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This dissertation takes musical theatre seriously as a historiographic practice, and 

considers six musicals that take the past as their subject matter in order to interrogate how these 

works craft their historical narratives.  While there have been studies of historical drama and 

performance, musicals have generally been left out of that conversation, despite (or perhaps 

because of) their immense popularity.  This project argues that not only can musicals “do” 

history, they offer an excellent genre for theorizing what I call “queer historiography.”  While 

sexuality remains one category of analysis, I use “queer” to signify opposition, not simply to 

heterosexuality, but to heteronormativity, and normativity more broadly.  Musicals‟ queer 

historiography, then, is a way of engaging past events that challenges normativity in form as well 

as content; a way of productively challenging not only what we think we know about the past, 

but how we come to know it. 

Each chapter uses a different theoretical lens to guide close readings of a pair of 

thematically linked musicals.  The first chapter considers 1776 (1969) and Assassins (1991, 
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2004) as challenges to official narratives of United States history.  My primary lens in this 

chapter is form, as I analyze how musicals‟ structures influence their queer historiographic 

potential.  Chapter 2 examines two musicals that offer histories of U.S. popular culture, Gypsy 

(1959) and Hairspray (2002), considering how the placement of divas at the center of each show 

enables a historiography that is feminist as well as queer, challenging ideas about gender and 

sexuality while making women central to the histories they represent.  In the third chapter I look 

to two musicals, Falsettos (1992) and Elegies: A Song Cycle (2003), which present histories of 

trauma while featuring overtly gay, lesbian, and queer characters.  I use these two texts to 

theorize how musicals might not simply present history as it “really” was, but also as it might 

have been, thereby offering what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick terms a “reparative reading” of 

history.  In examining each of my six case studies, I analyze specific performances as well as 

written texts whenever possible. 
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Introduction: Musicals, Queerness, History 

 During my senior year of high school, the National Tour of Les Miserables played 

at the National Theatre in Washington, D.C.  As a lifelong musical theatre fan, it isn‘t 

surprising that I made the forty-five minute trip from my suburban town to D.C. to see 

the show.  What is surprising is the context in which I saw it: on a field trip taken by my 

Advanced Placement European History class.  The daylong trip was to include a visit to 

an art museum in the morning, followed by the performance.  We all knew, however, that 

the musical was the real point of the outing, a fact highlighted when our teacher‘s failure 

to get advance tickets for the art exhibit he wanted us to see left us wandering two other 

museums instead – neither of which had much to do with European history. 

 I recall a certain degree of skepticism among students and parents about the 

educational value of the trip, at least in the context of our class.   Certainly the students – 

myself included – generally saw the excursion as a great trick Mr. C had played on the 

school, a fun getaway for the 90% of the class currently suffering from acute senioritis. 

Yet looking back on that trip, two things stand out to me alongside the suspicion.  First, 

our teacher was somehow able to convince everyone that we should go see Les 

Miserables, that it had something to offer us in the context of European history.  Second, 

and perhaps more importantly, that trip may well be the only thing I clearly remember 

from that class.  While facts and figures from our textbook have drifted out of my 

memory, the experience of sitting in the balcony of the National Theatre, surrounded by 
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my classmates, peering through borrowed opera glasses as French students built 

revolutionary barricades and sang about their lofty ideals, has stayed with me to this day.  

I suspect the same is true for many of my classmates.  For all my seventeen-year-old 

skepticism, my history teacher wasn‘t playing a trick after all: musicals do have 

something to offer us when it comes to history.   

In ―Listen to the Stories, Hear it in the Songs”: Musical Theatre as Queer 

Historiography, I begin with the assumption that historical musicals, like any other type 

of historiography, produce and communicate an interpretation of past events.  I look at 

six musicals that overtly take the past as their subject matter in order to interrogate how 

they, as performance, and specifically as musical theatre, craft their historical narratives.  

