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BREAKING INTO SONG




For Carol Giannini (Mom) and Pat Stephens (aunt), who loved watching musicals together.
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Introduction

All the World’s a Stage . . . on TV

What is a musical? As commonly understood, a theatrical production in which music and dancing play an integral role. Yet, even broken down to its most basic components, “dancing, singing, acting, orchestration, design, production,” it is nonetheless a complex form that can be interpreted in multiple ways; even just a focus on the performance elements could be an education in itself.1 It is, in its original form, however, a communal experience, to be enjoyed in a theater surrounded by an audience. What happens when this communal art form transitions to that most domestic of mediums, the television? Considering that television itself was born out of both theater and radio, incorporating the musical genre into television should have worked. Like radio, television provides the sound, and as with theater, also provides the visuals, with the benefit of convenience (no long lines or crowded theaters). Yet the musical genre has a fraught history on US television, remembered too frequently for spectacular failures than stellar performances. As US television moved from the single-sponsor, anthology dramas of the 1950s into what was known as “magazine-style advertising”2 (multiple ads throughout a program)—giving the power to the networks rather than the sponsors—it shifted focus to getting the widest possible audience for each program. This was known as least objectionable—or offensive—programming (LOP),3 in that it would appeal to the greatest number of viewers without alienating them or making people not want to buy the advertised products. At the same time, the structure of US commercial television was such that executives and advertisers also wanted to draw viewers in with shows, or even episodes, that were “special”; this was clearest during what became known as the “sweeps” periods (November, February, and May), when the ratings for particular shows set the advertising prices. Consequently, the most dramatic, hilarious, or otherwise special episodes would air during these months, offering a window to take chances or switch things up. Or simply add a famous guest star, as when Brad Pitt appeared on Friends during the November sweeps.4

Musical programming, however, whether it’s a variety show, a single episode of a series, or an airing of a Broadway show, already sets itself apart from the usual dramas, sitcoms, and news shows that comprised television for most of its history, regardless of whether it aired during sweeps, and yet it has been part of US TV from the beginning. The first written-for-TV musical aired on the DuMont Network in 1944 (The Boys from Boise), although this was a bit of a rarity at the time. Prime-time musical performance on US television were often airings of Broadway shows as part of broadcast “spectaculars” (later relegated to PBS series such as Great Performances), made-for-TV adaptations of musicals such as Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella, and occasionally original pieces such as Polly (1989), a co-production between NBC and Disney based on the novel—and later film adaptation—of Pollyanna (1913). Shows in which musical numbers played an integral part tended to be limited to the variety shows of the 1950s (The Ed Sullivan Show [1948–1971], Your Show of Shows [1950–1954]) to the 1970s (The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour [1971–1974], Donny & Marie [1976–1979]). Some non-variety series, such as The Brady Bunch (1969–1974) or Moonlighting (1985–1989), did incorporate musical numbers into some episodes, but this was rare. Generally, it was either part of the episode’s storyline (Greg Brady [Barry Williams] needs money to cut a demo and ropes his siblings into singing with him)5 or special episodes highlighting one of the actor’s love of singing. Moonlighting did this more than once; Bruce Willis performed “Good Lovin’” at a wedding ceremony in Moonlighting’s “Atomic Shakespeare” episode; the episode right before it featured an original song by Billy Joel and an extended dance sequence, and “The Dream Sequence Always Rings Twice” featured two 1940s-era songs performed by Cybill Shepherd.6 Aside from children’s television, such as Sesame Street, which easily incorporated musical numbers into episodes, there were few series in the first few decades of US TV, like Fame (1982–1987, NBC/First-run syndication), set in the New York City High School for the Performing Arts, that made music and dancing integral parts of their narratives. While there were few musical series, music has been a part of television since it debuted.

Given this history, it was only a matter of time before someone attempted to create more musical series akin to their theatrical siblings, rather than one-off performances or variety shows. Hull High, debuting on NBC in 1990, was the first, created by Canadian country music singer Gil Grant and featuring original songs. One month later, Steven Bochco, creator of series such as Hill Street Blues, offered the appropriately named Cop Rock, airing on ABC. Both series featured several musical numbers per episode, primarily hip-hop/rap for Hull High and rock for Cop Rock, with the music in Hull High serving as a Greek chorus commenting on the action, and incorporated into courtroom scenes or interrogation rooms reminiscent of the grittiness of his other series in Cop Rock. The odd juxtaposition and lack of narrative justification for this, however, doomed both series to be short-lived curiosities. Keeping with a long tradition of adapting British series, in the mid-2000s, CBS finally tried its hand at a similar show, Viva Laughlin, an adaptation of a fairly successful UK series, Viva Blackpool. Unlike Hull High or Cop Rock, however, Viva Laughlin was a jukebox musical series, with the cast singing popular songs or known standards appropriate to the action. This too, however, failed, only to be repurposed far more successfully by Ryan Murphy two years later with Glee for Fox. Unlike its predecessors, the series did provide a justification for its music: the series is focused on the adventures and misadventures of a high school glee club. Its success likely paved the way for series such as Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist (jukebox) and the subversive Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (original).

