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The Jukebox Musical

This is a comprehensive guide to the unique genre of the jukebox musical, delving into its history to explain why these musicals have quickly become beloved for multiple generations of theatergoers and practitioners.

Providing a concise exploration of the three main categories of the jukebox musical—biographical, genre-specific, and artist catalog—this text is perfect for those wishing to learn more about this relatively recent and unique genre of theater. It identifies the dramaturgical needs that arise in these productions and explains how certain works become critical darlings or fan favorites. How much information needs to be conveyed through song and how much can be left up to interpretation by the audience? What kinds of changes occur when a repertoire of songs is reimagined for the stage? In addition to these insightful explorations, it also reveals how creative teams tackle the unique challenge of weaving together plot and song in order to convey meaning, emotion, excitement, and beauty in these increasingly popular forms of theater.

The Jukebox Musical: An Interpretive History is written for students, performers, and musical theater enthusiasts alike: this is the ideal introduction to one of the twenty-first century’s most popular and successful stage genres.
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PART IHistorical and Dramaturgical





1Five, Six, Seven, Eight!An Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/​b22939-2


In 1999, on the eve of its debut in London, Mamma Mia!’s producer Judith Craymer gave an interview in which she described the dramatic stakes of her new show: “No one is pretending to make a serious, epic musical here …. There’s a tongue-in-cheek campiness about it that is part of the charm we want to retain.”1 Twenty years later, with jukebox musicals dominating the Broadway landscape, New York Times theater critic Ben Brantley opened an article on the state of theater by bluntly, and half-seriously, declaring, “Put the blame on Abba.”2

These two quotes, at the ends of the jukebox musical’s journey into a commanding performance genre, typify the playfully antagonistic feelings about this type of musical theater. They encapsulate how creators, critics, and audiences respond to it, what emotions it evokes, and the feelings involved: energetic, joyful, exasperated, unable to take seriously, unable to take itself seriously. Even those who enjoy the form, rather than be able to talk about it affectionately, usually begin on the defensive. These opening quotes are actually remarkably similar, despite their seeming antithetical positions. They capture the spirit of the jukebox musical by being in on the joke of it, that the best defense is to go belly up and plead a naïve innocence. Craymer strikes a calculated position by referencing camp and deliberately making the show seem unimportant. She deflects criticism by lambasting the style itself. But this is not the only, or even best, way to talk about catalog musicals. There is sophistication as well as joy to be found in the form. That is what this book aims to explore.

Musical theater purists reflexively dismiss the jukebox musical as a combination of pieces that shouldn’t be together: an unnatural hybrid, a Frankenstein’s Monster of stitched parts, or the turducken of the live performance world. This book challenges that particular negative stereotype. Jukebox musicals can and do have clunky elements but, in kind, there is potential for rich and entertaining experience. It is easy to glance at Once upon a One More Time, a #metoo Cinderella story with Britney Spears’s songs,3 and see a mercenary and opportunistic entertainment that skims the flotsam of pop culture. But at their most complex, they can alchemically combine plot, character, and libretto with the already existing music. It can hold its own as a work of entertainment and be analyzed through a series of criteria that have developed alongside the form itself. Jukebox musicals may be a knockabout offshoot of a middlebrow musical genre, but it has separated itself enough to be appreciated on their own terms. After several decades of financial and critical success, no reviewer or theatergoer can dismiss them outright. This book explains that trajectory toward legitimacy. It also aims to teach the reader about the shows to better appreciate their craftsmanship and—dare we say it—artistry.

To return to the quotes at the top of the chapter: on the eve of Mamma Mia!’s opening, Craymer suggests a low-key approach to enjoying the show. And Brantley returns to that perspective twenty years later as a sideways rebuke, not to that show specifically or Craymer’s cavalier attitude toward basic dramaturgy, but to the dozens and dozens of productions that were developed in the wake of Mamma Mia! What this volume aims to do is both acknowledge this as the dominant perspective for creating and reviewing a jukebox show while also peeling back the layers of more cavalier enjoyment to discover the intricate decisions and structural commonalities of the genre. The subtitle of this book is “An Interpretive History,” which means that we will be both studying and discussing the past of the form and how individual shows have added up to a movement. But, by not taking as creed the way that they have been written about, we are providing a new interpretation of these shows and how they can be staged.