While there have been studies of performance as historiographic practice, musicals have 

been left out of that conversation.  My interest in taking musicals seriously as a way of 

doing history stands in opposition to standard arguments about musical theatre that tend 

to posit it as a performance, not of history, but of nostalgia.  Nostalgia, ―a longing for a 

home that no longer exists or has never existed,‖ is generally considered ―something of a 

bad word, an affectionate insult at best . . . . [and] frequently used dismissively‖ (Boym 

xiii-xiv).  David Savran takes up this attitude in his definition of nostalgia as ―a whiff of 

the past from which social struggles have been conveniently excised,‖ highlighting the 

naiveté commonly associated with this mode of feeling (Queer Sort 96).  While most 

popular thought assumes that musicals are inherently nostalgic in their approach to the 

past, I agree with Rebecca Rugg that in many musicals ―history's social and political 
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complications seep through‖ (45).  These complications, which many, if not most, 

historically based musicals explicitly dramatize, make nostalgia an ineffective discourse 

for addressing musical theatre‘s relationship to the past. 

I argue throughout this dissertation that not only are musicals fully capable of 

doing history, they offer an excellent genre for theorizing what I am calling ―queer 

historiography,‖ a way of engaging past events that challenges normativity not only in 

content but in form; a way of challenging not only what we think we know about the past, 

but how we come to know it.  As my case studies will demonstrate, in their queer 

historiography, musicals do not ―conveniently excise‖ struggle – they perform it.  They 

perform it in the content of their narratives, and they perform it in the form of the musical 

itself, through the negotiation of the multiple elements that comprise it.  

 I should first begin by clarifying my use of the term ―queer.‖  A word with a wide 

variety of meanings, ―queer‖ often operates as an umbrella term, designed to encompass 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender identity positions under a single word.  In the field 

of queer theory, however, queer functions more as a challenge to traditional notions of 

identity, offering ―a concept of sexuality that proposes that sexual identities aren‘t fixed, 

but are fluid, changeable, unstable, and often determined by their social context, rather 

than biological necessity‖ (Dolan Geographies 26).  Queer in this context is a doing, a 

practice, rather than a being.   Queer also signifies, in Michael Warner‘s words, 

―resistance to the regimes of the normal,‖ and finds its definition ―against the normal 

rather than the heterosexual‖ (―Introduction‖ xxvi).  While sexuality remains important to 
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Warner‘s understanding, it is not the only element: queer is about difference, about 

challenging normativity in a range of fields.  As Martha Umphrey succinctly states, 

―Queerness is about making the given seem strange‖ (21).  In this project, and certainly 

in my theorizing of queer historiography, I use queer primarily in this latter context, as a 

way of describing opposition to normativity broadly writ, a way of tweaking our vision 

so that we recognize that the normal, the ―natural,‖ is in fact a construction.  In this 

definition sexuality is one kind of normalcy queer challenges, but other ―regimes of the 

normal,‖ other structures of power that create and enforce the illusion that there is such a 

thing as ―normal‖ in the first place, can be challenged as well – including historiography. 

As Scott Bravmann asserts, casting a queer eye towards history, in this context, allows 

recognition of connections between ―‗the regimes of the normal‘ which privilege the 

constructed categories of heterosexuality and historiography and, on the other hand, the 

disruptive challenge to both of these regimes posed by ‗queer‘‖ (30). 

 The word ―historiography‖ – literally, ―‗history‘ and ‗writing‘‖ – describes the 

process by which events from the past are turned into history, usually through writing (de 

Certeau xxvii).  Typically in Western culture we have assumed that history is History, a 

verifiable transmission of facts, a somehow objective science capable of creating an 

―accurate‖ representation of past events, a revelation rather than a construction.  We are 

more likely to ask of a history ―is it true‖ than ―how was it made.‖  In the twentieth 

century, however, this belief in history‘s objectivity was challenged within the field.  

