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INTRODUCTION: “CURIOSITY”: LACHIUSA AND THE EMERGENCE OF “THE NEW MUSICAL DRAMA”

In August of 2005, musical theatre composer, lyricist, and librettist Michael John LaChiusa published a polemical editorial in that month’s issue of Opera News. Entitled “The Great Gray Way,” LaChiusa declares the American musical “dead” or, more to the point, “un-dead.”1 He goes on to posit that the recent trend in musical theatre, a trend he labels “faux-musicals,” relies more on nostalgia than innovation: “All sense of invention and craft is abandoned in favor of delivering what the audience thinks a musical should deliver.”2 While the real impetus for LaChiusa’s essay was to encourage critics and writers to look outside of Broadway to see that the American musical was alive and kicking, his arguments about what makes a “real musical” are far more memorable. For LaChiusa, a real musical contains “Lyric, music, libretto, choreography—all [these elements] work in equal parts to spin out the drama.”3 Additionally, a real musical “makes perfect symmetry” out of the disparate elements and sources that comprise musical theatre creation and “is organic in all its parts. It’s equal parts intelligence and heart. It can never be realistic theatre, only realistic in its humanity.”4 These are the standards that, in 2005, LaChiusa found lacking among the various titles playing on Broadway, though he makes special mention of the musicals The Producers and Hairspray, both of which he labels as “faux musicals” because they are engineered to the audiences’ craving for nostalgia and, in his opinion, display theatricality without actually being “theatre.” The theatre community was dumbfounded; it was rare for someone working in the field to be so openly critical of his peers, particularly going so far as to name the shows he felt were at fault. Marc Shaiman, the composer and co-lyricist of Hairspray, took to various theatre chat boards to share his response to “The Great Gray Way,” a response that made strong statements about the nature of LaChiusa’s work, particularly his 1999 musical, Marie Christine. While the bickering back and forth is interesting, there is a more important takeaway from LaChiusa’s essay, which is concerned with the ways in which the Broadway musical creates frequently formulaic work in order to maintain commercial viability. More importantly, LaChiusa points to regional and off-Broadway nonprofit theatres as the places where musical theatre can find an alternative, thereby proposing a broadening of the landscape which historians and critics use when looking for developments in the American musical.

The article also suggests that LaChiusa’s works were somehow separate and different from the work of some of his contemporaries, suggesting that his aim as a musical theatre writer was somehow operating under different rules, standards, and expectations. But the question of LaChiusa’s uniqueness is a more complicated issue, intersecting with the historical narrative of the American musical and problematizing standards of representation, identity, and legitimacy on the musical stage. In particular, his project becomes a type of vanguard for “The New Musical Drama” movement, which aims to continue the tradition of a “chamber musical” or an “art musical” that foregoes the spectacle typically inherent in musical theatre in favor of a narratively complex, musically sophisticated product. What are the factors, then, that differentiate Michael John LaChiusa’s work as well as the work of his contemporary musical dramatists also associated with “The New Musical Drama” movement as implied in his essay “The Great Gray Way”? This question serves to guide this project, exploring the ways and means that LaChiusa’s works have made unique, far-reaching contributions to the musical, particularly in our current moment when musical theatre’s visibility and cultural relevance have increased. Additionally, its considerations of race, gender, and sexuality have become more nuanced and complicated, as exemplified in Broadway successes such as Fun Home, Hamilton, Dear Evan Hansen, and Hadestown.

Defining “The New Musical Drama”

Before moving forward, it is important to explicate and define the term “The New Musical Drama.” In her book Directors and the New Musical Drama, Miranda Lundskaer-Nielsen employs the term “musical dramas” to refer to musicals that “combine the fundamental traditions of Broadway musical plays and concept musicals … with dramaturgical and staging approaches from developments in nonmusical drama.”5 In particular, Lundskaer-Nielsen is interested in musicals that come out of the “musical play” tradition that dates back to shows like Show Boat (1927) and The Cradle Will Rock (1937), a tradition that is often labeled “the art musical” and is relabeled “the concept musical” in the 1970s. Lundskaer-Nielsen sees the “musical drama” as providing an alternative to the megamusical tradition imported from Europe, then reincarnated with large American corporations such as Disney. Lundskaer-Nielsen doesn’t condemn the megamusical; rather, she suggests that the “musical drama” presents an alternative to the megamusical and that the two exist in a type of plurality in the musical theatre world. As such, Lundskaer-Nielsen calls for a reconsideration of theatre in the late 1980s and 1990s as “a time of broadening horizons, dramatic innovation, and formal experimentation in which the musical became a meeting point for a number of different theatre traditions.”6

While I use the term “new musical drama” throughout this study, my employment of the term does differ from Lundskaer-Nielsen’s use in several key ways. First, while Lundskaer-Nielsen does discuss nonprofit theatres as the site of development for many of these works, the emphasis of her study, and the defining trait of her employment of the phrase “The New Musical Drama,” is the directors that take on a differing role from the more traditional expectations of a director of musicals in the development of musical works. For Lundskaer-Nielsen, the contributions of directors like James Lapine, Tina Landau, and George C. Wolfe are the defining factors in differentiating “musical drama” from “megamusical.” While I also think these contributions are germane to a consideration of traditions coming out of the 1980s and 1990s into the first part of the twenty-first century, my emphasis on LaChiusa and his methods necessitates that my employment of the term “musical drama” be more writer-centric. This extends to my second departure, in which Lundskaer-Nielsen reaches back to the work of Harold Prince in order to contextualize the directors in her study. This is an apt choice, but, while it works for the parameters of Lundskaer-Nielsen’s project, my writer-centric focus means that I will be calling on the work of Stephen Sondheim and other writers, many of whom worked directly with Hal Prince. Third, while Lundskaer-Nielsen limits her employment of the term to the 1980s and 1990s, I extend the term to the present, particularly in consideration of a series of recent Tony Award–winning musicals that carry with them the tradition of the musical drama.