We examine jukeboxes from three interlocking and overlapping perspectives: categorical, historical, and dramaturgical. These are used to give a true measure of the jukebox musical and how it can best be appreciated as a new and evolving form of popular entertainment. A categorical perspective itemizes the defining characteristics of the jukebox musical as well as the reasons for why they are so important. A historical perspective brings into the conversation earlier kinds of live entertainment that informed the creation and execution of it in production: from earlier musicals to rock concerts to, farther back, vaudeville. Another factor in a historical analysis of this genre is the culture at large that led to it becoming so immensely popular, how Mamma Mia! kick-started a trend that has continued unabated. A dramaturgical perspective to analyzing jukebox musicals is to identify the various parts and pieces that make a show like this, and how the pieces all work together to create something that, hopefully, is entertaining and memorable for an audience. These are the decisions made by the creators in developing the show, from the composition of the book to the orchestration of the songs to the curation of the tunes. These are in addition to those creative decisions made in production, from blocking to costumes to props. These three perspectives are essential for an understanding of the jukebox format and its potentialities.

This introductory chapter, then, is the grounding for the interpretive history that follows. It explains why a musical of Abba songs set on a Greek island actually makes a lot of sense, despite on the surface having nothing whatsoever to do with each other. Or why a musical trip through the life of Carole King is emotionally stirring. Or why an adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, in which the title characters survive, can be combined with Katy Perry and the Backstreet Boys to undermine stereotypes of both gender and sexuality. (It’s true! It works!) Fascinating analysis can be mined from these sources, as well as a number of other jukebox musicals. The rest of this chapter looks at what defines a categorical, historical, and dramaturgical approach, with a sprinkling of interesting case studies used throughout as examples.

Categorical

Before delving into the specifics of what constitutes a jukebox musical, sometimes called a catalog musical, it is helpful to know what a genre is and why such designations are useful as a tool of analysis. To study a genre, and even subgenres as we do here, is to group works of art around a common series of characteristics, similar to a scientific taxonomy. But, in the arts, we look at the adjectival, observable elements as well as the manner in which they are conveyed, and the intended purpose for an audience, and how they elicit a response. This gives scholars a way of gathering evidence for comparison to also track a genre’s development over time. Genre studies requires an agglomeration of agreed-upon characteristics. This means that there is not a single element that is necessary or required for something to be considered a catalog show but rather a small constellation of things that revolve around each other. A number of histories of musical theater reduce jukeboxes to just the use of preexisting songs. Though obviously important and central, to do so is ultimately more confusing than illuminating when discussing the phenomena, because such a yes/no binary too rigorously includes some things while excluding others. This single characteristic is frequently used as a way to dismissively ignore them as being less true, authentic, or good. The problems of such a categorization are the lumping together of a set of shows and then an easy dismissal of everything within the category. In this volume, we explain the five core characteristics of the form in a way that also supports the overall organization of the book around the jukebox musical’s three most dominant subcategories: the artist catalog musical, the biographical musical, and the era-specific musical. There is much more to the genre than just the use of preexisting tunes. There are constraints around what can be done within the jukebox musical but there are also exciting variations that push the envelope.

The jukebox musical’s core characteristics connect a number of works under the umbrella term while also excluding several that we believe have erroneously been grouped with it. First off: yes, it must exclusively or nearly exclusively use a preexisting song catalog that was originally produced and released in a recorded format such as record, tape, CD, or MP3. Songs as part of an album is experienced differently than music which originated in or for a live event of any kind, from a musical to an opera or symphony. The act of creation within a recording studio setting is different than the stage. The idea that a song will first be heard (and mostly be heard) through speakers as opposed to in person, is different as well. The phenomena of its creation and reception hinge on an understanding of its mediation. We draw upon Philip Auslander’s seminal Liveness: Performance in a Mediated Culture for a definition of mediation as well as the relationship between live and recorded platforms of engagement. Looking at the long view of music recordings since the beginning of the twentieth century, Auslander writes, “one consequence of the reification of music in recordings is the century-old separation of the musical experience from liveness and, particularly, the aural experience of music from its visual experience.”4 In this, he separates live and visual aspects of in-person performance from the aural and recorded aspects of media, particularly in relation to song, music, and concerts. But there is an added wrinkle to this trajectory that is essential to the impact of a jukebox. In Auslander’s schema, the cultural product begins as a live event and then is mediatized. As he states in his conclusion, “To the extent that live performances now emulate mediatized representations, they have become second-hand recreations of themselves as refracted through mediatization.”5 And, given the prominence, power, and categorical necessity of existing music, we can place the jukebox musical at the far end of this particular historical and cultural trajectory. It not only replicates mediatization’s stylistic effects, but it is also dependent upon it for its very existence and reason for being. The upending of this phenomenological or ontological hierarchy has lasting effects across story, staging, and reception.