While musical-focused series remain a small subset, the late 1990s to the present day saw prime-time series across genres incorporate at least a single musical episode into their run. Starting with the syndicated series Xena: Warrior Princess, shows from Buffy the Vampire Slayer to Chicago Hope aired such episodes, using either original music (Buffy, Scrubs, Community) or the jukebox format (Chicago Hope, Lucifer). These single episodes, like Glee would do in 2009, generally offer an external reason for the presence of singing, such as an altered mental state due to a medical issue (Scrubs, Chicago Hope) or the presence of a cosmic being forcing people to express themselves in song (Buffy, Lucifer). (And sometimes, merely to utilize the talents of actors with Broadway backgrounds such as Mandy Patinkin and Neil Patrick Harris; witness the random inclusion of “Nothing Suits Me Like a Suit” in the otherwise non-musical episode “Girls vs. Suits.”7) More subtlety, Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist and Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, which featured several songs per episode, had protagonists who, for various reasons, filtered their environments or interactions through song as essential to the ongoing narrative.

This book seeks to trace the history of the musical on US television, from its variety show and adaptational beginnings to the rash of single-episode and full-on musical series of the 2000s. While the types can come and go—the old-school variety shows have been replaced with shows like Saturday Night Live (1975–present), which mixes sketch comedy and musical acts—music has been a vital part of US television decades before the debut of MTV in 1981. This can range from the “Broadway in your living room” types like PBS’s Great Performances (1972–present) to the local and national music shows like American Bandstand (1952–1989) or Soul Train (1971–2006) capable of launching musical acts nationwide. The first part of this book offers a brief history of various ways music has been integral to US television programming since the beginning. I’ll start with the variety shows that had their heydays in the 1950s—with a brief resurgence in the 1970s, before shifting over to the various musical specials that took their place, whether it was holiday airings of movie musicals like The Sound of Music (1965), the rarer original works, or the recent rash of live versions of Broadway hits. Chapter 3 shows the various ways that US television engaged with popular music, whether it was the television-created band The Monkees (1966–1968), whose fake “documentary” sitcom led to actual music careers for the four young men cast as the band, the early attempts to make teen actors/idols into pop stars, or the way the WB promoted its music arm through its television shows, and what happened to the shows that said no. Finally, I end this section with a look at what’s commonly known as the “backstage musical”; that is, musicals about putting on a show. It was this type of show that was one of the earlier examples of “musical” series, with the television adaptation of Fame in 1982, but got a second life in the 2000s with shows like Nashville (2012–2018) and Smash (2012–2013).

In this second part, I do a deep dive into the various shows that either went full musical or spent an episode or two with a song in their hearts. I start with some of the early examples, including Xena: Warrior Princess’s (1995–2001) “The Bitter Suite” (3.12) before discussing two series whose musical episodes took different tacks while garnering critical acclaim: Buffy The Vampire Slayer’s (1997–2003) in-house created “Once More, With Feeling” and Scrubs’ (2001–2010) “My Musical” (6.12), which brought in musical veterans to create its episode, as well as the ways in which this kicked off a flurry of series trying their hand at this particular sub-genre (some with more success than others). Following up on this is an examination of shows that went the jukebox musical route, using contemporary—or near contemporary—songs to advance both plot and character, such as the God-induced musical on Lucifer. Heading back to the 1990s, I examine the much-maligned Cop Rock (1990), created by 80s television fixture Steven Bochco, who hit the ratings and cultural jackpot with Hill Street Blues and LA Law but stumbled when it came to creating a musical. Featuring music and lyrics by Greg Edmonson and Mike Post, both television composer veterans, as well as Randy Newman, the series nonetheless suffered from numerous challenges, including actors who couldn’t sing, singers who couldn’t act, and, most importantly, no narrative justification for its musical numbers. I’ll also touch on a forgotten show from the same year—that met the same fate as Cop Rock—Hull High (1990), which offered a lighter touch and more contemporary sound. Both series end up as interesting failures that nonetheless set the groundwork for series that followed in their wake.