Of course, my greatest departure from Lundskaer-Nielsen’s work rests in my subject; she never mentions the work of Michael John LaChiusa in her study, despite the fact that LaChiusa worked with George C. Wolfe and other directors who brought new dramaturgical innovations and standards into the musical. This is perhaps because much of LaChiusa’s work has been directed by Graciela Daniele, a director who has been fiercely devoted to the development of new, innovative work, but also comes from the world of choreography. Choreography, rather than dramaturgy, could be said to be the central lens with which Daniele approaches her work. Lundskaer-Nielsen’s parameters, which de-emphasize the writer in favor of the director, necessarily leave LaChiusa out. Yet, LaChiusa is in many ways the ideal subject for a consideration of the “musical drama” given his associations with all three of the major nonprofit theatres producing musicals during this period, namely Playwrights Horizons, The Public Theatre, and Lincoln Center Theatre. Additionally, LaChiusa himself positions his work as the alternative not only to the “megamusical,” but also to the faux-musical, which he argues is largely dependent on nostalgia.7 I argue that the work of Michael John LaChiusa is emblematic of “The New Musical Drama” movement and provides a myriad of watershed innovations in the musical theatre form that have served as a foundation for some of the most successful musicals of recent years. This study focuses on seven of LaChiusa’s musicals, far less than half of his overall output, as a means of understanding the alternatives LaChiusa sets out for what can constitute musical entertainment.

The Career of Michael John LaChiusa

LaChiusa’s career has been long and the shows I focus on span over twenty years. He was born in Chautauqua, New York, in 1962. The eldest of three children, LaChiusa has spoken frequently about his unhappy home life and his strained relationship with his parents, particularly his father. His mother was encouraging of his musical interests and LaChiusa eventually started piano lessons. Despite LaChiusa’s reputation for utilizing dense, difficult musical vocabulary, he has had little formal training. “I took piano lessons for three years. My teacher was blind—she had cataracts—but she didn’t let me get away with anything. But other than that, I didn’t formally study music.”8 Despite this, LaChiusa does recall writing musicals with other neighborhood children. His tendency toward dark material has early roots, given that one of these projects was entitled The Patty Hearst Story, a piece LaChiusa characterizes as “sort of like The Wizard of Oz, but with guns.”9 LaChiusa graduated from high school early and attended a television journalism program in Boston, Massachusetts, but dropped out after a single semester and moved to New York City in 1980. He attended the BMI Lehman Engel Musical Theatre Workshop in the early 1980s, which he credits for helping him move past writing “camp” songs to more serious material.10

LaChiusa began to make a name for himself in the mid-1990s, particularly when The Public Theatre, under the artistic direction of George C. Wolfe, produced First Lady Suite. A year later, Lincoln Center Theatre produced Hello Again, and many began to wonder about the possibilities of LaChiusa’s future output, with some naming him the heir-apparent to Stephen Sondheim. Bud Coleman cites LaChiusa as “one of the promising musical theatre creators who [is] forging new forms.”11 While both First Lady Suite and Hello Again received positive notices, LaChiusa’s next few projects were eviscerated by critics. His much-anticipated collaboration with director Hal Prince, adapting Ingmar Bergman’s unproduced screenplay The Petrified Prince, which played The Public Theatre in 1995, was highly anticipated and then widely panned. Ben Brantley of The New York Times said of the musical and the production:

This misbegotten production, with songs by Michael John LaChiusa and a book by Edward Gallardo, poses a searing question not unknown in the annals of musical comedy or, for that matter, in Mr. Prince’s own oeuvre: how can so much talent, so much flashy stagecraft and so much conspicuous effort come to so very little?12


LaChiusa also provided additional material to the Broadway dance play Chronicles of a Death Foretold in 1995, earning him his first Tony Award nomination. During the 1999–2000 season, LaChiusa had two productions open on Broadway, the Audra McDonald-vehicle Marie Christine and an adaptation of Joseph Moncure March’s poem The Wild Party, both of which received largely negative reviews. At that season’s Tony Awards, LaChiusa came up empty-handed, despite being nominated for three awards. The twin disappointments of Marie Christine and The Wild Party seemed to dampen the initial enthusiasm regarding LaChiusa’s place in the musical theatre landscape. As of this writing, LaChiusa has not had another musical play on Broadway, though he continues to write constantly and has had several shows premiere off-Broadway and in regional theatres across the country. Of his subsequent New York City productions, Little Fish (2003), See What I Wanna See (2005), Queen of the Mist (2011), and First Daughter Suite (2015) all received favorable notices in The New York Times and other publications. His continued artistic successes in this realm have firmly placed LaChiusa and his work in the seemingly “high-brow” world of nonprofit developed musical theatre, where artists are able to take risks that seem to be unviable in the commercially motivated Broadway market.

Struggles for “The New Musical Drama”

The fact that LaChiusa’s work has found its primary home in off-Broadway nonprofit theatres isn’t shocking considering that “The New Musical Drama” was born and developed in the off-Broadway nonprofit theatres that still maintain a significant presence in New York City. There was a moment, however, that seemed to suggest “The New Musical Drama” had found a pathway to commercial viability when Jonathan Larson’s musical Rent
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