Michel de Certeau describes this theoretical shift as follows: ―This critique took from 
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history the privilege in which the discipline had taken so much pride when it claimed to 

reconstitute the ‗truth‘ of events.  Moreover, ‗objective‘ history upheld with this idea of 

truth a model derived from a former philosophy . . . . It limited itself to translating truth in 

terms of historical ‗facts‘ – and the happy days of this positivism are over‖ (58).  Along 

with this shift, the notion of a singular, universal history, one that tells ―everyone‘s‖ 

story, has been usefully challenged.  As performance scholar Susan Bennett notes, ―The 

once monolithic History of great men and major events has . . . been dispersed into a 

multiplicity of histories,‖ leaving room for all those history excluded to create their own 

historical narratives without being automatically rejected by the discipline (3). 

 This formulation of history as a thing made, rather than a singular vision of ―the 

real‖ past, is central to my project; musicals can be historiographic because they, like all 

histories, do this labor.  While seeing history this way is no longer precisely a radical act, 

it is still to some degree a queer, that is, counter-normative, one, as older understandings 

remain the ―norm‖ for many.  De Certeau‘s assertion in 1975 that ―Certainly, an ideology 

of ‗real‘ or ‗true‘ historical ‗facts‘ still hovers in the air of our time; it even proliferates in 

a literature on history‖ still rings true today, particularly in terms of the popular 

imagination (75).  This reluctance to move away from traditional, positivist 

understandings of history is not simply ―frozen words outlive[ing] battles long ended,‖ as 

de Certeau hoped; it is also profoundly political and ideological (75).  Susan Bennett 

points out the conservative impulse behind efforts to cling to the older model, noting that 

while increased ―self-consciousness about historiographic writing‖ has made a difference 
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in the field, it ―has not, however, prevented a determined attempt to preserve a single 

vision of History, of a past which forms a continuous trajectory into the present and 

through the future.  The representation of a seamless past has, not surprisingly, been an 

important strategy of the politically regressive governments of the New Right‖ (4).  

Given the degree to which earlier notions of history as ―true‖ and ―objective‖ retain their 

currency, musicals‘ historiography, which relies on dramatization and performance, 

rather than objectivity and the written word, remains (at least) a bit queer. 

 Historiography as I use it here is always the crafting of a narrative, always at least 

in part a literary exercise.  This understanding, which allows me to take the dramatic 

genre of musical theatre seriously as a legitimate form of historiography, owes a great 

deal to the work of historian and literary critic Hayden White.  In Tropics of Discourse: 

Essays in Cultural Criticism (1978), White states that the historian's project is to 

―refamiliarize us with events‖ from the past in a way that makes them meaningful and 

comprehensible to present audiences (87).  White rejects the traditional notion of history 

as a ―model‖ of past events, both because that vision is impractical – there is no way to 

truly compare model to original – and, more importantly, because it is insufficient, as the 

historian‘s job is to make the events comprehensible, to explain them through 

narrativization, rather than to simply present them (88).  He sees the process of 

transforming events into history as a fundamentally literary one: 

No given set of casually related historical events can in itself constitute a 

story; the most it might offer to the historian are story elements.  The 
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events are made into a story by the suppression or subordination of certain 

of them and the highlighting of others, by . . . all of the techniques that we 

would normally expect to find in the emplotment of a novel or a play. (84) 

In other words, the historian‘s (often unacknowledged) task is to take past events and 

―emplot‖ them into a recognizable narrative structure and style, creating a story that can 

be read as such from the events of history.  By this definition, musical theatre becomes 

simply another form, another way of putting events together within a recognizable 

literary structure, thereby creating a legible story for its audience.   