Of course, no analysis of musical television would be complete without the show that broke the Cop Rock curse: Glee (2009–2015). Created by Ryan Murphy, the show offered a mix of drama, music, and hijinks in a way that proved to be ratings—and zeitgeist—gold, despite a later dip in quality and reassessment of some of its stories and characters. I’ll combine this with a look at Zoey’s Extraordinary Playlist (2020–2021), which used the jukebox format less for in-narrative performance but rather as an indicator of the main character’s state of mind, suggesting Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (2015–2019) more than Glee. Not surprisingly, the next chapter dives into Crazy Ex-Girlfriend itself, one of the few full-on musical series. Co-created by rom-com veteran Aline Brosh McKenna and Rachel Bloom, the series centers around Rebecca Bunch (Rachel Bloom), a high-powered New York-based attorney about to make partner when she runs into ex-boyfriend Josh Chan (Vincent Rodriguez III) and decides to quit her job and move to his hometown, West Covina, California; i.e., the plot of more than one rom-com (and at least one WB series in the early 2000s). Yet the series itself is dedicated to subverting not only its premise, but how the rom-com genre views women, men, and relationships, through both cringe comedy and song. I’ll also examine the short-lived Galavant (2015–2016), which offered a lighter, if still somewhat subversive, take on heroes and the tropes of their stories, particularly through the lens of Disney’s classic and contemporary animated films, with both series using original songs that simultaneously acted as parody and tribute to their source materials. I’ll close out with a view on the future of television musicals, by looking at an early streaming success and a more recent offering: Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog (2008) and Apple TV’s Schmigadoon! (2021–2023). Created during the Writers’ Guild strike in 2007, the goal of the limited series (three fifteen-minute episodes) was to offer tangible proof that online content was not simply promotional but could be a viable alternative to television programming; while the strike wasn’t entirely successful, Dr. Horrible was, pointing, and in some ways paving, the way for streaming as an alternate medium. Schmigadoon!, released in 2021, is one of the outcomes, a self-aware musical series that nonetheless offered appropriately escapist fare during one of the many heights of the COVID-19 pandemic. Like many of the latter-day musical series of the mid-2000s, both Dr. Horrible and Schmigadoon take an ironic and self-reflexive stance toward the material, particularly highlighting elements such as the notion of media-driven personas and heroism (Dr. Horrible) or the more problematic elements or issues in the stories and characterizations in both classic and more recent Broadway hits (Schmigadoon) without dismissing them outright. I’ll conclude this examination by arguing that the transition of the television musical series from terrestrial to streaming nevertheless retains the spirit of its television brethren.




PART ONE

MUSIC AND TELEVISION: SONGS ON TV BEFORE MTV





1 

The Big Big Show: Variety Shows on TV

While television didn’t take off as a medium until after World War II, there were a few channels that existed in the 1920s and 1930s, in large markets like Chicago, New York, Boston, and Los Angeles, based on a now obsolete technology called mechanical television, which could transmit long distances, but suffered from poor image quality. Even those stations, however, were mostly suspended from 1942 to 1945 for World War II, but this break in transmission offered an opportunity for manufacturers to improve the technology, readying them for mass production when the war ended. Economic prosperity, post-war, helped a larger group of people afford to buy televisions, but programming was still limited in a few ways. One was that recording programs on film or tape was not widespread, meaning that most aired live. (Recording programs on tape or film and airing them would not become the standard until the late 1950s.) It was also literally limited to half the day; television would “sign off” at night and start again the following morning, offering either what was called a test pattern or simply static. (For those too young to remember, the film Poltergeist [1982] offers a creepy example of what that looked like.1) In terms of television shows, however, early television adapted elements of theater, radio, and film when creating programming, including what became known as the “anthology dramas,” which often combined the structure of a theater play and featured actors primarily known for their film work. (Four Star Playhouse was in fact produced by and starred Charles Boyer, Dick Powell, Rosalind Russell, and Ida Lupino, all of whom were primarily known for successful film careers.) News shows, children’s programming, sports, and game shows were also early entries into television, but there was one other type, borrowed from vaudeville, that enjoyed significant success during the first few decades of US television: the variety show.