This bedrock component then creates the conditions for a second characteristic of the jukebox musical, something both incredibly obvious and yet needs to be mentioned. The songs are sung by characters, ones with fictionalized dialogue, backstories, and interactions with other singing characters. The choice to sing and what is being expressed through the song are both meant to convey something about that person or group of individuals. We hum along with the melody or tap our feet to the beat, and we are learning more about what these fictional characters are like. When Killer Queen in We Will Rock You sings “Another One Bites the Dust,” we are learning about her ruthlessness as an authoritarian demagogue. As this is true for invented characters in musicals with new plots, it is equally true in bio-musicals which are based on the lives of real singers and songwriters. Killer Queen and Carole King are equally invented characters in their respective musicals. The song needs to be thought of in a narrative trajectory of the singer. In Summer: The Donna Summer Musical, her reinvigorated faith is signaled through the character singing “I Believe in Jesus.” Summer’s emerging religious fervor is encapsulated in the song itself. A song that expresses deep emotion within the confines of the tune itself can become sutured to story, narrative, and theme.

A third element is that these songs are sung by characters in a narrative, an overarching plot with a consistent story, relationships that mature and evolve, and a thematic spine that addresses larger issues beyond what is contained in either the plot or any individual song. There is a resonance of story and song when, for instance, Ray Davies of the Kinks performs “Too Much on My Mind” while bedridden after suffering a breakdown. The song is given an added poignancy because of Ray’s fragile mental state, but the musical amplifies the pathos by crossing between Ray’s song and his wife, Rasa, singing “I’m Tired of Waiting for You” to express her alienation and disappointment.6 That a Kinks tune is being sung back to its author in this way is complex and dark, and the moment strikes at how such a choice in a jukebox show can “provide a quick, bold stroke of characterization.”7 The whole must be more than the parts. This characteristic also helps to exclude works like the Billy Joel–inspired Movin’ Out, which is a dance performance, the Beatles tribute concert Rain that serves the greatest hits of the Fab Four through costume changes but no plot to speak of, and Thriller Live!, which recreates onstage the look of Michael Jackson’s music videos.

A fourth characteristic, that the work begins as a stage musical and exists primarily as such, impacts the structure of the show and how the songs and plot beats are organized and dramatized. If the show is intended for the live stage, it generally follows a format with specific rules, expectations, and limitations to accommodate for, such as a fixed number of locations and a compact cast of characters. This excludes musical films that have preexisting pop, such as the Beatles-inspired Across the Universe. We need to include this criterion, which builds upon the others, because without it, the definition of a jukebox musical can get overly vague and confusing. This book spends a good deal of space discussing Mamma Mia!, which was turned into a film, but it won’t be analyzing Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again, the cinematic sequel to the film. We also won’t be discussing the 2001 movie Moulin Rouge, which has a pastiche of contemporary tunes within its turn-of-the twentieth-century Parisian setting. But, happily enough, it was then turned into a musical! We will look at the later stage version, because the music originated before the film, as preexisting pop. The limiting of location and character, which is done for both dramaturgical and financial reasons, compresses the story and focuses the audience’s attention on things that are essential to live musical theater’s tone and feeling. This weighs heavily on how a jukebox show is received.

