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Foreword

Musicals! is a marvelously complete and detailed handbook that, in my opinion as a playwright, should be in every high school and college library in the country. It is almost impossible to think of a practical question arising in the course of a production that is not anticipated and answered in these pages with great clarity, goodwill, and humor. Although the book focuses on musicals, as the most complex and glamorous of theatre projects, much of the information is equally applicable to straight plays. A copy in every drama teacher’s pocket would help them all to anxiety-free dreams and be a boon to casts and audiences as well.

WILLIAM GIBSON


Preface

It is doubtful that any book can make you a great director. But this book can offer advice on organization, analysis, and decison-making that will help you become a better one. An understanding of the basic mechanics and theory behind productions is crucial for all directors.

Every production has some “art” in it. From curtain to curtain, if it is done to the best of the cast and crew’s ability and makes the most of the production’s resources, it can entertain, fascinate, and transport an audience for a few magic hours.

Great artists in every art—music, painting, architecture, literature—seem to have an amazing ability to communicate on a mystical, psychic level through their chosen medium. But what if your name has been pulled out of a hat to direct a show? Will you create art or stage an awkward, by-the-numbers production?

When “art” is called for, you must generate it within yourself. As a director you can train yourself to see the unseen, whether it is a vision of magnificent staging or simple insights about human behavior. The task at hand is to express what you see so that it is received with the same degree of enthusiasm by the audience. We see spectacle with our eyes; we see meaning with our hearts. Often only the smallest bit of action, a touch or a glance, or perhaps a prop, light, or sound effect heightens a moment on the stage. Watch the details then, for things you can do throughout the whole production.

Once a small-town country wedding was being hopelessly bogged down in formal ritual and endless choruses of “Ave Maria.” The congregation seemed uninterested until the bride and groom started back down the aisle and the organist, who knew the couple, grandly played “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” The bored observers burst into applause, cheers, and tears. This was a director’s touch that worked.

Be aware that even the best theatre artists can falter or stumble once in a while. You hope your production will win a positive reception from the audience. But what if it doesn’t work? Remember the experience, learn something from it, and move on.

First, urge yourself to constantly look beyond the obvious. Questioning is a path to improvement. If you always remember “the play’s the thing,” you can lead yourself to a successful production every time.

Second, expect a great deal of yourself and everyone else involved in the production, and they will respond in kind. As any bridge player knows, you must do the very best with the hand you have been dealt—in this case, actors, crew, script, stage space, and more. Adopt a get-to-work, roll-up-your-sleeves attitude, and attack the task at hand. You must develop a knack for inspiring people to demand more of themselves than they thought possible.

Last, seek out theatre everywhere you can. See it all—the good, the bad, the indifferent—and learn to tell the difference in your own work. Often you learn as much from amateur productions as from multimillion dollar spectacles. Attend not as a critic, but as a student who asks why one scene works and another doesn’t. Or ask: Why does lighting affect one so deeply? What might have saved a particularly shallow, empty moment?

Theatre is contradiction. What an audience sees is an illusion. But it is based and anchored in something that is real, a “truth” that makes it greater than reality. When you seek out that truth, the audience suspends its natural disbelief and accepts your honesty.

With experience comes confidence, and confidence is what a director needs most. Project that confidence to your cast and crew and everyone will be glad to work with you. That’s when you hear the best compliment of all, “What’s our next show going to be?”
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Introduction

The Broadway musical needs little introduction. With a relatively short history behind it, this unique theatrical form has become a mainstay of theatre groups in schools, colleges, and communities throughout the world.

More than ten thousand productions of My Fair Lady were presented in the single year following its release for nonprofessional performance, according to Lehman Engel in his book Getting the Show On. The reason is obvious. Not only is the musical a delightful—even informative—vehicle for entertainment, it is a challenging and rewarding experience for the cast as well. No other theatrical form makes such extraordinary use of actors, singers, dancers, and musicians. If performing is one’s goal, the musical offers almost unlimited opportunities.

While it is true that the modern musical doesn’t always succeed in being significant drama, it is a significant form of theatre unto itself. The language and lyrics aren’t always lofty and uplifting. The music or songs aren’t as lasting as Beethoven’s. But, nonetheless, musicals from any era or background delight us all.