Taking its inspiration from vaudeville, variety shows tend to blend music and comedy skits, although some focus primarily on one or the other. In that respect, the term can cover everything from the Texaco Star Theater (1948–1956) to Saturday Night Live (1975–present), with many stops in between for shows like The Brady Bunch Hour, Donny & Marie (1976–1979), American Bandstand, or The Ed Sullivan Show (1948–1971). While many of these shows combined music and skits, there were a number of series, particularly before the debut of MTV in 1981, that focused only on music, providing a conduit for new (or new to viewers) songs, bands, or trends. Showing that music has been a part of US television since the beginning, this chapter focuses on examining the sketch/music shows as well as those that introduced new music to viewers. In particular, the way that television reinterpreted what was essentially a theatrical form (vaudeville) for a mass audience with variety shows from The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show (1950–1958) to Sonny and Cher, as well as supplementing—and perhaps outdoing—radio in combining the visual and aural by presenting acts from Elvis Presley to The Doors to a mass audience on series such as The Ed Sullivan Show and American Bandstand. On a cultural level, the latter were often the only series that showcased artists of color, providing greater exposure not only to the musicians but also to the audience.

Vaudeville Goes to Television: Variety Shows

From the late 19th century until the 1920s—and before radio and television became part of US homes—vaudeville was a significant form of entertainment. While the word vaudeville can be traced back to mid-19th century French theater, in the United States, vaudeville was an outgrowth of older variety shows, traveling circuses, and even burlesque shows.2 After the Civil War, performers-turned-impresarios such as Tony Pastor were some of the first in the United States to combine these into entertainment packages that featured singing, dancing, jokes, jugglers, and other acts familiar to audiences into more settled entertainments (that is, within theaters rather than only traveling troupes) and that would appeal to middle-class audiences (removing the more salacious elements) with good incomes—not unlike television would do half a century later.3

Over the next decades, regular theaters (usually in major cities) and the continuing vaudeville circuit would bring this entertainment around the country, with a continued emphasis on keeping it family-friendly. (One can see vaudeville’s ancestry in, for instance, Branson, Missouri’s numerous theaters, which at various points offered shows/theaters either primarily focused on music [i.e., Charley Pride] or went the more vaudeville route [Ray Stevens].) While vaudeville was lightly integrated, the demands of segregation and desire to move past the poor treatment and stereotypes that many Black performers were limited to led to the development of a separate Black vaudeville circuit, launching not only performers such as Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith, but bringing jazz and ragtime into the mainstream. While the advent of cinema spelled the beginning of the end for vaudeville, both in terms of serving as its competition and the (comparatively) easier working conditions of film versus vaudeville, vaudeville theaters not only often shared space with early cinema but provided it with its future stars.4 Abbott and Costello, Don Ameche, Fatty Arbuckle, Fred Astaire, Pearl Bailey, most of the Barrymore family, Tod Browning, and Judy Garland (among many others) got their start in vaudeville; it also helped musicians like Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, and George Gershwin gain greater prominence.

Film may have signaled vaudeville’s decline, with television offering the final blow, but its influence could still be felt, both in the screwball comedies of the 1930s5 and later the variety shows that dominated 1950s television (and beyond). Many of the stars who got their start in vaudeville, like Morey Amsterdam and Red Skelton, transitioned to television with a format that was almost identical to its stage counterpart. Shows like Texaco Star Theater would have musical acts, famous guests, monologues, and sketches; former vaudevillian Milton Berle was so successful as host he became known as Mr. Television. Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows not only employed adept vaudeville performers like Imogene Coca, but represented early opportunities for writers and directors such as Neil Simon, Mel Brooks, and Woody Allen; its ninety-minute run time and emphasis on sketch comedy were a clear influence on Saturday Night Live, as well.

The 1950s may have represented variety shows’ high point on television, with performers of all types, from bandleader Lawrence Welk to Frank Sinatra serving as host, with dozens premiering throughout the decade. These included The Colgate Comedy Hour (1950–1955), The Jack Benny Program (1932–1955; transitioned from radio), The Perry Como Show (1955–1959), The Red Skelton Show (1951–1971), and The Dinah Shore Show (1951–1957), among many others. While performers like Sinatra remained popular, his variety show only lasted two seasons, with declining ratings based on competition from other shows. Betty White’s early foray into television with the variety show The Betty White Show (1952–1954) was also canceled after two seasons, due to interference by the network (NBC) trying to avoid controversy with their southern affiliates, who objected to White’s hiring and showcasing of African American dancer Arthur Duncan.6 White not only refused to fire him, telling the network to “live with it”7 but in fact gave Duncan more airtime.