 Musical theatre, however, is not simply a literary form; it is specifically a 

performance genre, and this affects its historiographic possibilities. Diana Taylor‘s The 

Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Meaning in the Americas (2003) helped 

me to realize that not only is it possible to see performance as a way of creating history, it 

is in fact ethically crucial to do so.  Taylor argues that ―the archive of supposedly 

enduring materials (i.e., texts, documents, buildings, bones) and the so-called ephemeral 

repertoire of embodied practice / knowledge (i.e. spoken language, dance, sports, ritual)‖ 

are discrete, although interdependent, entities, each with a vital role to play in the 

creation and transmission of knowledge (19).  Western culture, however, has privileged 

the written world of the archive, marginalizing the more ―ephemeral‖ repertoire and 

delegitimizing knowledge produced there.  Taylor asks us to take the repertoire seriously, 

both to expand our ways of knowing and to expand whose histories can be known.  She 

asks, ―What is at risk politically in thinking about embodied knowledge and performance 
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as ephemeral, as that which disappears? Whose memories ‗disappear‘ if only archival 

knowledge is valorized and given permanence?‖ (5).  While Taylor‘s focus is on 

performance in a broader, performance studies context rather than a specifically theatrical 

one, musicals are very much a part of the repertoire.   

A performance of a musical lives in the repertoire; it is embodied, ephemeral, 

never the same twice, and dependent on the interaction between people – performers and 

audience.  And while the script or score may enter the archive, they are never quite at 

home there.  As Bruce Kirle notes, ―The privileging of an authentic, inviolable text is 

antithetic to the collaborative way in which musicals are created,‖ as the sheer number of 

elements involved in a musical theatre production prevents the existence of a truly stable, 

definitive written text (8).  Taylor‘s work reminds me that the repertoire, like the archive, 

has knowledge to offer; it is equally a home to history. 

Considering performance as history requires attention to the various elements that 

comprise it, as well as to its particular relationship, as a live, ephemeral form, to 

temporality. Freddie Rokem, in Performing History: Theatrical Representations of the 

Past in Contemporary Theatre (2000), examines how history occurs in performance via 

discussions of post-World War II theatrical representations of the Shoah and the French 

Revolution.  Rokem points out that once we accept, as twentieth century historians like 

de Certeau and White have done, that history is subjective, partial, and at least as 

dependent on the historian as on the historical events, it becomes ―possible to understand 

that a playwright‖ and production team ―are also presenting their specific version of what 
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actually happened or what is significant‖ (8).  Rokem is particularly interested in actors 

and how they might function as what he terms ―hyper-historians,‖ performing ―as a 

connecting link between the historical past and the ‗fictional‘ performed here and now of 

the theatrical event‖ (13).  In considering how performances make history, Rokem 

emphasizes the role of time, as ―by performing history a double or even triple time 

register is frequently created‖ between the original events, the moment of creating the 

script that depicts them, and the moment(s) of performance.  ―Performing history,‖ as 

Rokem conceives it, ―is based on strengthening or reinforcing the dialectics between‖ 

these time registers (19).  In other words, performance histories ask us to see multiple 

times at once, not by collapsing them into a universal time but by emphasizing that 

different moments are in conversation.  Performance‘s ability to create, in some ways, an 

experience of co-temporality, as the past exists in the unmistakably present time of 

performance, is a crucial way in which I see performance – including musical theatre – as 

challenging normative Western historiography, which ―separates its present time from a 

past‖ in what de Certeau terms ―the initial act of division‖ (3).1 

Performed history can challenge normative understandings of time; it can also 

offer us new ways of understanding the past, and by extension, the present and future.  

