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Classic Elements of Holly wood’s Broadway
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Rose-Marie without “Indian Love Call.” This (now lost) first of three films drawn from the famous stage operetta of 1924 was a silent (1928). An operetta without its vocals is like France without champagne. But The Jazz Singer, released four months earlier, had only just introduced singing to Hollywood. Within a year, the studios would be producing plenty of all-talking, all-singing, all-dancing musicals, the utmost in sound films, many written fresh for the screen by Broadway masters. Above, left to right, Mountie Sgt. House Peters, heroine Joan Crawford, and innocent murder suspect James Murray.
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Above, another lost film: Guinn Williams and the real-life Funny Girl, Fanny Brice, in a part-talkie, My Man (1928). A silent containing song spots for the star, in the Jazz Singer manner, this film was a traditional weepie with a very untraditional heroine, a New York favorite but too “special” for the national taste. It is as if Broadway and Hollywood were two different countries, with divisive sets of language, currency, mores. At times, they engage in trade. More often, however, they get into disputes, especially over how special the stars and songs of a musical can be. A smash comic and singer—the Parisian Mistinguett introduced the song “My Man,” but Brice made it her own—Brice never caught on in film. Ironically, after her death, Hollywood was finally ready for her … as played by Barbra Streisand in Funny Girl.
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Above, “The Wedding of the Painted Doll,” in the first full-scale movie musical, The Broadway Melody. Note that, from the start, Hollywood needed New York as an authenticity enabler in its backstagers—it’s the Broadway melody, because, obviously, there wasn’t any Hollywood melody to speak of yet. Further, in another usage of the stage, the chorus above is all-female, even Buster Brown (at far left) and the bridegroom and preacher (at center). Women in drag had been a routine feature of the stage musical since the days of early burlesque, in the 1870s. Nevertheless, MGM commissioned The Broadway Melody’s songs from Nacio Herb Brown and Arthur Freed, not New Yorkers but California residents.
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Two adaptations from Broadway: above, The Cocoanuts (note Zeppo and Groucho Marx and, at far right, Margaret Dumont). Below, Top Speed, with Laura Lee and Joe E. Brown.
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Both The Cocoanuts and Top Speed came out in 1930, when a musical-weary public began a boycott of the form. To survive, The Cocoanuts dropped almost all of its score and Top Speed used just a few songs—new ones, by California writers. Then, in 1933, it was Everybody onstage for the garlands number! as 42nd Street, above, brought the musical back into favor—again, with a score by a neighborhood team, Harry Warren and Al Dubin. Look for Dick Powell (at far left), director Warner Baxter (at center, back to us), and star Bebe Daniels (at right). Sharp eyes will pick out Ginger Rogers (seventh from left, sitting with the man in the dark sweater) as pretentious Anytime Annie, complete with monocle.
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Each studio had a first-rate home songwriting team, like Brown and Freed or Dubin and Warren. Yet Hollywood couldn’t get along without the big Broadway names, and by the mid-1930s they were dominant, as here with Irving Berlin’s Follow the Fleet (1936), starring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Above, the Second Couple, Harriet Hilliard and Randolph Scott. Hilliard was a band singer (and, later, the better half of television’s The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet). Scott, however, neither sang nor danced. He just hunked. Hollywood created this breakaway from the Broadway model, wherein the romantic leading man sang as a rule. In the movie musical, however, not only Scott but Tyrone Power, William Holden, and many others could play a sweetheart without sharing in the music.
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Cole Porter’s best original Hollywood score was for Born To Dance (1936), above, with Frances Langford, Buddy Ebsen, Eleanor Powell, James Stewart, Una Merkel, and Sid Silvers. Porter’s second-best was for Broadway Melody of 1940, right, with a piquant-looking Powell and Fred Astaire.
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Composer Harold Arlen and lyricist E. Y. Harburg had established themselves as a Hollywood (and Broadway) team good at non-contextual numbers, suitable for any occasion and ideal for the revue-like song spots that Hollywood producers loved. Story numbers were too “special”—that word again. Too intellectual. Yet the Arlen-Harburg songs for The Wizard of Oz (1939) were so joyfully full of story content that the two writers reinvented themselves, separately and together. Now they were admired as masters of narrative music. Broadway’s Bloomer Girl (1944; never filmed) was their best score together, but The Wizard gave them their turning point. Above, Jack Haley, Judy Garland, and Ray Bolger about to launch the “Lions and tigers and bears” chant and meet Bert Lahr’s Cowardly Lion.
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Besides commissioning original work from Broadway writers and adapting their shows, Hollywood created the jukebox musical, in the song-cavalcade film. Above, James Cagney as George M. Cohan in Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942), built on a foundation of Cohan numbers. Easter Parade (1948) reprises forty years’ worth of Irving Berlin, though “A Couple of Swells,” right, with Judy Garland and Fred Astaire, was new.
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Movie versions of shows often preserved elements of the stagings, as here with Jerome Robbins’ “Small House of Uncle Thomas” ballet in The King and I (1956). Above left, Yuriko as runaway slave Eliza; right, Gemze de Lappe is “wicked Simon of Legree.”
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The Gypsy film (1962), above, retained minor Broadway cast members but replaced Ethel Merman’s Rose with Rosalind Russell’s (here with Karl Malden). Alan Jay Lerner, Broadway’s most enthusiastic Californian, created with Frederick Loewe a new-for-Hollywood masterpiece in Gigi (1958). Right, Leslie Caron and Louis Jourdan strike a PR attitude.
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On Broadway, Camelot was quite a spectacle. Mononymous couturier Adrian, who had quit when Garbo did—“Glamor is over,” he explained—came out of retirement to design the costumes. (Tony Duquette took over at Adrian’s death.) The resplendent movie (1968) was even grander, showing much that the stage was unable to: combat (above), a rite-of-spring picnic (opposite top, Vanessa Redgrave at left), and even the politically subversive adultery of Lancelot (Franco Nero) and Guenevere (Redgrave again), which brings down a kingdom. Still, the use of movie stars instead of singing stars turned one of Broadway’s most musical of musicals into a talkeretta.
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Even Hello, Dolly!, much tidier than Camelot—Dolly! takes place in a single day without a castle in sight—had to go big on screen (1969). Some of the vocals took to dancing all over the map in a veritable pageant of choreography. Opposite top, “Before the Parade Passes By” was an end-of-days explosion, the biggest number in Hollywood history. But Dolly! at least boasted a genuine star singer in Barbra Streisand, and, unlike the ponderous Camelot, it has an irresistible joie de vivre.
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Bob Fosse’s take on Cabaret (1972) changed everything, including the relatively innocent “Money Song” into the gruesome “Money, Money,” right, with Liza Minnelli and Joel Grey.
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As if Broadway’s songwriters didn’t have enough trouble competing with rock, Hollywood discovered a new market uninterested in theatre music: kids. Still, the supreme “youth” musical was yet another Broadway transfer, Grease (1978). High school principal Eve Arden (center) led the adults, but the public was primarily thrilled with the enfants terribles, such as John Travolta and Jeff Conaway (respectively flanking the rightward group). Everybody onstage for the hand-jive prom number!
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Introduction


This is not a book about the Hollywood musical.