There are excellent arguments for considering musical theatre as the only true innovation, or change, in dramatic form since the Greeks first gave us the actor Thespis (hence Thespian) some twenty-five hundred years ago. Music and dance are recorded in all drama if we correctly understand the pictographs and hieroglyphs of ancient societies. But it was not until the appearance of the so-called book-musical that we began to see the total integration of all elements of the play as one. Showboat (1927) made us aware of how effectively music and lyrics (Kern and Hammerstein II) could be used to develop the story of the play. By 1990 we have seen that even the technical aspects of the production—scenery, lighting, and physical scene changes—all work to complement the plot. This is especially important to the amateur or nonprofessional production in maintaining the quality of style in theatre art.

For schools, colleges, universities, and community groups, the musical is often the theatre event of the season, attracting new members and new audiences. Getting the audience there for the annual musical usually means they’ll be back for other productions as well.

But the reality is that the typical nonprofessional production of Oklahoma!, The Music Man, or Anything Goes is not going to rival the complex, computer-driven, amplified technology of Broadway’s multimillion dollar productions of the 1990s. Broadway productions typically exceed $5 million in budget. Nonprofessionals typically have a tiny fraction of that budget. But we believe that it is still possible to astonish and delight an audience with skill, energy, talent, and a professional attitude. With a careful, thoughtful approach, sincerity, integrity, respect for the medium, and a willingness to take the time to polish, any production can leave an audience with the feeling of a Broadway experience.

The production of a musical play requires a leader who knows what to do and how to get it done. In most amateur groups, the director fills that role. Unfortunately, more often than not, the director must also act as the producer and become involved in everything from set building to publicity. The director must play every role from captain to custodian. All of this is a formidable requirement, especially if the director holds a fulltime job as well.

As we wrote this book, we envisioned the English teacher who has just been given a first-time assignment of mounting the school’s annual musical show. The new director’s first thought must be, “How do I mount a musical from the very first step to the last?” And, second, “Will I be able to do it?”

We hope to provide substantial answers to the first question, and offer enough encouragement to generate confidence and a positive answer to the second. We may seem to overemphasize the elementary. We simply do not want to make assumptions about answers to these valid questions: “How do I begin?” and “Then what do I do?” We do not want to offend you, however. We will provide enough guidelines to get you through the production, but we will assume that you are intelligent, brave, and creative enough to fill in the gaps without someone “holding your hand” all the way.

We have emphasized the theoretical, which we feel will help you produce a satisfactory show, if not a smash, rather than providing a moment-by-moment schedule, which probably wouldn’t apply to your particular situation anyway!

This is our attempt to create something manageable, something practical, something that might guide a director through the step-by-step process of staging a musical show. Our objective is to provide an overview that will walk the novice director through one major step after another to the completion of the musical.

We have not included some more detailed information that you might want to research as your interest and time allow. For instance, in the whole scheme of things, we will consider sets, costumes, and lighting, but not how to build the scenery, fabricate the costumes, or light the show. We have included a listing of selected texts on these and related topics in the bibliography section. Although of course all jobs in theatre may be performed by men or women, in this text we have tended to use the pronoun “he” for convenience. “Actor” is commonly used today to refer to both men and women.


Part I

PREPARATION


Chapter 1

Is It Theatre?

By modern definitions and practice, nearly everything has become theatre—or at least theatrical! Through television and other mass media, theatrical techniques for catching an audience’s attention have become quite commonplace in politics, religion, and other areas. TV commercials, political rallies, MTV, industrial promotions—all use “music theatre” features including dancers and singing actors to hawk their wares. It becomes important then to ask what the musical is all about.

In today’s theatre, almost any stage production that includes music can be called a musical. In the historial view, however, the musical is a relative newcomer. Productions such as Oklahoma!, My Fair Lady, Annie Get Your Gun, and Miss Saigon are a unique development of modern theatre. These popular shows represent a distinctly American contribution to the twenty-five hundred years of dramatic form.

There was, of course, theatre long before there was a specialized form that we call drama. Any “playing out” or reciting of an event—reenacting killing a mammoth in prehistoric times or describing a spiritual experience—is certainly theatrical. It is the division or organization of information into specific structure that makes such playing drama in keeping with the form as created by the ancient Greeks.