Roger Bechtel, in Past Performance: American Theatre and the Historical Imagination 

(2007), investigates how certain performances can create what he names ―the ‗history 

effect,‘ a provocation of the spectators‘ historical imagination which compels them to 

                                                 
1 Charlotte Canning also points to the importance of temporality in thinking about performance as 

historiography, noting that ―Through the connections between the audience and the performer(s), 

performed history can actively place the past in the community context of present time‖ (30). 
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discover themselves as situated in a living relationship with history,‖ a history that is 

complex and ―something other than a mode of fashion‖ (26-27). Bechtel argues that ―the 

process of imaginative assimilation,‖ of making sense of past events through our 

imagination in the present moment, ―is itself subject to normalizing and habituating 

cultural pressures, creating what might be thought of as imaginative limitations or blind 

spots.  Thus, confronted with actual historical events, we might not imagine that we could 

relate to them in any way other than that which seems ‗natural‘‖ (22).  Bechtel is 

interested in how performances can challenge this tendency and engage audiences‘ 

historical imaginations, offering ―a renewed sense of . . . history as becoming‖ (24).  I 

argue in this dissertation for musicals as particularly well-suited to engaging our 

historical imaginations in ways that work against ideas of the ―natural,‖ enabling us to 

engage deeply, and in nuanced ways, with the histories they (re)present. 

While performance, including musical theatre, may be ephemeral, it is 

nonetheless a highly effective means of communicating ideas, including ideas about 

history.  Bechtel, Rokem, and D. Kenneth Peacock, in Radical Stages: Alternative 

History in Modern British Drama (1991), all argue persuasively that history done onstage 

has significant ―real-world‖ effects.  Rokem, for example, affirms the importance of 

theatre as a way of negotiating with the past, as it ―very forcefully participates in the 

ongoing representations and debates‖ about the past that help us to shape ―collective 

identities‖ in the present (3).  Peacock also points out that historical dramas can be 

―revolutionary‖ threats to a larger social order, noting that ―one of the most awe-inspiring 
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and, in the opinion of some, dangerous features of the theatre lies in its almost magical 

power of resurrecting historical personages from their graves,‖ as performance gives ―a 

much greater impact‖ to history than the ―literary biographer or novelist‖ (11).  He 

argues, in other words, that historical dramas matter because of the profound influence 

they can have on audiences, who don‘t simply read about what happened in the past but 

seem to ―see‖ it.  This idea of performance as offering the chance to experience history 

on a different level, to see (and, particularly in the case of musicals, to hear and feel) the 

past in the present, rather than simply read about it, animates my work; the particular 

features of musical theatre reception, which I will discuss a bit later in this introduction, 

only enhance this effect.  

As an example of the ways musicals can make history visible through 

performance, not simply narrate it, I want to describe a moment from the original 

Broadway production of Ragtime (1998).2  Adapted from the novel by E.L. Doctorow, 

Ragtime follows characters from three ―groups‖ – WASPs, African Americans, and 

Jewish immigrants – through both their personal encounters and their interactions with 

larger cultural issues and historical figures in the early 20
th

 century.  Epic in scope, the 

original Broadway production made extensive use of music, design, blocking, and 

choreography, as well as narrative, in order to literally stage history for its audience.  

Like Doctorow‘s novel, the musical retains a certain degree of distance from many of its 

characters, who are known by their character function –―Mother,‖ ―Mother‘s Younger 

                                                 
2 Unless otherwise noted, descriptions of Ragtime are taken from my viewing of the archival recording of 

the original Broadway production, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New York Public 

Library for the Performing Arts. 
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Brother,‖ – rather than by name.  The song ―Success,‖ which occurs fairly early in Act I, 

features Tateh, the main immigrant character, his daughter Little Girl, and the immigrant 

chorus who begin by singing of their high hopes for success – primarily, wealth – in 

America.  Partway through the song, J.P. Morgan enters from above, flown in on a 

platform.  As he sings of his own financial prowess, he suggests that they too might 

achieve the American Dream, even as the platform on which he stands moves lower and 

lower, forcing the immigrants to crouch and eventually all but crushing them beneath it.  

In this moment, Ragtime shows, rather than tells, its audience about class in the early 20
th

 

century, as the (extraordinarily) wealthy businessman literally crushes the immigrants 

beneath his feet.3   The fact that this occurs during a song allows the staging to work 

obviously as a metaphor, instead of a ―real‖ dramatic occurrence.   