This is also not a book about the music in the Hollywood musical.

This is a book about the work of primarily Broadway-identified songwriters in Hollywood. It treats both newly conceived films and adaptations of their stage shows. For example, in the case of Cole Porter, we will explore Born To Dance and The Pirate (because they were written for the screen) and Can-Can (as an adaptation of a Porter stage show). But we won’t be concerned with Jubilee or Out Of This World (because these Porter stage shows were never filmed).

I need to emphasize this because, when I first told people about this project, some of them couldn’t grasp its theme. They somehow heard only “Hollywood musicals” and thought the book was a history of the form. It isn’t.

Or they somehow heard only “songwriters” and thought the book was about the music of Hollywood. It isn’t.

Rather, we’re going to follow the adventures of such figures as Jerome Kern, George and Ira Gershwin, Frank Loesser, and Jerry Herman when they trade in Broadway for Hollywood. We are not going to follow the adventures of such figures as Harry Warren or the team of Harry Revel and Mack Gordon (even though all three did some work for the stage), because Warren concentrated on writing for Warner Bros. and then MGM, and Gordon and Revel (as they were known) were Paramount and then Fox stalwarts.

However. In the book’s first chapter, I do take some time to examine the formats of the earliest movie musicals, no matter who wrote them, because those first tries at making cinema out of story-and-song tell us how movie people regarded the music in musicals.

But then: what happens when writers used to the business of Broadway run into the very different business of Hollywood, with its often unmusical producer despots, its stacking of writing teams on a single project, its use of five or six songs per story where Broadway fits in a dozen or so, and its terror of characters bursting into song on the street, in your living room, near a cottage small by a waterfall? Did the movies give theatre writers a chance to expand their art? Did Broadway influence Hollywood, or vice versa? More and more, historians are combining stage and screen in their chronicles, so is there really one great epic that unites, say, Show Boat and The Jazz Singer, Meet Me in St. Louis and St. Louis Woman, Funny Lady and Pacific Overtures? Or are the Broadway and Hollywood musicals irreconcilable as artistic forms? And, finally, did any New York writer or writing team make a film musical as fulfilling as their stage shows were?

Decades ago, it was possible to write a succinct volume on either the stage or film musical. But by now the history is too big for a single book to be both comprehensive and detailed, and authors must select their examples. Therefore, I have made no attempt to cover every title that suits my survey. Further, I give more space to some films and less to others, for various reasons—and please note that this is not a reference work in the first place. Production data can be found at the Internet Movie Database and the Internet Broadway Database, both generally (though not invariably) reliable.

Meanwhile, this is probably the right time to lay out a very brief history of the Hollywood musical, thus:


1927: A silent with a few added sound sequences, The Jazz Singer, starts it all. The first movie vocalist: Al Jolson. The first big movie vocal: “Blue Skies,” by Irving Berlin. And Hollywood sends to New York for composers and lyricists.

1929–1930: The first two years of regular sound production, stuffed with musicals: “All Talking, All Singing, All Dancing.”

1931–1932: Too many musicals—and too many bad ones—inspire an audience boycott. “All Talking, No Singing” becomes an inviting sign on cinema marquees. Musicals in production are denuded of music, and big plans (RKO’s more or less all-star Babes in Toyland, MGM’s The Merry Widow for Lawrence Tibbett) are scrapped. The influx of New Yorkers becomes an exodus. “The party was over,” says Oscar Hammerstein, “and we all came home.”

1933–1939: Warner Bros.’ 42nd Street wins the public back, and the 1930s prove a golden age, led by RKO’s set for Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers and MGM’s Eleanor Powell Broadway Melodys and Jeanette MacDonald-Nelson Eddy operettas. Among them, these three series use Kern, Berlin, Porter, the Gershwins, Youmans, Friml, Romberg, and Victor Herbert—almost the executive board of the Broadway musical. Arlen and Harburg’s The Wizard of Oz marks a culmination.

1940–1949: Musicals grow smoother and less daffy. Another golden age begins with MGM’s Freed Unit story musicals like Meet Me in St. Louis and The Pirate, preferring character and situation numbers to Hollywood’s favorite genre of song, the backstager’s performance piece. Typical character or situation number (it’s actually both): “The French Lesson,” in Good News, because June Allyson is helping Peter Lawford pass his French exam to win the Big Game. Typical performance number: “Arthur Murray Taught Me Dancing in a Hurry,” because The Fleet’s In needs a specialty number for Betty Hutton. Hello, writers? She’ll be on stage in a club, so any topic will work. Something on the current dance-lesson craze? Do it!

1950–1959: Broadway adaptations become more popular than ever, often in reasonably faithful duplications. The break-up of the studio system, with its thriving music departments, means musicals become more difficult to organize and more expensive to produce, killing off the B-budget musical forever. Everything now aims at the formidable: Oklahoma! on its vast Todd-AO exhibition screen defines the era.

1960–1975: Formidable becomes the reigning genre in West Side Story, My Fair Lady, and, above all, The Sound of Music. Attempts to duplicate their success lead to a meltdown of reckless budgets, non-singing stars, and a failure to entertain. The traditional musical all but vanishes. There are exceptions, such as Bob Fosse’s very altered view of Broadway’s Cabaret, but the era is best summed up in Bette Midler’s ironic comment on the spectacularly rotten Lost Horizon: “I never miss a Liv Ullmann musical.”

1976–the present: After ceasing most musical production, Hollywood tentatively reconsiders. A show from the psychologically and artistically dense Stephen Sondheim atelier, Into the Woods, is filmed with great success. Chicago wins the Best Picture Oscar. These are special events, not a business-as-usual as in the days of Astaire and Rogers or MacDonald and Eddy. Nevertheless, musicals are back.








Chapter 1
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 The First Hollywood Musicals


To share in political and social power in America, a minority group must first assert a presence in the popular arts. In the nineteenth century, German and Scandinavian immigrants moved to farming communities in the midwest, isolated from show business (except in Chicago, Milwaukee, and a few nearby cities). The Irish, Italian, and Jewish newcomers, however, settled in the cities of the northeast and got into the entertainment business. By about 1920, as black talent began to slip out of the segregated “black time” into the “white time” of main-stage entertainment, minorities were hitting the big time, and New York was their headquarters.

It was as well the command-and-control center of American show biz, in not only vaudeville and theatre but popular music, records, and radio. New York was the twentieth-century American city, with its pride of skyscrapers, its professional “characters” from gangsters to opera stars, and its unique wisecrack humor, a flavorsome blend of Irish sarcasm and Jewish fatalism.

Samson Raphaelson’s sentimental little play The Jazz Singer (1925) was very much a “New York” piece, as a kind of fable spanning the worlds of Broadway and the ghetto. The title means The Pop Singer, and the title role is virtually two different people: Jakie Rabinowitz when at home with his Jewish cantor father and Jack Robin on the stage. The work’s conflict resides in Jack’s belief that his wonderfully expressive way with a melody is akin to his father’s wailing prayers. Raphaelson even has Jack demonstrate this, first singing a Hebrew canticle and then a pop song “to exactly the same tune”—as the stage directions demand—“and exactly the same plaintiveness but with a new rhythm and shaking his shoulders.”