Depending on the host, these variety shows would often emphasize one aspect of performance over another. Dinah Shore, who’d first come into prominence as a singer, focused primarily on musical acts, while Red Skelton, a comedian, had a variety show that focused more on sketches (although his show marked the first television appearance of the Beach Boys).8 This would be the pattern moving forward, with a few tweaks. The Andy Williams Show (1962–1971) featured a number of singers from a variety of genres (although generally not rock until the late 1960s), guests, and a few sketches (he would later open a popular theater in Branson); The Carol Burnett Show (1967–1978) focused primarily on comedy, with a regular cast that included Harvey Korman, Vicky Lawrence, and Tim Conway, although each episode ended with a song. By the 1970s, shows like The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour (1971–1974) and Donny & Marie (1976–1979) mixed both musical performances and sketch comedy more evenly, and the format was still lively enough to encourage shows like The Brady Bunch to spin-off into the short-lived The Brady Bunch Hour (1976–1977), which moves the blended family to a beachfront location when they are given the opportunity to star in a variety show, extending the original series stories as the “backstage” part of the variety show. (Episodes of the original show did have a couple of stories centered around music: “Dough Re Mi” has Greg team up with his siblings to cut a record, and “Adios, Johnny Bravo” features a predatory talent scout who promises to make Greg a star.9 They also released four studio albums between 1970 and 1973.) Like all of the Brady Bunch spin-offs (three in the 1970s, as well as an attempted reboot in 1990), The Brady Bunch Hour was not a critical or ratings success, and was canceled after nine episodes.

The 1970s, however, would be the last gasp of the old school variety show. With the exception of The Muppet Show (1976–1981), which ran in first-run syndication after appearing on Saturday Night Live during SNL’s first season, it was in many respects the last of its kind in near prime time. Although ostensibly geared toward younger audiences, The Muppet Show’s employment of song, dance, backstage shenanigans, and special guests, from Rita Moreno to Vincent Price, is straight from the variety show playbook. The show was well-aware of its origins, as the format itself was the basis for much of the humor, from Fozzie Bear’s (Frank Oz) silly jokes to the elderly Statler (Richard Hunt) and Waldorf (Jim Henson) up in a box seat and offering sarcastic commentary on the performances. Instead, the defining elements of the variety show, including musical acts and sketch comedy, would be maintained by shows like Saturday Night Live (1975–present), MadTV (1995–2016), In Living Color (1990–1994), and A Black Lady Sketch Show (2019–2023), with some of the combination of special guests, sketch comedy, and musical acts continuing to be a part of the late night talk shows on broadcast. The original Muppet Show, however, would prove to be the last successful take on the vaudeville-inspired variety show.

Bandstands and Soul Trains: Music on TV before MTV

An Emmy category for variety show has existed since 1951, but what it means—and its title—has changed more than once over the past seventy years. During the 1950s, the nominees were easily classed as variety shows, but by the late 1960s, the award started being given for “outstanding musical or variety series,” suggesting that there was an appreciable difference, and the nominees included talk shows (like Dick Cavett) alongside Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In (1968–1973). There was another category, however, that primarily aired outside of prime time and yet became a conduit for music on television, and a way to introduce various acts to a broad audience: the music and dance shows. That is, shows that featured both live and recorded musical acts, with a group of young people dancing to the music, such as American Bandstand, Soul Train, and a variety of local series that used the same format. American Bandstand, which started out by showing short music videos (a precursor to MTV) mixed with guests, premiered in Philadelphia in 1952, before shifting to a dance program. When its original host and radio personality Bob Horn was arrested for drunk driving and solicitation,10 he was replaced by Dick Clark, who ended up pitching it to ABC as an afternoon program that would air around the time that kids would be finished with school for the day. By the early 1960s, it was shifted to Saturdays, where it would air after a block of cartoons, a position it stayed in until the late 1980s before airing its final original broadcast on October 7, 1989. The dancers featured on the show (and others like it) were not professionals, but regulars could gain a bit of celebrity and a following among viewers. Clark would also pick out a couple of audience members for the “Rate a Record” segment; they would listen to new music and offer their opinions (e.g., “it’s got a good beat and you can dance to it”). Live acts would also appear; musicians that appeared on the show over its decades-long history included acts as divergent as ABBA, The Beastie Boys, Adam Ant, Tony Bennett, and Creedence Clearwater Revival.