Why, then, in this long history is musical theatre unique?

The Seamless Flow

The musical is unique because it is, or should be, a seamless, flowing marriage of music, poetry, and plot. The musical unites the talents of the lyricists, librettists, composers, choreographers, and visual artists into an integrated whole. Before Oklahoma!, which was first performed on March 31, 1943, this was seldom accomplished. In the best of today’s music theatre every element of staging should lead to the accomplishment of the story being told. This is an important realization for any director (or author, for that matter) to understand. If your stage business or action doesn’t serve the intentions of the story, it is best eliminated.

One might trace the history of the American musical from many sources. Certainly there are convincing arguments that find ancestry in revolutionary war times, Gilbert and Sullivan, or the famous nineteenth-century production The Black Crook. Whether one sees Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II’s Showboat or Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess as the beginning, music theatre is as American as apple pie. A number of excellent books have already pursued this kind of historical study and evaluation—most notably Lehman Engel’s The American Musical Theatre. Martin Gottfried’s Broadway Musicals uses a different, but excellent, approach that analyzes how the separate but equal artists create a musical production.

A musical is something that moves, delights, and dazzles even as it informs or entertains us. Our purpose here is to discuss what a musical performance needs and to suggest ways to achieve the goal.

The director needs to have a good understanding of all aspects of production from beginning to end to run the show. A lot depends on why a director chooses to do a production at all. A few schools have theatre personnel and courses in performing arts already in place, but this is relatively rare. More often, someone from the music or English departments volunteers for or is assigned the task of putting on the spring show. This project is sometimes undertaken for extra salary, or compensatory class assignment time. But often the director of a school production receives no compensation for two or three months of after-school or evening rehearsal time. Either way, the director must approach the production with total commitment. It will demand a great deal of physical, emotional, and intellectual energy.

With careful attention to the details outlined throughout these pages, the director must adopt a thoroughly professional approach, constantly take stock of progress, and search for ways to improve the production. Problems will arise that at first seem insurmountable. Nothing is. Every problem can become a creative event.

An ancient Chinese proverb states: “Before the beginning of great brilliance, there must be chaos.” Accept this maxim, prepare your work schedule carefully, and you will be successful.


The experienced director knows that there are more solutions than there are problems.



Coming up with solutions goes with the job of director. So does the delightful chill that races through the director, cast, and crew when the house lights dim and the overture begins. Sometimes a nonprofessional performance fails or may drag along simply because the director has been too earnest. Many directors feel they must do everything written in the typed scripts. The script may say that Curly sits on the fence. Most likely this conforms to the specific Broadway production settings and is not a direction written and required by the authors.

The scripts you receive from a publisher are usually taken from a stage manager’s prompt book used to keep a long-playing production up to standard and consistent with the original director’s intention. While you cannot—and should not—alter the words or music of the authors, you can create your own stage directions. Remember that Broadway productions have technical facilities and artistic avenues you may not have available. What the Uris or Minskoff theatres can do in five seconds with computer turntables, elevators, or projection scenery may take you five minutes, during which time you have lost your audience’s attention.

When people are “captive” in a theatre, a wait of more than thirty to sixty seconds may cause the audience’s attention to wander. Viewers start to worry about baby-sitters or the ride home, or they may find the delay embarrassing and wonder whether something has gone wrong. Movement from scene to scene and from dialogue to musical number ought to be as seamless and effortless as possible.

The Nature of Song

One of the clues to planning a successful musical production is to think about the essence of the show’s music. In the most popular and significant musicals, from Rodgers and Hammerstein to Stephen Sondheim, a composer/lyricist’s personality gives a production its unique style. How often do we give conscious effort to bringing out this musical personality in directing a show? Some shows, such as Anything Goes, are clearly full of bounce and pizazz. Others, such as A Little Night Music, exude elegance and intelligent wit. The King and I has a stately, majestic quality, while Bye Bye Birdie is peppered with crisp, bright, primary tonalities.