Cantor Rabinowitz furiously rejects the parallel, but the public must have been intrigued, for The Jazz Singer ran 303 performances—quite big for the day—and, after the usual tour, returned to town in the cavernous Century Theatre, suggesting a hot-ticket booking. Given that singing was the story’s very substance, Raphaelson constructed a play with music, allowing Jack a solo called “Home Pals,” an offstage prayer with choral backup, and “Dixie Mammy,” also sung offstage. As Jack sings it (again, in the stage directions), it “has an evangelical terror, a fanatical frenzy … and has moments of staggering dramatic intensity.” Now Raphaelson concludes his argument: “We are listening to a Cantor in blackface.”

It’s an arresting idea, because who ever considered the ontology of the Mammy Song—or the Moon Song, the Girl’s Name Song, the New Dance Sensation, or any of the strait-format numbers that decorated American entertainment? Unfortunately, The Jazz Singer as a whole is maudlin and ordinary, with a “Here he comes now” before the star entrance and the same old musical-comedy jokes:



jack: I’ve been down to my father’s farm where we have a black hen that lays a white egg.

straight man: What’s so wonderful about that?

jack: You go home and try it!





Still, The Jazz Singer was, if nothing else, a tale with an arresting conflict about music at its heart, which made it an ideal source when Warner Bros. shot the first movie musical. Then, too, The Jazz Singer was a backstager, with performing spots for Jack—and, in a way, a performing spot for Jakie, when he responds to the call of his forefathers, drops out of a show called April Follies, and substitutes in the synagogue for his ailing father.

Thus, the movie wouldn’t have to explain where any of the accompaniments were coming from, whether orchestra, piano, or organ; it was an anxiety all over Hollywood in the first days of the musical. This is what made the backstager prominent, because if you’re rehearsing, somewhere there’s bound to be a piano, even if the public can’t see it. And once the curtain goes up, there’s an orchestra in the pit. But what if the film in question isn’t a backstager? What if, God forbid, two sweethearts take a stroll in a forest and some crazy songwriter gives them a love song? Where was the orchestra supposed to be, sitting in the trees?

Yet more: Raphaelson’s play was New Yorkist in tone, and New York was the nation’s obsession and resentment, filled with folks who were “different”—like the Rabinowitzes, foreigners who came here yet stayed foreign. New York and its nonconformist carnival may have irritated a lot of red-state Americans, but it was a great movie city, because no matter what you put on the screen, the public believed it if it took place there: New York was stories. And it was show business, too. If Jakie Rabinowitz was a nobody, Jack Robin was a Broadway star, big stuff.

On Broadway, The Jazz Singer’s Jack/Jakie was George Jessel, an actor who could sing, but a “soft” talent, valid yet limited. Even so, Jessel was tapped to preserve his role on film. I have called The Jazz Singer the first musical, but it really was a part-talkie, a silent with a music-and-sound-effects track that, every so often, would give Jessel a song spot.

Then something happened. Historians tell us that Jessel made demands and Warner Bros. replaced him with Al Jolson—yet surely there was more to it than that. The Jazz Singer was planned to change the course of the movie business, and you don’t make history with a soft talent. The vocals had to leap off the screen, take the audience into the future. Jolson had been an electric presence in entertainment for over a decade—didn’t this mother of all musicals need electricity to establish the talkie in an industry that was all but unanimously against it because of the tremendous economic and technical problems? And didn’t the Warners realize that Jessel was inadequate and Jolson was ideal?

So, what of The Jazz Singer’s numbers themselves? A hodgepodge by various writers, the score gathered up pre-existing songs, including the religious scenes and two pieces that Jolson had sung on Broadway in Bombo (1921), “Dirty Hands, Dirty Face” and “Toot Toot Tootsie (Goo’bye).” And then we come to “Blue Skies,” by Irving Berlin. This is the song that invented the Hollywood musical, as the centerpiece of The Jazz Singer’s most effective sound sequence.

For now Jack ends a self-imposed exile to return to his place of origin. Critics think of The Jazz Singer as little more than a historical artifact, yet it is in fact quite artfully directed (by Alan Crosland). When Jack says farewell to his show-biz colleagues in a railroad yard, Jolson dances about waving his cap as their train departs. Behind him, another train passes in the opposite direction. It’s no more than a moment, but it places Jolson at a kind of crossroads, like the one where Oedipus killed his father—and we can’t fail to notice a heavily Oedipal undertone in The Jazz Singer in the first place.

Or we could view the train bit as simply that wonderful juxtaposition of moving objects that silent film reveled in. It intensifies the rhythm of the storytelling, as do title cards in ever larger lettering:


New York!

Broadway!

home!

MOTHER!



This leads into the “Blue Skies” episode, The Jazz Singer’s most discussed reel. Jack smothers his mom with love and then performs for her at the keyboard. Along the way, he breaks into a monologue about moving her to the Bronx and a perhaps tonier crowd than on the Lower East Side—“the Ginsburgs, the Guttenbergs, and the Goldbergs. Oh, a whole lot of Bergs. I dunno ’em all.”

Jolson’s manic confidence in this idiotic blather, the apparent surprise of the woman playing his mother (Eugenie Besserer, who nonetheless acts right along with him, albeit murmuring), and even the way Jolson flirts with her, noting, “You’re getting kittenish,” all suggest sheer improvisation. So does Jolson’s ensuing rip into “Blue Skies,” his left hand pounding away in “stride” style and his voice decorating the melody with scat tidbits. Now for another great touch from director Crosland: he frames a shot with Besserer at left and Jolson at right; at center, Jolson’s father (Warner Oland) totters in in his usual bearded daze, realizes what’s happening, and shouts, “Stop!”

The audio instantly switches back to pantomime-and-orchestra, but the history has been made. Lately, historians have doubted that the episode really was improvised. They say Besserer wasn’t surprised, and she was murmuring because Jolson had the shot’s only mike. And it wasn’t Jolson playing the piano.

But it was Jolson singing, bringing the raved-up naturalism of his stage deportment onto the screen. In fact, Jolson’s delivery of cheery or comic lines always sounded improvisational; one hears this in all his films. Like him or not, he has an energy that set the Hollywood musical on the way to the rest of its life. And it’s worth noting that “Blue Skies”—the most significant of The Jazz Singer’s eleven vocal cuts—is the film’s sole number written by a first-division Broadway songwriter.

One cannot imagine this scene with any other song, for Berlin gave its exuberant lyrics an irresistibly swinging setting that shows us why Jakie had to turn into Jack. The religious music that both unites and divides Jack and his father isn’t meant to be heard outside of churchly precincts, but “jazz” reaches everyone everywhere.

And “Blue Skies” is sovereign jazz—which, again, simply means “popular music” in the context of the 1920s. It sounds like a made-to-order hit, and that’s what it was: as an interpolation into a Ziegfeld flop with a Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart score called Betsy (1926). Its star, Belle Baker, begged Berlin for a dynamite number and he obliged. A grateful Ziegfeld arranged for a spotlight to beam upon Berlin as he took a bow during the number on the first night, while the show’s nominal songwriters, who hadn’t known their songs were going to be upstaged, were flabbergasted. Well, Rodgers was. Hart simply shrugged: that’s show biz. Betsy needed a quickmeup, and “Blue Skies” was the goods.