While American Bandstand did feature live performances by Black artists, from Chubby Checker in 1960 to Prince in 1980, the dancers and studio audience remained primarily white, particularly when it was filmed in Philadelphia (less so after its mid-60s move to Los Angeles). The neighborhood in which it was originally filmed was racially mixed, but Black teens who wanted to get on the show were accused of starting fights or not adhering to dress code requirements and were denied tickets. There was also a desire not to alienate Southern affiliates by showing Black and White teens dancing together as it moved from local to national.11 This was not uncommon; Baltimore’s The Buddy Deane Show (1957–1964), which served as the inspiration for The Corny Collins Show in John Waters’ Hairspray (1988) and aired daily on Baltimore’s ABC affiliate, would not allow racially integrated dancing, and allowed Black teens their own episode only every other Friday. A brief period of integration, requested by the network, sparked complaints from segregationists, and ended quickly. This fight over integration was a significant part of the plot of Waters’ Hairspray, which, despite being a fictional depiction, emphasized the reality of Baltimore as a majority Black population, as well as its particular challenges as neither a northern city nor 100 percent southern.12 While there were other local programs, The Buddy Deane Show is of particular interest because of the way it was in competition with the local-gone-national American Bandstand; both were on ABC, and American Bandstand was not aired at all in Baltimore. Buddy Deane featured “The Committee,” a group of local teens who were essentially the stars of the show, setting dance and fashion trends for other teens.13 A version of The Committee (known as The Council) was a significant part of the narrative of Hairspray, as was the question of integration, and despite Waters’ love for the original show, he doesn’t downplay the role of certain council members—and parents—in both social gatekeeping and fighting integration.14

Waters wasn’t the only one to use these shows as inspiration; American Dreams (2002–2005), which ran on NBC for three seasons (and was co-produced by Dick Clark) was another. While featuring an ensemble cast attempting to navigate the cultural shifts of the 1960s, a significant focus was placed on teen Meg Pryor (Brittany Snow) and her desire to become one of the featured dancers on American Bandstand.15 Set in Philadelphia, music was integral to the series, particularly bands performing on American Bandstand (which in the series did not move to Los Angeles in 1964); American Dreams hired contemporary musicians to perform as these earlier artists, including Usher as Marvin Gaye, the band Third Eye Blind as The Kinks, Brad Paisley as Ricky Nelson, and John Legend as Stevie Wonder, among dozens of others.16 Of course, the amount of music featured on the show, both as performances and as part of the soundtrack, has seemingly kept the series from a full release on DVD or streaming.

Seeking to address the particular limitations of shows like American Bandstand with regard to both artists and dancers, Soul Train debuted in 1971 with a focus on genres dominated by Black artists: hip-hop, R & B, and soul. Don Cornelius, who, like Buddy Deane, got his start on the radio (in Chicago), created a series of concerts of local artists to play at Chicago area high schools, calling his traveling shows The Soul Train. It was picked up by public access channel WCIU-TV in Chicago and sponsored by Sears. It did well enough in Chicago to be picked up for national syndication the next year, and Cornelius moved the show to Los Angeles.17 While a few white artists appeared on Soul Train (David Bowie, Elton John, who’d specifically asked to perform),18 it was a showcase—and an answer—to the exclusion of dancers and artists of color on other shows. As author Ericka Blount Danois says, “Soul Train was one of the first national shows to showcase Black joy and our everyday lives on television,”19 an element that is still a work-in-progress in the twenty-first century. Creating the show itself was a political act on Cornelius’s part, and when it cut into American Bandstand’s ratings, Dick Clark created a competing program in 1973 called Soul Unlimited, prompting angry letters to ABC from fans and community leaders like Jesse Jackson, which apparently led Clark to suggest that an all-Black show was nothing but another form of “segregation.”20 Besides making Clark look, at best, out of touch for going after the only Black-run program on television at the time, Soul Unlimited couldn’t compete in ratings, was not worth the backlash it caused, and disappeared after a few episodes.


[image: The band Jackson Five, consisting of five young musicians are performing on stage with microphones and guitars. They have Afro hairstyle and wear wide-collar shirts.]
FIGURE 1.1 The Jackson Five perform on Soul Train. Tribune Entertainment / Photofest © Tribune Entertainment.

Like Bandstand, Soul Train left enough of a cultural impact—the Soul Train Line has been referenced numerous times across various media21—to also inspire a dramatic series. While American Dreams focused primarily on an audience member who wants to be part of the Bandstand dancers, American Soul (2019–2020) was a dramatized biographical series focused on Cornelius himself. It ran for two seasons on BET, covering the time from the debut of the show in 1971 to 1975, with his son Tony serving as one of the executive producers; like American Dreams, it also incorporated contemporary musicians into episodes to play Soul Train’s famous performers, including Rufus Thomas (Bobby Brown), Diana Ross (Michelle Williams), and George Clinton (Big Boi), among others.22 Given the roadblocks and challenges to even bringing the show to air—sponsorship was a continual challenge—both Cornelius’ and the series’ stories certainly had dramatic potential. While American Bandstand technically ran three years longer than Soul Train’s total run, Soul Train managed to last in continual production until 2006, long after Cornelius stepped down from hosting, suggesting its cultural relevance remained intact longer than its predecessor.

