was located far downtown at 466 Grand Street. It was founded in 1915 and soon established a reputation for its sterling George Bernard Shaw productions and early works by Eugene O’Neill. At the end of each season, the small and youthful company presented a spring show satirizing its own productions as well as those on the Street. The first The Grand Street Follies was presented in June of 1922 for twelve performances at the Neighborhood Playhouse for subscribers only. Self-described as a “low-brow show for High Grade Morons,” it spoofed the theatre and used famous melodies which Albert Carroll set to new and irreverent lyrics. (The popular Forbidden Broadway series would do the same thing Off Broadway sixty years later.) It was a silly evening that concluded with the cast impersonating famous theatre folk as they left the theatre and made acid comments about the show. The Neighborhood Playhouse was so pleased with the response that after two years of these in-house entertainments they offered the first public edition of The Grand Street Follies. The format remained the same, though Lily Hyland and other composers came up with original music which often imitated the melodies of the day. Carroll again provided most of the wickedly funny lyrics, and the tone throughout was sassy, satirical, and playful. The Algonquin wits were seen on a ship heading out past the “three-mile limit
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