Yet it’s an oxymoron of a song, for its A strains are in the minor, as if punning on “blue skies” (meaning “optimistic”) and “blue” (meaning “sad”). Strange to tell, a contemporary news article by Edwin Schallert, unearthed and reprinted by Robert L. Carrington in The Jazz Singer’s published screenplay, reveals that the sequence was originally shot with an entirely different number, “It All Depends On You,” by B. G. De Sylva, Lew Brown, and Ray Henderson. It’s a fine song that had served Jolson well in another of his stage shows, Big Boy (1925), but it was too amiable a piece for this extraordinary scene.

Of course, Jolson had a packet of big-sing specialties he might have drawn on, but the most opportune—“Rockabye Your Baby With a Dixie Melody,” from Sinbad (1918), “April Showers” (from Bombo), and “When the Red, Red, [sic] Robin Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin’ Along”—had already been used in Jolson’s appearance in a program of Tin Pan Alley numbers released with a silent comedy with synchronized music, The Better ’Ole (1926). So the choice of “Blue Skies” was a kind of kismet, something inevitable that happens by accident.

The Jazz Singer was a roadshow, with tickets sold as if for Broadway, at higher prices and reserved seats. It more or less had to be, as theatres that showed it as a part-talkie needed to be wired for sound reproduction. (Most cinemas presented it as a silent, a few playing Jolson discs during his vocal sequences.) In all, The Jazz Singer was a revelation and a hit, and silent film had only two years left to live.

Its author hated it. “Dreadful” was Samson Raphaelson’s verdict, in an interview quoted in the aforementioned Carringer edition of the screenplay.1 “Silly,” he said. “Maudlin.” One could say as much of Raphaelson’s play. Perhaps he was offended that his theme that blood destiny is an all but overwhelming force was changed in the film into an affirmation of the destiny of talent. Raphaelson didn’t even approve of the movie’s choice of songs, though he had to admit that “Blue Skies” hit the spot. And there is this odd bit: “From this particular [motion] picture,” Raphaelson observes, “you wouldn’t have much hope for the possibilities of [the sound] era.”

Is he kidding? Jolson’s follow-up to The Jazz Singer, The Singing Fool (1928), turned out to be the biggest commercial hit between The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Gone With the Wind (1939), and suddenly all Hollywood was planning talkies. Though partly silent, The Singing Fool offered more dialogue than The Jazz Singer, and it, too, owned an outstanding number of Broadway authorship, the same “It All Depends On You” that was originally in the mother scene in The Jazz Singer, replaced by “Blue Skies.”

On its own, “It All Depends On You” went so big that De Sylva, Brown, and Henderson published it with alternate covers, each one bearing a photograph of the number’s many interpreters, including, besides Jolson himself, Hazel Hurd, Frank Munn, Jay C. Flippen, Rube Wolf, Tom Waring, even the Ipana Troubadours. The song’s soft-grained tone is strengthened by its key position in The Singing Fool’s plot, for Al, as Jolson is called here, has written it to impress a blond gold digger (Josephine Dunn), sings it in a club, wows the usual Big Broadway Producer, and ends up spurning the nice dark-haired girl (Betty Bronson) when the blonde indicates an interest. Now it’s time for the club manager (Arthur Housman) to sidle up to Bronson and utter the movie’s theme line: “No matter how smart a guy is or how long he lives, he’ll never know anything about women.”

As with “Blue Skies,” Jolson makes “It All Depends On You” entirely his own, demoting all the other cameos on the sheet-music covers to Etch-a-sketch status. In a word, he Jolsonizes the number, building up from a deceptively modest start to a second chorus more declaimed than sung and riddled with inserted words that tear the written lyrics into confetti. Not till the very last line does Jolson simply pronounce the words and sing the pitches (with an added high note).

Even so, The Singing Fool’s unqualified top hit was the sappy “Sonny Boy” (also by De Sylva, Brown, and Henderson), which Jolson sings to his toddler (David—generally known as Davey—Lee). What Jack Robin’s mother was to The Jazz Singer, Sonny Boy is to The Singing Fool: a receptacle for the vast amount of love the insecure yet ebullient Jolson needs to express in manic worship. The mother thing was at least picturesque, if only to watch Eugenie Besserer squirming and mooing during the “Blue Skies” scene. But Jolson’s relationship with Sonny Boy is revolting. Has there ever been a father so gluey and dippy, grabbing the kid, holding him, kissing him, calling him “sweetheart” and “darling” over and over?

Mind you, there’s nothing untoward in Jolson’s affection. There’s just too much of it. And then of course Al’s marriage has fallen apart (because he married the gold digger instead of the nice girl), he hits the skids, and Sonny Boy dies. Why? Because it’s time to be sad in the cinema. Al returns to the stage to sing “Sonny Boy,” now inspired to remake his life for the better.

Note that The Singing Fool is another backstager. Hollywood nourished a very greed for the form, remaking plots right into the 1950s. In fact, there were essentially only three:


plot a: Two women love the same man as they all put on the show.

plot b: A male star on the rise gets ego fever and deserts his true love, to reconcile with her after various hardships as they all put on the show.

plot c: The woman star becomes indisposed and her understudy wows the public as they all put on the show.



The Singing Fool is Plot B, but the first all-talkie musical, MGM’s The Broadway Melody (1929) uses Plot A: freshly arrived in New York from the midwest, the two Mahoney Sisters join Francis Zanfield’s latest super-production. Feisty sister Hank (Bessie Love) and Eddie (Charles King), Zanfield’s star juvenile, have been a couple, but now Eddie falls for the other Mahoney, sister Queenie (Anita Page). It’s a classic triangle, because Hank is the interesting one but Queenie the lovely one—in other words, the one the dull male will always go for. And while the girls are devoted to each other, Hank insists on sacrificing her happiness and renouncing Eddie: she departs on a long four-shows-a-day vaudeville tour to let Eddie and Queenie start their life together.

But note that the movie doesn’t fade out on an Eddie-Queenie kiss panel (as they put it in romance comic books). It ends as Hank, her new gal performing partner, and her ridiculously stuttering uncle of an agent (who keeps on trying to get a word out then settles for a synonym, in a comedy cliché of the time) are heading for the train station. It’s a wildly offbeat ending for a film that won the Best Picture Oscar, especially as we keep noticing the sadly distracted look on Hank’s face. Uncle gets off a last stutter joke, the partner lets out a giggle, and Hank manages a half-smile. Unlucky in love, lucky in vaudeville, and the camera takes a last look at bustling Times Square, the hub of the entertainment world. That’s the Broadway melody.

This ironic fadeout is not simply a decoration: it is the very stuff of the film, which is at once silly, brutal, touching, and naturalistic to a fault. One scene in Hank’s dressing room, in which she utterly loses control while contemplating what she must give up—love of Eddie because of her love of Queenie—got Bessie Love a Best Actress nomination. (She lost to Mary Pickford, trying out an uncharacteristically serious role in Coquette.) In a way, Love was the woman equivalent of Al Jolson—not as a singer, but in the raw, explosive personality that put the talkie over as something beyond—and, yes, better than—silent film.