A fifth and final characteristic relates to the creation of the songs themselves. To qualify as a jukebox, the songs should not be originally intended for a musical in any medium. So, goodbye Jesus Christ Superstar and Evita. Both were originally released as concept albums by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice, but with the notion that they would help promote an eventual stage production. Because this intention was present from the inception, it cannot be considered a jukebox musical; the songs, music, and orchestration were already too clearly tied to the musical form. Putting “Everything’s Alright” or “Don’t Cry for Me, Argentina” in a live show doesn’t require the logistical and dramaturgical juggling that is part of a catalog show. This criterion also excludes stage versions of movie musicals, from the live Singin’ in the Rain to the adaptations of so many Disney animated movies such as The Lion King and Frozen. All of these had original music written for them that was already integral to character and plot. The same can also be said for the stage version of the movie Once. The film features folk and pop music that, within the drama, is being written by its two central characters who also fall in love. Once is arguably more of a movie-with-music rather than a movie musical, but the stage version certainly doesn’t qualify as a jukebox musical. This fifth characteristic is more exclusionary than inclusive, in that it cuts a number of weird middle-ground possibilities rather than stating definitively what these musicals are, but it does allow for a clearer understanding of the genre’s workings.

With these five characteristics in place, we can loop back to the first and most impactful of them to fully embrace how the decision to build a narrative around prerecorded songs can then reverberate into all of the other areas of production. Because, to put it simply, it radically affects the storytelling of the show. In a jukebox musical, the songs come from a catalog by a single artist or group who creates and writes the music and lyrics for an album. The songs are contained and have distinct mini-narratives all on their own, and in their original conception require no outside knowledge to gain the emotional power of the story within it. Alanis Morissette’s “You Oughta Know” is a pretty effective breakup song in and of itself, without having to be wrapped in the story of Jagged Little Pill. The tension these mini-narratives create when embedded within a unifying plot of a jukebox musical is a central concern for this volume. The five criteria may come across as redundant, or it may seem that we’re splitting hairs, but in reality these are distinct enough from each other that only through their complete interaction may the fullness of the jukebox musical form be captured and experienced. Take, for example, the use of “Forever Young” as the closing number in Girl from the North Country, a Bob Dylan catalog musical. It is sung by Elizabeth, the haunted proprietress of the boarding house that serves as the setting of the play. After learning that the bank has foreclosed on the property and her children are leaving, she begins to sing. The lyrics are striking and elegiac, a prayer directed to someone else, hoping that they follow a path of goodness and truth through the world. Given the lyrics and musical tone, it seems reasonable that it would be early in the show and sung to another character. Putting it at the end of the show and having the “you” that’s being addressed remain ambiguous while the characters all depart their separate ways, is bold and downbeat. The lyrics do not reflect anything specific about the plot or characters nor do they explain the psychological state of Elizabeth as she teeters on the cusp of change. But the connections become very potent and moving nonetheless, for the emotional pull that it has over the show’s conclusion.

To summarize, the five core elements of jukebox musicals are:


	The use of already recoded, preexisting, songs


	The songs are sung by fictional characters, and even biographical musicals have fictional characters


	The songs are within, and connected to, an overarching narrative


	The production is designed for live performance


	The songs were originally composed for a genre other than a musical




These characteristics are always present and are interwoven with each other in how they give a shape and structure to the shows.

Traditional musicals, dance pieces, nonmusical performances, films, and other media can have one or two of these characteristics but the contours of the jukebox encapsulate all five. These parameters allow for a variety of shows to be created while also functioning definitively, even proudly, as catalog shows. These separate categories must be carefully articulated, combined, and played off each other. As a genre, jukebox musicals do not merely plunk pop songs, pell-mell, into a story, as some of the more vitriolic detractors say. There is more than a little finesse required to, say, have the ingénue character in All Shook Up—with a plot based loosely on Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and the songs of Elvis—sing “Blue Suede Shoes” in male drag while wooing her lothario love interest. The calibration of song, character, and narrative is extremely tricky to convincingly pull off.

Jukebox musicals are created with regularity, are being enjoyed around the world, and continue to be very lucrative. The numbers are staggering, really. Take, for example, Mamma Mia!: the urtext for this genre, the platonic ideal that all others are chasing, and a show that will be given close consideration in a later chapter. In its first decade, the stage show was seen by 32 million people in over 200 cities and made 2 billion dollars.8 Its success even inspired a spin-off show called Mamma Mia! The Party.9 This immersive jukebox musical is set on the fictional island from the original show and is full of Abba songs but it is not related to the plot of the original nor does it center on those characters. The audience is given food and dances as a new story unfolds around them. Mamma Mia! The Party began in Stockholm and spread to other cities. The phrase “Mamma Mia!” is the connecting thread; it moved beyond being the name of a musical and became a brand.