Variety shows and music shows like Soul Train and Bandstand were vital in disseminating new music to wide audiences, reaching both large urban centers and small towns. Long before MTV, and alongside aired musicals, they kept music as an integral part of television from nearly its earliest days. There was one final program that was culturally significant in this regard: The Ed Sullivan Show (1948–1971). While it was considered a variety show, featuring recurring characters such as Senor Wences (a ventriloquist) and interviews, its most lasting imprint on American culture came from the musical guests featured on the program—Elvis Presley, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Doors, and Itzhak Perlman—all of whom either debuted on the show (stateside) or whose appearance launched them to greater heights. And, unlike the tentative moves of shows like American Bandstand in featuring artists of color, Sullivan’s roster of African American singers, actors, and comedians was extensive across the two-plus decades it ran in prime time. While Sullivan was culturally and politically conservative—bands like the Stones, the Doors, Bob Dylan, and Bo Diddley were pressured to change lyrics or song choices to avoid backlash from audiences or Standards and Practices and he worked with anti-communists in the early years of his show to avoid controversial guests23—his show nonetheless provided a venue for an extensive catalog of music that dominated prime time while it aired.

What binds many of these variety and music shows is a shared collective memory, even for those too young to have watched Sullivan, Bandstand, or Soul Train (or the dozens of variety shows) when they aired. The Simpsons have referenced either Ed Sullivan or his show on at least six different episodes. Nirvana’s video for “In Bloom,” filmed with the same Kinescope cameras used in early television and airing in black and white, did a take-off on The Ed Sullivan Show (Doug Llewelyn played a Sullivan knock-off), with the band dressed in suits and smiling as they sang, interspliced with the band in drag tearing up the set. This, despite no member of the band being old enough to have any significant memories of the show when it aired lived and debuting more than twenty years after the show went off the air. More importantly, however, was the ways in which both the vaudeville-inspired variety shows and the music programs pre-MTV kept music as a part of television throughout its history, paving the way for the films and series on television in which music was an integral part of the narrative and production.
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Broadway in Your Living Room: Musical Specials

One of television’s early selling points—and an area of concern for other mediums like film and live theater—was the availability of home-based entertainment. Unlike England, for instance, US television went the commercial rather than public route. That meant that rather than charging a yearly license fee for use, US viewers only needed the initial outlay to purchase a TV, and potential future repairs, with no additional costs to use it. It’s easy to trace the concern this elicited in the film industry in the 1950s, with innovations such as Technicolor created to compete with US television’s black-and-white screens and inferior picture quality. (Indeed, the standard for analog television was NTSC, which stood for National Television Systems Committee, unlike the UK, which used what was known as a Phase Alternating Line [PAL]. The NTSC color system was considered significantly inferior, with many joking it stood for Never Twice the Same Color.1) However, as television became more entrenched in American homes, both the variety and quality of programming expanded, including the anthology dramas of the 1950s, groundbreaking genre series like The Twilight Zone (1959–1964), and exposure, as discussed in the previous chapter, to musical acts from around the country and abroad viewers might not have otherwise had a chance to see.

As time went on, film and theater seemed to make enough peace with the upstart medium to allow their work to appear on it, more so as the technology improved. In the days before VHS—and long before DVD—the only way to rewatch a film was either at a second-run or revival theater, or when it was finally licensed to television. (And that excluded any movies that weren’t considered appropriate for TV’s standards and practices without editing or dubbing; ask any Gen X-er who saw The Breakfast Club [1985] on broadcast TV and the questionable dubbing choices it used to cover swearing.) Further, with the formation of PBS in 1970, theater found its way back to television, offering dramas and musicals from Broadway and the West End. Yet this was just one of the ways that music remained a part of television, even after the variety shows fell out of fashion after a brief explosion in the 1970s. The 1980s through to the 2000s featured a significant amount of musical specials, whether it was holiday airings of standards like The Sound of Music (1967), adaptations such as Annie (1999, 2014), or originals that made use of popular television stars, including Polly (1989), featuring both Keisha Knight Pulliam and Phylicia Rashad from The Cosby Show (1984–1992) as the main leads. Starting in the 2010s with The Sound of Music (2013), television also began incorporating live versions of older, contemporary, and even jukebox (Tyler Perry’s The Passion: New Orleans [2016]) musicals across most of the broadcast networks.