Many strains of realism run through The Broadway Melody along with strains of imaginative whimsey. A rich fancy pants tries to seduce Queenie with an oleaginous power personality that repels us. It’s not simply irritating. It’s disturbing, because this brilliantined creep keeps trying to take her over, to own her like a dog with a bone. It makes one want to shout at the screen in frustration. Yet, at the same time, the film shows us a flamboyant gay costume designer, and Zanfield has an amusing troop of yes-men backers, invariably in black tie and including one guy who’s never seen sober. (“Come on, Unconscious,” his buddy constantly tells him.) Or there’s the dancer who taps in toe shoes. Or Zanfield himself (Eddie Kane), obviously a tintype of Florenz Ziegfeld but played with obtuse line readings and no involvement whatsoever in what is happening around him. It might be the worst performance ever in an MGM musical.

In other words, The Broadway Melody is a grabbag of art, now direly honest and now capricious or even prone to accident. Above all, it treats its tale to a realism all but unknown to the stage musical of the time. Yes, Deep River (1926) and Show Boat (1927) dealt with adult themes, and a number of twenties operettas saw the world from a liberals-versus-fascists viewpoint, as in The New Moon (1928). Even so, Broadway, whether in carefree musical comedy or the more evolved operetta, could not challenge the realism we see in parts—only parts, I repeat—of The Broadway Melody.

And that is because the Broadway musical and the Hollywood musical derive from antagonistically different sources. The former’s origins lie in ancient burlesque and musical farce, forms that are essentially comic in every aspect. Fun stuff. But the movie musical’s origins lie in the movies themselves, taking in genres from comedy and romance to drama and suspense; not all of these are “fun.” So the movies grew up on their own, influenced by the theatre in various ways at various times but generally independent of it.

And yet: those New Yorkers did know how to talk. The Broadway Melody is obsessed with Manhattan, especially in the way it expresses itself. Plays of the 1920s had been featuring New York wisecrack humor, and The Broadway Melody is filled with it. With the wisecrack comes bad grammar; “ain’t” and “he don’t” saturate the early talkie. But the slang was wisecrack’s glory: “jack” (for “money”), “crepehanger” (a pessimist), a “facial” (for “a sock in the nose”). Better yet, New York was the place where the music starts, and The Broadway Melody opens in a music publisher’s office in full cry, with room after room of professionals trying things out—a singer here, instrumentalists there. A new song. An innovative arrangement. Above all, the central question:

What does the public want from the music it hears? Eddie knows, as he goes into a brand-new piece sure to put Zanfield’s show over—“The Broadway Melody” itself. All the others gather around to hear, overseen by the publisher himself, a Mr. Gleason. He is in fact James Gleason, a playwright and actor strongly associated with New York wisecrack comedy and a co-author of this very screenplay, hired to juice it up with New York quips and taunts: Is zat so? Yes, zat’s so! And note the self-effacing accompanist at the keyboard: it’s the film’s real-life composer, Nacio Herb Brown. As Eddie unveils his prodigy of a song, his little audience is transfixed, especially a young woman who picks up the rhythm, listens to the words, and utterly succumbs to its spell. New music is new life, and she, like everyone else, realizes how essential is the songwriter’s art in the pursuit of success.

This place is Tin Pan Alley: Twenty-Eighth Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues, where many music publishers were located. By synecdoche, the term encompassed the American popular-music business itself.2 However, a revolution had occurred sometime before this, when Tin Pan Alley was taken over by Jerome Kern, the Gershwins, Vincent Youmans, Rodgers and Hart, Cole Porter, and others who wrote not one-off song hits but scores for Broadway shows. Around 1900, hit tunes had no connection with musicals or were interpolated into productions after shows were written, because Broadway’s composer-lyricist teams generally lacked the skill—or whatever it was—to concoct a hit. There were exceptions, yes. But, in the main, the smash successes—such as “After the Ball,” “Under the Bamboo Tree,” “Meet Me in St. Louis, Louis,” and “Yip-I-Addy-I-Ay!”—were heard on their own in vaudeville or were dropped into a Broadway show as a foreign element.

Then came the revolution, in about 1914, just as the one composer known for creating hit tunes for Broadway, Victor Herbert, began to lose influence. He was Old Music, sometimes European in flavor. The New Music was adventurous and the accompanying lyrics sophisticated and sly. From Rodgers and Hart’s “Manhattan” to Cole Porter’s “Night and Day”—not to mention George Gershwin’s pop-classical Rhapsody in Blue—this new collection of songwriters combined commercial success with distinction of style. The New Music left Tin Pan Alley behind, and we might call its adherents “the Harms group,” after their publishing house, T. B. Harms. Its chief was Max Dreyfus, the least known name of all masterminds in the making of Broadway musicals. Dreyfus put writers together, advised producers whom to hire, packaged orchestrators and dance arrangers, and brewed nearly all music theatre in his cauldron.

So, when MGM needed a songwriting team for The Broadway Melody, the studio came calling on the Harms group, right? After all, who would know what a Broadway melody is better than one of Max Dreyfus’ protégés? And this was a historical commission, too, for the part-talkie musicals had assembled their scores from a variety of donors. The Broadway Melody, the first all-talkie musical, would likewise boast the first score entirely written for the specific occasion by a single team.

But MGM did not apply to Harms. Instead, the studio hired the aforementioned composer Nacio Herb Brown and lyricist Arthur Freed, both of whom had been working separately for some eight or ten years in Los Angeles. Freed had actually started as a musician. He was a song plugger like the ones we see in The Broadway Melody’s opening sequence, auditioning the latest numbers for show-biz folk hunting hits for their act. A singer and even composer as well, Freed ultimately found his niche writing words to Brown’s tunes, so Brown and Freed became a byline typical of the 1930s screen musical: under contract to a single studio with little or no Broadway work. Warner Bros. had Harry Warren and Al Dubin. Twentieth Century-Fox had Harry Revel and Mack Gordon. Paramount had Ralph Rainger and Leo Robin. And all these teams were, in essence, Tin Pan Alleymen. True, their style was smartly evolved, for the New Music, extremely influential as it was, inspired all songwriters. But the music that Hollywood wanted for its musicals was not show music. It was hit music.

And what precisely did Tin Pan Alley want from a song? Here’s one recipe: a simple texture overall in both words and music, but with a kick. Take for instance The Broadway Melody’s love ballad, “You Were Meant For Me.” It couldn’t be simpler—its second line is “I was meant for you.” Yet the melody starts in not the tonic (as almost invariably in pop music), but the supertonic sixth, not resolving to the tonic till the third measure. This gives the song an airy quality, and the release is so chromatic that its first three measures run down from (in F Major, the published key) D to F, skipping only a single half-step. In all, the music is lithe and slithery, a glass of water disguised as a love potion.

Of course, as a backstager, The Broadway Melody could program all the songs as performer spots—but on two occasions we get a number in a hotel room with no legitimate source of accompaniment. So Hollywood is already breaking away from its fear of The Orchestra From Nowhere. At some point, a musical is a musical, and this will be one of my throughlines in these pages: Hollywood’s approach-avoidance relationship with the practices of the stage musical. Or, really, its love of New York’s prestige and originality coupled with a fear of alienating the New York–hating public out in what we now call the red-state countryside.