Several catalog musicals were created around the time of Mamma Mia! and the number has increased rapidly. These shows have traditionally started in New York or London, though nowadays they might also be found in Tokyo or Mexico City. And the most successful of them tour around the world; professional productions are even found in international waters as the entertainment on cruise ships. There are also incalculable productions at colleges, high schools, and in community settings. The biggest ones have found other audiences through their film versions. Monetary success is buttressed by award recognition, such as the Tony Awards or their British equivalent, the Oliviers. Such critical success is usually reserved for actors, costume designers, and set designers, as the plot and narrative are usually ignored by tastemakers. Box office, popularity, and cultural response illustrate the impact of these shows within the live entertainment realm.

Though we sometimes mention money, economics will remain, mostly, a backdrop. This book is an interpretive history and not a business analysis, though financial and creative decisions cannot be separated. Given the characteristics of jukebox musicals as outlined here, along with the influence of shows that achieve intense popularity, and also considering that the costs of mounting a show like this runs into millions, the choices that are made in creating, directing, designing, and marketing are neither common sense nor slapdash. Rather, many careful, high-stakes decisions are made with these musicals, thousands of them, that all contribute to the mood, tone, and ultimate message.


Historical

Though our focus is on a textual analysis and interpretation, we will briefly be discussing the trajectory of musical theater history from the nineteenth century to the present, and what links jukeboxes to that history. How these histories have been written, and by extension how musical theater, in general, is understood, are distinctly biased against jukebox musicals. Such histories, of which there are legions, express a love for the “golden era” of musicals, the mid-twentieth century run of integrated book musicals such as Guys and Dolls and Fiddler on the Roof. These histories view the past forty or so years as a “decline” in both the artistic excellence and cultural impact of the format. Lloyd Webber is held up for especial disdain for his crassly commercialized and lugubrious megamusicals that dominated the theatrical landscape in the 1980s and 1990s. Jukebox musicals are then tossed in a bag with Cats, the easier to drown them all in a river. The sentiment of these histories can be summed up by the concluding chapter of Mark Grant’s The Rise and Fall of the Broadway Musical, titled “The Age of McMusicals: Vaudeville Redux.” He calls jukebox musicals “visualized record players” that are “uncompelling and unmemorable.”10 In a similar vein, newspaper reviewers have piled on them, compounding the message of the historians that the musical’s greatest days are in the past. In an exasperated moment of pique that gained some traction online, New York Times theater critic Jesse Green, in his review of Summer: The Donna Summer Musical, called biographical jukeboxes “the cockroach of Broadway” that “keep coming no matter how hard they get stomped on by critics.”11 Grant admits his crankiness up front and Green has more recently admitted to enjoying some jukebox shows, but the attitude is a summation of many critics’ and historians’ perspectives. So much so, more recent productions have to, in some way, answer for the sins of the past. This perspective is convincingly challenged by catalog musicals at their most sophisticated. And we will do that, in part, by looking at the earlier kinds of live, scripted, musical performance that have the strongest direct connections to the jukeboxes and from whence they are descendants.

Of the different musical genres, vaudeville, rock musicals, and megamusicals have shared characteristics with catalog shows; a decidedly jumbled parentage. We would like to briefly mention some of the aspects of them here, as Chapter 3 will detail what these forms contribute to an understanding of the jukebox’s inner workings. The vaudeville show was an extremely popular live entertainment in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It had a mixture of different programming and acts that were bundled together into a full evening of fun and diversion. The show might include comedians, magicians, or animal acts, and they always featured songs that were the pop music of the day: tin pan alley ditties, ragtime, minstrel tunes, and others. Seemingly random selections taken from an existing pool of popular music is what connects vaudeville to the jukebox musical. It was expected that the audience was already familiar with the songs and would actively participate by singing along with the vocalist and band. The shows were meant to appease as wide an audience as possible. In describing the phenomenon, Andrew Erdman writes that vaudeville “spawned a kind of entertainment that was electric in its appeal, easily spread, and the perfect fare for amusement-hungry new urbanites” of the day.12 The music was from preexisting sources in many cases, but a vaudeville program was carefully calibrated to elicit specific emotions of joy, wonder, or sentiment at specific moments and in modulation with the others. Like jukebox musicals, there is both a similar motivating factor, to involve existing popular music, and result, to please an audience.