All the World’s a Stage: Bringing Theater to Television

By making television a commercial enterprise first, the United States differed from the UK and many countries in Europe, which used the public television model first, with commercially supported networks developing later. A public television channel was established a little under a decade after nationwide broadcast started in 1941 (although most ceased broadcasting during World War II); it was known as National Education Television (NET). In its earliest days, NET focused on educational programming almost exclusively, usually produced by local stations as part of adult education programs, and it came to be known as the University of the Air. By the early 1960s, however, they started importing programs from abroad, and, by the middle of that decade, attempted to create original programming that would air on NET. One of these programs was NET Playhouse (1966–1970), which offered plays and musical performances both developed by NET and imported from England. It included both plays written for the stage (Henrik Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People) and those created for the program itself (Paul Zindel’s Let Me Hear You Whisper). These aired during prime-time slots and were likely positioned to help elevate NET to be the “fourth network” after the demise of DuMont.2 These would often include musical performances, including a tribute to composer Kurt Weill, a sketch show with “musical themes,” and Jesus, A Passion Play for Americans, which was essentially a jukebox musical created by and featuring songs from Peter Ivers’ album Knight of the Blue Communion.3

With the creation of PBS in 1969, which absorbed and replaced NET, this trend continued. The program Great Performances, which started in 1971, featured—and continues to air—plays, musicals, and concerts from the United States and abroad. Because PBS is part of the broadcast spectrum, and is funded by both donations and entities like the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (at least until August 2025, when it shut down following defunding and other actions by the Trump administration),4 these performances are basically free to viewers, who do not even have to sit through ads to enjoy them. (Although, during certain times of year, they might be interrupted for fundraising drives.) While these can feature well-known musicals such as Oklahoma, or more recently, parts of contemporary ones like Hamilton (clips from the play interspersed with interviews with writers, actors, politicians, and pundits), they also featured music from Einstein on the Beach, an opera co-created by avant-garde composer Philip Glass, and Jammin’: Jelly’s Last Jam, a documentary about the making of the show that had debuted on Broadway the year before it aired on PBS.5 While not the full performances that other plays and musicals got, due to how close in time they were to their debuts, these programs nonetheless exposed audiences to works they might not have had access to otherwise.

This, however, wasn’t limited to PBS. The broadcast networks also began airing musicals, particularly movie musicals. The film version of The Sound of Music (1965) was first broadcast on ABC in 1976 and scored in the top 20 in the Nielsens. In fact, it did well enough for NBC to buy the broadcast rights the next year, with the option to show it 20 times over the next 22 years, which they did,6 most frequently right before the Easter holiday. Unlike most programs, these airings tended to be shown with limited commercial interruption, making them closer to the theater experience. When that option expired and NBC quit showing it regularly in 2001, it was picked up by and aired on Fox, ABC again, and the cable channel Freeform (owned by Disney). (It also aired on the BBC in 1978 and was repeated around Christmas time up until 2016.) The musical Gypsy was adapted for television in 1993, directed by Emile Ardolino, who had directed Dirty Dancing in 1987, and starring Bette Midler; it did well enough to be released in theaters abroad, a rare feat for a television production, and was a critical smash.7 (Sadly, Ardolino didn’t live to see this; he died of complications from AIDS a few weeks before it aired.8) Rodgers and Hammerstein’s version of Cinderella was adapted for television three times. The first was in 1957, with Julie Andrews as the titular character and Edie Adams as the Fairy Godmother.9 Yet because it was filmed in black and white, the transition to color made it hard to repeat. Because of that, CBS elected to remake it in 1965, with Lesley Ann Warren as Cinderella and Celeste Holm as the Fairy Godmother, and did well enough to be rebroadcast multiple times over the next nine years.10 Finally, it was revived as part of the newly relaunched Wonderful World of Disney series, with Brandy Norwood as Cinderella and Whitney Houston as the Fairy Godmother, with ratings that outstripped the previous two adaptations—no easy feat in the 1990s, when viewership was starting to fragment amongst more channels and increased competition from cable.11 The trend seemed to trail off again with 2001’s adaptation of South Pacific, which debuted to mixed reviews.

The latest turn, however, started again with The Sound of Music. Bob Greenblatt, who’d been named NBC Chairman in 2011, had a background in theater, including developing a stage adaptation of the film 9 to 5 (1981) for Broadway. (It should be noted that NBC had an earlier success with the live format in 1982, when they aired a live version of Ain’t Misbehavin’ filmed at their Burbank studios and starring Nell Carter, who’d appeared in the Broadway version and at the time was starring in NBC’s Gimme a Break [1981–1987].) Greenblatt’s musical background was apparent in his programming choices; while The Voice (2011–present), a singing competition, had been brought in earlier, it debuted early in his tenure, he subsequently developed Smash, a backstage musical series, which debuted in early 2012. He also embraced the idea of a live musical for television. Given how well the film version continued to perform from the 1970s to the 2000s, it perhaps wasn’t surprising that The Sound of Music was the first live musical to be produced, with a holiday debut (December 2013).12
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