These folks, curiously enough, knew of the Mahoney Sisters, and may even have seen them in vaudeville, for they were real people: Rosetta and Vivian Duncan, on whom MGM based the fictitious Mahoneys. The Duncans were not great talents, but they were great stars, because they had such terrific chemistry together, Rosetta’s Hank-style command and Vivian’s Queenie-esque sweetness dovetailing onstage exactly as Bessie Love and Anita Page do in the movie. The Duncans preferred vaudeville to Broadway, because the undemanding public of the smalltown variety theatres formed their core audience. Still, the Duncans did try a musical now and again, most famously Topsy and Eva (1925), based of course on Uncle Tom’s Cabin, with Vivian as dear Little Eva and mischievous Rosetta as Topsy, in the usual blackface with a pride of braids sticking straight up from her head. The Duncans even wrote the show’s songs, and they toured triumphantly in it for years while critics everywhere moaned in their seats and prayed for death.

With a worldwide gross of some twelve times its production cost and a Best Picture Oscar, The Broadway Melody was a genre success on the spectacular level: it infixed the New York backstager as an ideal platform for the Hollywood musical. As every studio readied imitations, MGM went to the film’s source material and made a kind of second Broadway Melody starring the Duncans themselves: It’s a Great Life (1929). For variation, the Plot A setup created a triangle balanced not on a guy (here Lawrence Gray) both girls love but on the Queenie figure. Thus, Gray and Rosetta fight over Vivian, Gray as her husband and Rosetta as her protective sister, who has taken an implacable dislike to Gray.

Modest in every respect, It’s a Great Life is no Broadway Melody. Its backstage is distinctly smalltime, that of department-store-employee talent shows and third-rate vaudeville. Its score, too, mostly fumbles. Composer Dave Dreyer and lyricist Ballad MacDonald lacked initiative, and while MacDonald had done a lot of work on Broadway, Dreyer was strictly Tin Pan Alley; they’re hard to characterize as a team. Nor does the script revel in the inflected wisenheimer chatter we enjoy from The Broadway Melody’s show folk. But then, MGM might have been holding down the soft pedal to soothe the feelings of those unsophisticated villagers out in the regions.

Indeed, MGM based It’s a Great Life entirely on the Duncans’ charm. Rosetta was a natural-born cutup, perfectly suited to the extemporaneous atmosphere that prevailed in old show business. Audiences liked seeing the stars working at the edge of a danger zone, impulsively riffing on some line or piece of business that wasn’t in the script, and that extremely “live” ambiance is preserved in the very earliest talkies. After all, wasn’t that why Al Jolson’s dialogue in his “Blue Skies” sequence so excited the public? And the Duncans were of the same school.

For instance, at that department-store variety show, Lawrence Gray is at the keyboard accompanying Vivian, who is kitted out in recital-afternoon white, trimmed with huge roses and topped by a floppy hat. Her number is “Won’t You Be My Lady Love?,” dippy and sentimental. (You’ll recall the genre if you’re ninety years old; the verse begins “They were sitting by the river in a little birch canoe … ”) Director Sam Wood moves into the stage-left wings to show Rosetta, waiting to go on in a checked “mad little tyke” outfit, pridefully nodding to the other performers. That’s my sister!

But nervous Vivian is troubled by the high soprano key—and, suddenly, Rosetta prances onstage, pretending to try to stop her singing in a babyish voice. Vivian murmurs, “Get me out of here,” and Rosetta whispers, “Just do it, honey, they’ll think it’s part of the act.” Rosetta starts to exit, but at a pow! high note from Vivian, Rosetta grabs her behind and goes flying offstage as if shot. No, wait … she’s back, still trying to “sabotage” the number. Vivian plays along, giggling—surely they can’t have rehearsed this bit of “real-life” flummery—and now Rosetta makes another entrance, swaggering around in a mantilla and waving a vast feathered fan. Then another crazy entrance: Rosetta comes gliding in backward on tippy-toe, grabs Vivian’s arm, and pulls her offstage right. Gray and the two girls take their bows, Gray signals for a speech, and, just as he opens his mouth, Rosetta snatches the stage away from him to announce an encore. There’s just time for a sotto voce hate fight:



gray: Hey, Dizzy, you’re gonna clown yourself into a flop.

rosetta: Say, I just clowned you outta one!





And she looks tougher than he does.

Here we reach the film’s key number, “I’m Following You,” which the Duncans deliver in close harmony. This is where the sisters go deep Duncan on us, not just musically but lovingly, making the song—which is about the steadfast nature of their bond—a valentine to each other. Now the use of Tin Pan Alleymen instead of the more resourceful talents of the Harms group makes sense: the squonky “Won’t You Be My Lady Love?” and the endearing “I’m Following You” function, in the most basic, uninflected way, as a set: first, the sentimental clichés; second, the honesty. It’s an irresistible sequence, combining the amateurish and expert at once; it almost suggests that all of us have a show-biz chromosome, needing only luck and timing—and personal support—to develop it.

On the other hand, Hollywood’s early-talkie emphasis on scores by the second or third rank becomes monotonous, especially in films that use them as mere backstage punctuation of the dialogue scenes. Thus, Paramount’s The Dance of Life (1929) counts some six new songs (along with older ones) that are no more than decoration. Drawn from George Manker Watters and Arthur Hopkins’ stage hit Burlesque (1927),3 The Dance of Life used the original playscript with occasional departures to give it air, and even hired Broadway’s male lead, Hal Skelly, now opposite Nancy Carroll. Like many early talkies, The Dance of Life needed two directors, a movie veteran (A. Edward Sutherland) to frame the action optically and a stage veteran (John Cromwell, who became one of Hollywood’s top directors of non-musical drama) to get actors who were routined in the silent arts to stop pantomiming all over the place and start picking up their dialogue cues. You’re in the talkies now: don’t show me how you feel, talk!

The result is interesting but undeniably stagey. Perhaps a more high-powered score would have helped, but, again, we are presented with a hodgepodge of abilities on various levels in composer-lyricist Sam Coslow, composer Richard A. Whiting, and lyricist Leo Robin, billed as a fixed threesome on every number. So who wrote what? How do three men write a song? Which reminds us of Cole Porter’s immortal remark, upon hearing the insanely dreary “Cossack Love Song” from Song of the Flame (1925), whose score was similarly billed, inseparably, to composers George Gershwin and Herbert Stothart and lyricists Oscar Hammerstein and Otto Harbach. Said Porter, “It took four men to write that?”

The Dance of Life is a Plot B backstager, following the marriage, separation, and reunion of performers Skid (Skelly) and Bonny (Carroll) when he goes on the rise without her, ruins his career with drink, and at last finds redemption through love. But you’d never know much of that from Coslow, Whiting, and Robin’s “King of Jazzmania,” “Mightiest Matador,” or “The Flippety Flop.” Yet one number, though a performance piece like the others, does serve the action. In fact, it essentializes it: “True Blue Lou,” the sad tale of a woman who stuck by her man no matter what he did to her. Again, the first line tells us what kind of number it is: “She was a dame,” the chorus begins, “in love with a guy,” and the A strains are based on a melodic cell repeated over shifting harmony and a stepwise descending bass line, a standard genre of the day. (The Gershwins’ “The Man I Love” is the most famous example.) Skelly sings it in his characteristic outfit, a clown’s tramp attire, lying prone on the stage, smoking and more or less talking his way through the music while the violins play the tune for him.