Jukeboxes also draw from more recent musical movements. Prominent in the 1970s and 1980s, rock musicals are wholly original shows that have a rock ‘n’ roll aesthetic. They are more than just a rock attitude and subject matter but also use electric instrumentation, a rock beat, and lyrical signatures derived from a three-minute radio single. Elizabeth Wollman’s history of the rock musical stretches from Hair in the 1970s up to Hedwig and the Angry Inch in 1998. The form is littered with small oddball shows and expensive failures, but the hit shows prompted composers and producers to make them for decades, only to be largely overshadowed by the pure jukebox musical. The connections to catalog musicals are evident in the predominance of pop music, and also in how the fusing of rock and musical theater can be destabilizing. As Wollman writes, “Reception of even the most well-received rock musicals… almost always reveals recurring imbalances: a successful staged production offering a blend of rock and musical theater aesthetics usually wins the favor of either the rock or the musical theater realm, but rarely both camps at once.”13 Instead of original musical theater tunes which copy the trappings of rock, jukebox musicals’ reliance on prerecorded tunes intensifies this imbalance, making the problem of coherent dramatic structure significantly trickier.

Jukeboxes have frequently been compared to the megamusicals and are considered a direct offshoot. The works of Lloyd Webber and Rice, and Claude-Michel Schönberg and Alain Boublil, include an intense theatricality of sumptuous costumes and sets full of elaborate stage gimmicks, melodramatic plots of lost love and lingering death, and a propulsive rock beat. The megamusical has fans and detractors who can argue over many of its qualities and characteristics, save one: excess. The stories are big, the emotions are huge, the music is full of hooks. The musical-theater-on-steroids label is affixed to this classification of show, which has some truth to it despite being reductive. Les Misérables, to cite one prominent example, distills a 1500-page Victor Hugo novel into a three-hour extravaganza of nineteenth-century French life after the revolution. The music is totalizing; it never stops as it traces decades of feuding and intergenerational entanglements. In The Megamusical, Jessica Sternfeld defines the form as “usually sung-through” with “an epic, historically situated, but timeless plot staged on a fancy set.”14 Given this definition, there seems to be little which connects megamusicals to jukeboxes. The whole of French society is a far cry from the life of Buddy Holly or the tribulations of Cher, after all. There has been an unfortunate tendency to view catalog musicals as an extension of the megamusical, even though there is little either structurally or narratively that connects them together, other than that they both employ a rock meter and style. The more nimble and frothy jukebox shows escape much that is weighty about them—remember the Craymer quote from the top of the chapter that explicitly separates Mamma Mia! from musicals heavy with pathos. These significant differences, and what it means to an appreciation of jukeboxes, will be discussed in Chapter 4.

A final category of musical that is placed in conversation with the jukebox musical, one alluded to at the beginning of this section in reference to the “golden era” of the musical theater form, is the integrated musical. The exact parameters of the integrated musical vary from critic to critic, as does the beginning and end of this era of excellence, but the grouping of shows at the height of this aesthetic parabola include Oklahoma, The Music Man, and West Side Story. The integrated musical has, at its core, a feeling of complete synthesis and harmony between all of the elements within it. It has an artistic team that strives to create a blending of book, music, lyrics, choreography, set, and sometimes even star performer.15 They attempt with singular purpose to seamlessly combine the story beats, character arcs, dance moves, and musical motifs. Needless to say, the integrated musical is seen not as a spiritual ancestor of the jukebox musical but rather its antithesis. It has all the hallmarks of auteurist genius that catalog shows lack. As producer Jack Viertel writes in The Secret Life of the American Musical: How Broadway Shows are Built, “Rock somehow seemed antithetical to the narrative traditions of the musical play—many of the pop hits seemed content-free—so why bother?”16 In our interpretive history, we aim to shake up this particular binary as well as the jukebox musical’s dismissal for failing to match the ideals of the integrated show. In fact, a radical evaluation of the genre would posit that one shouldn’t use the integrated musical criteria at all. The forms are so removed from each other that such analysis is rendered meaningless. (Instead of being an evaluation of two like artworks that hew closely together, comparing a jukebox musical to an integrated musical is more akin to saying a sculpture is no good because it’s not a painting.) Rather let us follow a different set of standards, ones grounded in a categorical definition of a jukebox show.

