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Musical Theater

Chapter Overview

Musical theater became increasingly popular in America before and after the turn of the twentieth century.  Most American musical shows between the Civil War and World War I had a variety format with little if any plot, but imported European operettas paved they way for the first American operettas, written by sophisticated European composers.

The Broadway musical combined the integrated story of an operetta with the elements of entertainment found in variety shows.  George M. Cohan introduced the musical comedy and kept it alive into the 1920s, when other composers replaced him.  American musical theater has become ever more sophisticated, and the distinctions between opera, operetta, and musical are ever less clear.  Staging and special effects are increasingly important.  Jazz, country, and even rock have had minimal influence on the musical to date.
Listening Examples

61. Jack Norworth and Nora Bayes, “Shine On, Harvest Moon”

62. George M. Cohan, “Give My Regards to Broadway” from Little Johnny Jones
63. Jerome Kern, “Ol’ Man River” from Show Boat
64. Leonard Bernstein, “Tonight” from West Side StoryI
65. Stephen Sondheim,  “Every Day a Little Death” from A Little Night Music
Suggestions for Further Listening

Excerpts from any of the shows, or by any of the composers, introduced in the chapter.  (Some can be heard on the Internet.)
Suggestions for Viewing
Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942 film biography of George M. Cohan)

Videos or DVDs of Show Boat, Oklahoma!, West Side Story, and other Broadway musicals
Terms to Review

vaudeville

burlesque

revue

book shows

operetta (light opera)

patter song

Gilbert and Sullivan operettas

musical comedy

Show Boat

choreographer

Oklahoma!

ensemble

concept musical

chamber musical

multimedia show

Key Figures

George M. Cohan

Will Marion Cook

Noble Sissle

Josephine Baker

Jerome Kern

Richard Rodgers

Lorenz Hart

Oscar Hammerstein II

Frank Loesser

Alan Jay Lerner

Frederick Loewe

Leonard Bernstein

Stephen Sondheim
Visuals
Edward Harrigan and Tony Hart

A scene from Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore
George M. Cohan

Irene and Vernon Castle dancing the tango

Leonard Bernstein conducting the New York Philharmonic

Critical Thinking

What changes do you think would be required to successfully transpose a film musical to Broadway?  A Broadway musical to film?

The composer and singer Adam Guettel has said, “Melody is memorable.”  Compare the opening phrases of “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’” from Oklahoma! and “The Star Spangled Banner.”  Both songs are celebratory, both are in triple meter, and both feature wide leaps in the melody line.  Which melody do you find more memorable?  Why?

When Jerome Kern’s Show Boat was revived some years ago, many people refused to see the show, considering it “racist.”  Do you think they showed moral rectitude in boycotting the show?  Or do you think they should have seen the show before reaching conclusions about it?  Based on what you’ve learned about the show, do you believe Kern’s intentions were racist?  Should terms originally used in Edna Ferber’s 1926 novel and in Kern’s 1927 musical, considered racist today, be altered in contemporary revivals of the show in the interest of political correctness?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Discuss differences and similarities between minstrel, burlesque, and vaudeville shows.

2. Why are Show Boat and Oklahoma! considered landmarks in the history of the Broadway musical?

3. In what ways did Richard Rodgers adapt his music to the style of his lyricists?

4. Discuss the significance of various kinds of dance on the Broadway musical stage.
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