It’s a strange way to put over a number, but it’s a part of the intimacy that is The Dance of Life’s salient quality. John Cromwell must have known how to talk to actors, because this saga of a True Blue Lou is quite touching and believable. It’s also full of that ripsnorting repartee of putdown and patois that so enlivens The Broadway Melody. Al Jolson is one reason silent film had to die, but wisecrack humor is another: we can’t hear the character interaction of warring personalities on title cards.

Thus, early on, two minor players ramp up to a fight in their dressing room. Gussie, a heavy woman in a tutu, is getting aggressive with Mazie just as Nancy Carroll’s Bonny enters:



bonny: You better beat it, Gussie. You’ll be late for the Fairy Number.

mazie: What is it, an elephant act?

gussie: When I come back, I’m going to chase you till you find six new streets!





Still, it’s the sincerity of the playing that makes the film, and the way in which Cromwell and Sutherland amplified the stage script’s feelings—at that, often using the silent optics that were just then turning into ancient history. On stage, Burlesque’s first-act curtain comes down as the crowd of well-wishers takes the hero to the train that will carry him to the big time, leaving faithful Bonny behind. As the gang goes careering off, Bonny drags herself to the doorway to watch them. Says the script, “She remains looking after all is silent,” and at length the curtain falls.

Good enough. But The Dance of Life doesn’t stop there. As Bonny sits, bereft and worried, she is called to the stage for the “Swanee” number. Somehow, Carroll conveys her anxiety in an expressionless face, and the camera follows her as she trudges toward the stage. The “Swanee” number, Stephen Foster’s “Old Folks at Home,” has been established (in both play and movie) as a prize duet in Skid and Bonny’s act together, a token of their love. Now Bonny must dance alone, listlessly smiling, almost in tears at this sour variation on The Show Must Go On. And the camera keeps on taking her in, letting everyone in the movie audience move close to her in a way a theatre audience never could.

Later, Bonny writes Skid, telling him they’re through; now he, too, must go onstage in despair, and we watch him make up in his dressing-room mirror. The black + on his eyes. The mouth extension lines. That lurid fake nose. Skelly plays the entire scene in a daze, the absurd cosmetics at war with what is happening in the story: the ripping open of a Plot B torso to reveal its broken heart.

One important difference between Broadway and Hollywood backstagers lies in the genre of play-within-a-play they feel comfortable with. New York producers Florenz Ziegfeld and George White plugged their own revue franchises in, respectively, Sally (1920) and Manhattan Mary (1927), in which the heroine scores a hit in Ziegfeld’s Follies and White’s Scandals. But Broadway more commonly treated companies putting on story shows, which in effect gave these shows two narratives to juggle. And that can be confusing.

So perhaps Hollywood was right to stick to backstagers about putting on a revue, a usefully plotless format that allows a film to slot in any song, dance, or comic sketch in the onstage scenes. Whether in smalltown burlesque (as in The Dance of Life) or on Broadway with all the trimmings (as in The Broadway Melody), each number begins with parting curtains and finishes with closing curtains, making each episode an insert, independent of the rest of the program.

Thus, The Broadway Melody could present “The Wedding of the Painted Doll” as a self-contained sequence: an unseen tenor (James Burroughs) sings of the fairyland nuptials, attended by such folk as Red Ridinghood, Buster Brown, and the Jumping Jack while rows of girls glide into view through trap doors and others cavort about, not so much dancing as carrying on. It’s fun-filled yet eerie, in a tone of deadpan fantasy totally at war with the high-pitched realism of the rest of the film.

The revue format particularly suited Hollywood’s Tin Pan Alleymen, as they could pull songs out of the air rather than have to give them story-and-character content in the manner of the Harms group. So it was inevitable that Hollywood would film full-length revues; each studio tried one in 1929–30, with very variable results. Generally, the aim was to let the stars cut loose, showing off hidden talents or going goofy, as when, in MGM’s The Hollywood Revue of 1929, John Gilbert and Norma Shearer run through Romeo and Juliet’s Balcony Scene, first in Shakespearean text and then in Jazz Age jive. (GILBERT: Julie, baby, I’m gaga about you!) At a time when actors were known by their work only, it’s a bit precious, and we sympathize with tough guy George Bancroft when, trapped in white tie and tails at a too-too soirée in Paramount on Parade (1930), he turns right to the audience (you could do this at Paramount) and says, “I know no parlor tricks.”

The scores for these early Hollywood revues generally favored easy content—dating songs, comic specialties, songs about the movies, what we might call “whatever songs”: whatever the audience will enjoy. On Broadway, revues pitched numbers to an au courant public—songs about the latest political rumble, the newest hit show, “If a Table at Rector’s Could Talk” (at the restaurant notorious for extramarital rendezvous), or “You Must Come Over” (after the tumultuous drag comic Bert Savoy’s signature command, in anticipation of Mae West, “You musssst come over”).

Hollywood, however, needed to reach a broader public, one that never heard of Rector’s and wasn’t up on New York’s calendar of first nights. In the movies, revue songs were just songs. So Warner Bros.’ revue, The Show of Shows (1929), gives us “Li-Po-Li,” about a dangerous Asian bandit who’ll “sneak around and peek around,” not to mention “come a-creeping”; or “Dear Little Pup,” which charmless emcee Frank Fay aims at an Alsatian he drags about, on the borderline of animal abuse; or “My Sister,” in which eight pairs of supposed siblings (one couple was fake) sing about nothing in ever-changing sets and costumes depicting European countries; or simply “Lady Luck [don’t give my hopes the razz],” in the emptiest lyric premise imaginable.

Who wrote such numbers? A typical songwriter of the first years of the Hollywood musical might be Con Conrad, a composer and sometime lyricist, and clever enough to have written the music for the Oscars’ first Best Song, “The Continental.” Conrad typifies as well the Tin Pan Alleyman in the late 1910s and early 1920s, when he was turning out one-off pop hits: “My Little Sunshine,” “Sheeksa, The Queen of Araby,” “Margie,” “The Co-Ed,” “Barney Google” (after a famous comic-strip figure), or “Ma! [he’s making eyes at me],” originally published with the single word spanning virtually all the sheet’s cover space.

Yet Conrad did write for Broadway. One hears a kind of wrench in his style as he moves out of the simple demands of the pop tune into the rigor of a stage score in Kitty’s Kisses, to Gus Kahn’s lyrics. A hit of Broadway’s 1925–26 season, Kitty’s Kisses relied on one of those absurdly farcical plots that Didn’t Matter the way the songs, dances, jokes, and performing talent did, and these songs are not only tuneful but imaginative. “Thinking of You” runs on descending chromatic lines in its A and B strains, “I Don’t Want Him” is a dizzy argument for three, “Choo Choo Love” boasts a charleston in its verse, and “Step on the Blues” (this one by Conrad and co-composer Will Donaldson, with lyrics by Otto Harbach) is so syncopated that the vocal careens past bar lines as if drunk on dance.