The existing scholarship about jukeboxes is frequently dismissive, though there are notable exceptions that are both celebratory and critical. As the form has developed, there have been other voices and perspectives which have percolated to the surface in journals, newspapers, and books. In a piece for the New Yorker titled “Let’s Rock: In Defense of Jukebox Musicals,” Sarah Larson acknowledges that they can be “a living, breathing pop-music wax museum,” but goes on to state, “Done well, jukebox musicals, which are by nature about popular music, can have great music and dramatic insight, too.”17 Larson cites the scene in Jersey Boys when the individual personalities and sounds cohere into during a recording of “Sherry.” Larson’s article is crucial in how it ties the biographical musical’s structure to its content; that it can convincingly conjure “the aha of musical creation, when a song comes alive.”18 (It is also a fixture in fictionalized jukeboxes too, as when Drew briefly becomes a rock star in Rock of Ages through his own music.) Hearing Carole in Beautiful compose and sing “Some Kind of Wonderful” after discovering she’s pregnant gives added resonance to the song. The conditions of the composition then echo across the sentiments of the lyrics and their upbeat, doo-wop orchestration. This is a poignant number near the top of the show, but the layerings are contained within the biographical details and direct connections between subject and song.

There are additional layers, and sometimes subversive ways, that jukebox shows can trade upon the audience’s knowledge of the original recordings of songs. As John Severn notes in Shakespeare as Jukebox Musical, “the form lends itself to political work, particularly in terms of identity politics and a valorization of diversity” by layering new meanings atop familiar songs and well-known plots.19 (His analysis is echoed in several scholarly articles about Mamma Mia! that analyze how it uses the Abba playbook while undercutting the misogyny of the songs.20) From a historical perspective, the consideration of songcraft and theatricality is important as well, so is the unique ability of the jukebox musical of having songs read in several ways simultaneously. Take, for example, the paired numbers “Automatic Rainy Day” and “Vacation” from Head over Heels, a show set during the Renaissance about the confusing paths of love with music from the Go-Go’s. Nothing connects the two songs together. “Vacation” is the title track of their 1982 album and “Automatic Rainy Day” is on their 2001 album God Bless the Go-Go’s, so nineteen years separate when they were recorded. Though one is a breakup track and the other expresses romantic longing, little suggests a progression between them in terms of character growth or dramatic conflict. But, in actuality, it follows the hurtful separation of two women in love and then their reconciliation. In the show, Princess Pamela argues with her handmaid, Mopsa, after they both realize their affection for each other. “Rainy” becomes an angry duet and, in a later scene, Mopsa longs to return while singing “Vacation.” “Rainy” and “Vacation” were originally written for female vocals, have first-person narrations, and unidentified objects of affection. By giving them a definitive point of view as the songs struggle to convey an emerging lesbian desire, the music adds a level of “political work” as Severn says, particularly through a validation of homosexual identity. The transformation of the songs in Head over Heels opens up new readings and possibilities.

A sophisticated and critical perspective on these works has recently arrived, with a number of scholars offering nuanced analyses. This position is well articulated by David Savran, who writes about the appeal of nostalgia for the jukebox musical’s construction. Nostalgia is a powerful emotional force in popular culture. It draws up a well of tender and warm memories, and does so by sanding off the confusions and complexities of past events. It makes audiences reminisce blissfully about the way things were and feel better about the way things are. It is a seductive feeling that catalog shows are very capable of evoking and exploiting. In discussing the draw of Mamma Mia!, Savran writes,


The power of nostalgia suggests to me that the jukebox musical produces a different kind of star: you—for it provides a certain narcissistic gratification by evoking memories of ‘Dancing Queen’ or ‘Money, Money, Money’ and in the process making your own past a part of the performance.
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