A director must also consider each song individually. A song is an aria, or “air.” A combination of lines, phrases, and verses is repeated in such a way as to have unity without being redundant. The composer supplies a melodic line that moves the words along with the proper intonation and pronunciation. Careful thought is given to what words and letters are best sounded on what notes of the scale. Placement of the vowels and consonants has a great deal to do with successful singing. Added to this are effects of rhythm and tempo appropriate to the given song’s intent. Note also how phrases, usually one to two lines long, are given emphasis in repetition and how the song’s release, always related to the beginning melodic line but different enough to create emphasis and accent in thought as well as music, occurs at just the right moment. Then, suddenly, everything comes around again, completing the idea, message, or theme being sung about.

Using this as a kind of directorial “map,” a director should ask whether his choice of blocking or interpretation of a given scene leads the audience in the same way. Avoid doing arbitrary stage business unless it fulfills the sense of what you are seeking.

Directing a musical is a bit like writing a song. It needs coherence, style, relationships, meaning, and, above all, a quality or feeling of melody. Many otherwise very credible productions lack an overall rhythm that can stimulate an audience’s imagination. It is very important that the transition from dialogue to song be done easily.

Why the Song?

Let’s consider why we sing in a musical.

When children play in the sandbox or in the swimming pool, their excitement and sense of pleasure are so stimulated that they begin to yell, holler, squeal, and express their joy. When we go to a sporting event we all respond to a terrific end run or a last minute “save the game” basket, and we leap to our feet the moment our team hits a home run. Why do we do these things? Because we have been so vitalized, so stimulated by the accomplishments, that we have to overreach or extend normal responses. Consider, even, what people do in an argument. The intensity with which we feel something may make us yell or shout when our emotions are aroused. Singing in a musical play will usually happen because mere words are no longer adequate for the character to express his emotions. In Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew Tranio says to Lucentio: “Practice rhetoric in your common talk; Music and poesy use to quicken you.” And composer Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber and lyricist Christopher Hampton of 1994’s Sunset Boulevard refer to the song as the “moment of sublime intention.” Don’t treat it lightly.

At a moment of extreme joy, sadness, frustration, or fear, we must reach out for a means of expression greater than utilitarian words. So, we sing! The musical number, then, is “yelling, squealing, shouting, striking,” just as dancing may physically communicate the depth of our needs or emotions. Singing is a civilized way of expressing these things. Then it stands to reason that one simply cannot start singing because the script says so. The musical number must be approached, prepared for, and attacked. The audience must be led into the moment by the “flow” of your action and dialogue. Lines preceding a song are usually particularly meaningful, and their delivery should pick up in tempo, implication, and pacing—taking cues from the musical number itself. The physical action may speed up or intensify by increasing the number of people on stage. Movement should lead into choreography. Too often, however, one gets a feeling that now somebody sings or now somebody dances because it says so in the script. Your production can be professionalized by the attention you pay to leading the audience to awareness of and pleasure in this emotional buildup. It is such pleasure that delights us.

The Joy of Talent

When you consider the millions of dollars we spend on sports, theatre, films, and books, do you ever wonder why? In the musical, entertainment is an important factor, but what is entertainment? It is good singing, dancing, acting, and sets, of course; but there is more to it than that. When we hear a beautiful singing voice or watch a skillful dancer, the human accomplishment makes the whole human race greater than the individuals might be. When we watch Olivier, Astaire, or Maggie Smith, our awareness that this talent is a fellow human being makes us respond with joy and delight.

Skilled and polished performances, even by amateurs, have the same power to move us with their honesty and feeling as do Tony-winning star turns. Time and again we see audiences at high school performances rise to their feet at curtain calls. These standing ovations occur not because the productions are Broadway quality, but because the shows generated as much delight and pleasure as those costing $75.00 a ticket.

So strive for a seamless, flowing, delightful performance. Avoid the laughs you might get just because the principal “dresses up” and walks onstage—don’t interrupt the story and its importance as literature. Never mind the complicated piece of scenery that takes ten football players to move; don’t break the audience’s concentration. A good rule is that all scenery changes must be accomplished in less than one minute. In the professional theatre the limit is thirty seconds. Don’t introduce local humor into your scenes. It will always diminish the credibility of your actors and production. If you don’t have dancers with enough training to dance the hornpipe or the tarantella, think of something else they CAN do easily and smoothly. Your audience will be more delighted by seeing a simple dance well done than a complicated one struggled with.

The most important thing you can do for your audience, as well as your actors, is to make their everyday lives more extraordinary, more informed, and more rewarding through your effort as a director.
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