So this question of how much content a movie musical’s score needs, and who is equipped to write these scores, is complex. I oppose Tin Pan Alley to the Harms group—the often simplistic Nacio Herb Brown and Arthur Freed to, for instance, Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein writing at genius level on Show Boat. This comparison helps us to understand an essential difference between what Hollywood wanted (which was songs created to appeal to a very wide public) and what Broadway wanted (and that was, often though not invariably, songs engrossed in the development of plot and character).

These dueling policies can be encapsulated in the use of one specific number, another easy-listen Brown-Freed title, “Singin’ in the Rain.” It first appeared in MGM’s aforementioned Hollywood Revue of 1929, with the cast in slickers standing in front of Noah’s Ark. They were singin’ and it was raining; that’s all.

But consider how much more the studio got out of the same number in Singin’ in the Rain (1952) itself, for there the song reveals how Gene Kelly’s character feels about life. He’s young and talented and he has just realized that he’s in love. Stomping and splashing around in the wet, he shows us what an enlightened heart looks like. A downpour and even a suspicious cop can’t faze him, and this is one of the American musical’s elemental lessons: love makes us independent. Liberated. But note that this teaching moment is not really inherent in the song as it was written—only in how it was re-used twenty-three years after it first appeared.

On the other hand, Tin Pan Alleymen could prove surprisingly resourceful even when writing those easy-listen pieces, as in King of Jazz (1930). This was Universal’s revue. However, as the studio lacked music-ready contractees, it was decided to build the event around an outsider: bandleader Paul Whiteman, along with the kind of music he played in the style in which he played it.

Actually, Whiteman played a wide variety of music, from Victor Herbert to George Gershwin—it was Whiteman who commissioned and premiered the Rhapsody in Blue, in 1924. His style, however, was unique, a re-invention of the “jazz band” as an orchestra working in an above all smooth texture; Whiteman’s orchestrator, Ferde Grofé, would introduce instrumental solos to complement the overall sound rather than jump out of it. Whiteman was famously known as the “king of jazz”—but it was your father’s jazz, the opposite of the erotic chaos that mayors and police chiefs heard in the work of the real jazzmen.

This suggests a demure little movie, but King of Jazz is not only the best of the revues but one of the best of the early Hollywood musicals. And that’s because Universal brought in a New Yorker to direct the film, John Murray Anderson. One of the artier sorts of director on Broadway, Anderson had established himself in the revue in versions intimate (the Greenwich Village Follies) and grandiose (The Music Box Revue). Anderson had done several stage shows with composer Milton Ager and lyricist Jack Yellen, Alleymen at heart, and Anderson brought them out to California to create the King of Jazz score.

It’s a fine one, tuneful if not especially original in its subject matter. Anyway, it’s really Anderson’s unifying vision that makes the picture (along with the $2,000,000 budget and all-Technicolor cinematography). This really is the Paul Whiteman Show (with a few short comedy sketches here and there), with the band freely participating in the action. That includes the Rhythm Boys—Al Rinker, Harry Barris, and Bing Crosby. It’s Crosby who opens the film, singing “Music Has Charms” over the credits.4

Like other numbers in King of Jazz, the song makes a paradox out of the tonic and tonic minor, playfully slipping back and forth. The score has its bold moments, too, as when, in the generally simple “Song of the Dawn,” Ager closes the first A strain in the submediant minor, then the subdominant, the dominant seventh, and the tonic but resolves the second A, hair-raisingly, in the leading-note minor seventh (with the melody on the sixth), then the submediant major with a minor seventh and a major ninth, and a flatted submediant with a natural sixth and a sharpened second (!) before the dominant seventh and the tonic. That’s bold.

Still, again, it is Anderson who makes all of this special in his stagings, for instance in a guide visual for “A Bench in the Park” in the use of small set pieces seen from the rear and then revolved to present the performers. The color display is part of the bonding, emphasizing pink, white, and blue. (Early, “two-strip” Technicolor famously had trouble reproducing blue, but certain shades of it, now of a white tinge and now of a green, did turn up now and again till the improved three-strip process was adopted for features, from 1935 on.)

With almost all of King of Jazz devoted to music-making, one might assume that the score was recorded live during shooting, as was common at the time. In his autobiography, Richard Rodgers says, “Every time someone sang, the entire studio orchestra had to be on the set”—and Rodgers didn’t get to Hollywood till 1930. However, when he was interviewed for an advance piece on King of Jazz in Photoplay by Harry Lang, John Murray Anderson described an innovation: “We made the sound-tracks [sic] … separately from the picture, just as we’d make phonograph records.”

Was Anderson the first to do so? Certainly, by the time of 42nd Street, in 1933, lip-synching to pre-recording was routine. But no one knows exactly when the practice began, especially as the on-set orchestra, playing away just behind the camera, was still—as Rodgers recalled—in vogue in 1930.

Hollywood’s revues were not successful enough overall to survive their first two years (except in altered form as the storyline-cum-revue, which lasted into the 1940s). Revue’s songs, however—self-contained and independent of character and situation—became essential to Hollywood’s story musicals even as they were losing traction on Broadway in favor of scores more concerned with plot and character.

True, even the Gershwins, on Girl Crazy, a Broadway hit of 1930, filled the evening with revue-ish numbers.5 The love plot did maintain story songs—“Could You Use Me?,” “Embraceable You,” “But Not For Me.” But everything else was local color or specialties. “I Got Rhythm” sounds like a song delineating personality, especially as it was introduced by the dynamic Ethel Merman—yet it’s simply a floor number, put over in a nightclub setting. Or surely “Treat Me Rough” is a character song, one thinks. No: it’s a shrimpy-Second-Couple-male-flirts-with-the-girls bit for William Kent, as Merman’s always-true-to-you-in-my-fashion husband.

As we’ll see, the irruption into Hollywood of the Harms writers will reorient the movie musical—in part—toward the integrated score. But the movies’ backstagers remained devoted to the notion that all Broadway shows are revues with songs run up in Tin Pan Alley style, like “The Wedding of the Painted Doll” or “True Blue Lou.” This is what Hollywood loved about these numbers: the Broadway curtains part, the singers and dancers entertain, the Broadway curtains close, the Broadway theatregoers, dressed to the nines, clap, and the live public in the cinemas across the country do not have to know anything to enjoy what they saw. It’s only lyrics and music. The woods are just trees, the trees are just wood. There’s none of that … that New York sophistication to trouble the moviegoer with thoughts of who a character is or what he or she needs.

Nevertheless, 1929 brought us an exceptional backstager in which the show being produced is not a revue but a story show with story songs. It’s a favorite of historians because it’s so screwy that writers always enjoy an excuse to rescreen, take notes on, and write about it: Warner Bros.’ On With the Show!.

Based on Humphrey Pearson’s apparently unproduced play Shoestring, On With the Show! follows the real lives of the cast and crew of a musical called The Phantom Sweetheart during its out-of-town tryout. The 104-minute running time takes place backstage and onstage during a single performance, which may be its last, as the producer has run out of money. Worse, the box office has been robbed, the scenery wrangler wants his sets back, the leading lady is going to pull a sitdown (enabling a Plot C resolution when the theatre’s hat-check girl goes on in her place), and everyone is generally on everyone else’s case.

There is no protagonist.
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