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T might begin by making it clear that this is not =
rescarveh vaper in the regular sense of the phrase. 'My hours
of vreparation were esgerly spent in the mezzznine seats of
variovs On- and Off-Broadway playvhouses, or when time would
verpit and funds would not, in the standing room sections
thercof, peering over the last row of orchestra seats, THach

o
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of the musical comedices I a2t

ended, seven in all, held a
gingular fascinafion for me. It scems a shame to disassenble
them now in order to discover what made them tick, but that,
after all, is the purpose of this paper.

As is true in any written art form, the writer must begin

with

j]

n idea, which in this case must lend itself to cxpression

in terws of music. Just what determines whether an idea can

or cannot bhe successfully econveyed in musicsl forun 1s a matter

of some question and wnich T am in no way qualified to discuss.
It scems that most musical comedy writers are afraid of

not basing such an expensive effort on a script that has

profited in another form. However, the acknowledgment in the

playbill, such as "Suggested by Twelfth Night", is frequently
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the extent of the resemblance. About the only aspects of that
Thing are character names, a few couplets, and plot gimumick
of who's-what-sex. And I fail utterly to see the reason for

basing Cabaret on John Van Druten's I Am a Camcra. It's like



saying T am a "spittin' image” of wy dad just bocausc we both
nave big noses, when he may be half as tall and twice us big
around as I am., There are, of course, exceptions: Ilame is
remarkably true to the play by Jerome Iawrcnce and Robert .
Lee, probably becausce they wrote both, And, begoing lr, #ilder's
pardon 1f I am wrong, Hello Dolly secuws to be rcasonably faith-

ful to the plotlines and dialogue of The latchuaker. One of

my very favorite musicals, Promiscs Promiscs, cot its bogin-

nings on the silver screcn a feoew years ago in the Academy Award
winner, The Aportwment.
Occasionally there emerges one in which the idcs ia at
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Yeest half original. 1776 is a delightful coupromisce botwoon
LA AL & 1

history and the rampant imagination of Sherman ldwards (When
one is dealing with Independencce, he can take o fou Tiborticos),
Coco stems rather loosely from the 1ife and ecarcer of Gabriclic
(Coco) Chanel, the world-famous couturicre and perfumer. The
latter is a prime cxamnle, I beliewve, of »~ case in which 1+

was a mistake to add the musie, A former wvoleec teacher of mine
defined singing as the cmotionalization of spcech, and Coco's
vlot 1s too feceble to secale any cmotional peak whatsocves The
reader might coumne back with the arguwent that the tribal rock
musical Halr is coampletely devoid of plot, but in wy opinion
the music of Hair is its sole reason for being, and Coco doesn't
cven have that going for it. TIts songs are almost as immemor-

able as 1ts story line.
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That brings us around to the author's next consider-
ation. After the idea and the script comes the secore. Per-
haps it is unfair to compare the unfamiliar music of Coco to

the songs of Mame and Hello Doliy, whieh I could spout off

almost in tune and missing only a few words before I even saw
the showg. Who i1s to say whether the musiec in a show is right
or wrong? You may have listened to a show tune on the radio
“and said, "Hey, that's a great song", when actually in the
context of the snow it scrved no purpose whatsoever., Haven't
you ever been sitting ecomfortably in a theatre when an actor
suddenly burst into song for no anparent reason? You get the
ldea that the author just thought it was time for another song.
I believe I can be reasonably safe in making the preuise that
the songs should be an integral part of the action, the char-
acterization, the entire fabric of the play, and the scores

of several of the shows I saw succeeded beautifully in this.
The raythmie uptown sound of Becharach fit neatly into the pages

of Promises Promises in its fast-paced, big-city brilliance.

The rock musie of Your Own Thing wss perfectly in keeping with

its long-heired, bell-bottomed fribe of characters. And 1776,
ny favorifte secore, ecombincd the elegance of harpsichordic,
Fife-and-drum period musie with a uniquely fresh and modern
sound, It also has numbers which confirm the rumor that the
Ameriean musical theatre may be returning to Vaudeville. 1776

is an instance in which I love€d the score the first time I heard
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41th seript and score tueked nestly under nis arm, the
writcr now faces the problem of casting. O0f course, there are
instances in which the whole show ig a star vehicle. I don't
think the creators of Coeco ever tried to kcep it a secret that
they were coneoeting a showecase to reaffirm the wonderful
talents of Katharine Hepburn, one of which, I might add, sing-
ing is not., And just to show how coneerned was the public
that Miss Hepburn has a voiece comparable only to a sandstorm,
the show was sold out for two years before it opened.

It seems that the vast majority of musical comedy stars
are, strangely enough, not singers but personalities. The
role of Dolly Levi, written for a soprano, took shape in the
bawdy baritone voilece of Carol Channing, and the echoice of
Angela Tansbury, who has never claimed to be a singer, for
Meme was a surprise to the whole theatre industry. However,
there are shows in whiech the musical secore makes calculated
demands on the vocal talents of its performers. The players

in Promises Promises must have well-trained voices and keen

senses of vhythm in order to keep in step with the difficult
melodies characteristic of the Bacharach style,.

The players, once chosen, must then be planted on the
stage within the bounds of some sort of set. Since I am by
no means well-versed enough to analyze or criticizc the tech-
nical aspects of the musical theatre, I can only relate the

obvious. The nost intricate stage setting 1 saw was that of
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Hello Dolly. There were about fiftecen scencs, cach Cntirely
different. There must have been at least ten drops and twice
as wmeny trucks, and at one point a large three-dimensional
train carricd the entire cast off into the wings. lost sets
are much more simplified than fthis. The action of Mame took
nlace on #nd sround a huse spiral staircssc looming eenter
stape,  Your Own Thing was houscd in an arrangement of five

scercens on which the faces of such celcbrities as John Weynno,

Valentine, Shir_ey Temple, Pope Paul, Buddha, and {Quecn
Eligabecth I were projected and from whieh each commented
esndidly on the subjeet at hand. The playbill of 1776 reads,
"A single setting represcnts the Chamber and an anteroom of
the Continental Congress, = Mall, High Street, and Thomas
Joefferson's room , in Philadelphias; and certain reachecs of
John Adams' mind." The triple setting of Coco is constructed
on a massive turntable whieh revolves at will to follow the
characters from room to room. One critic commented, "Indeed
there were times when everything seemed to be on the wove
exeept the plot."

Thus, we have followcd the hateching of a musical through

the cyes of incxpericnece. But one thing is surc: Creating a

musical is an ambitious task, and a dangerous one, too. For
the artist runs the risk of being ecriticized by someonc who
knows as little about the musiecal theatre as T and someone

Wwho cares as little about it as the crities.
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