Performances of history, including musical theatre performances, can operate in 

decidedly progressive ways.  Charlotte Canning persuasively argues this point in her 

2004 essay ―Feminist Performance as Feminist Historiography,‖ which has profoundly 

influenced my theorizing of musicals as queer historiography.  The type of performance 

for which Canning advocates ―foregrounds historiographical operations, making physical, 

gestural, emotional, and agonistic the processes that construct history out of the past‖ and 

―overtly acknowledges the ways in which it is a performance of the past, but not the past 

itself‖ (227).  Rather than attempt to mask the processes by which past becomes 

performance and create a seamless, ―realistic‖ recreation, Canning asks for performance 

                                                 
3 Shortly after, Emma Goldman narrates the struggles Tateh faces in the tenements in past tense, helping 

keep the past of the performance visible as past while also engaging in the present moment of the 

performance.   
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that literally performs, not just history, but historiography, and emphasizes that it – like 

all histories, though most don‘t make this plain – is only a ―performance of the past.‖  

Although she acknowledges that ―the performance of history is not usually held up as a 

legitimate mode of historiography,‖ she points out that ―performance can demonstrate 

aspects of and ideas about history that are less possible in print.  It can encourage 

considerations of the gestural, the emotional, the aural, the visual, and the physical in 

ways beyond print‘s ability to evoke or even understand them‖ (230).   

While Canning does not include a musical theatre example among her three case 

studies or discuss the genre itself, musicals, perhaps even more than most kinds of 

performance, can do this work.  Another example from Ragtime emphasizes the ways in 

which historiographic performance can operate in ways traditional written history cannot.  

In the song, ―Henry Ford,‖ Ragtime again stages issues of class and labor for its audience, 

as Henry Ford stands above his workers on a platform.  The spacing physicalizes class 

relationships, literally placing the industrialist above the workers.   As the song, which 

describes Ford‘s ideas of mass production and glorifies the assembly line, continues, 

turning gears appear in silhouette behind the chorus of workers, who move as a machine, 

with repetitive motions.  The choreography stages the dehumanizing elements of 

automation, even as the song‘s lyrics extol Ford‘s work.  The music also has a role to 

play.  While the music includes machine-like sounds that emphasize automation, the song 

as a whole is up-beat and up-tempo, a cheerful hymn (the workers chorus, in fact, sings 

―Hallelujah, praise the maker‖) to modern efficiency, offering a counterpoint to the 
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visual.  The use of music to create this counterpoint, not simply words, adds emotional 

resonance for the audience.  The African-American character Coalhouse Walker‘s 

presence onstage buying one of the Model-T automobiles produced by Ford‘s assembly 

line also adds emotional heft to the historical ―truth‖ it demonstrates: those who could not 

previously afford luxuries, like cars, are now given access to them through mass 

production.  While elements of the music and the staging ask audiences to question the 

human costs of Ford‘s innovations, other aspects of the music and lyrics, as well as the 

narrative (Coalhouse‘s purchase) ask us to recognize the positive aspects, as well.  In a 

musical, this can all happen in less than two minutes of performance, as aural, gestural, 

and narrative elements come together to help audiences understand history on an 

emotional, as well as intellectual, level.  Additionally, Canning‘s emphasis on 

performance that reminds audiences that it is a ―performance of the past‖ resonates for 

me with musical theatre as a form.  Audiences watching Henry Ford singing over his 

workers are immediately reminded that this is not the past, but a performance of it; the 

very act of singing offers some degree of the distancing she calls for, a fact I will discuss 

further in Chapter 1. 

 While I believe Canning‘s overall argument is applicable to a vision of 

progressive history broadly writ, her focus, as her article‘s title suggests, is on how 

performance might function as a particularly feminist historiographic practice.  She 

discusses ―U.S. feminism[‘s] . . . complexly antagonistic relationship with history 

throughout the twentieth century,‖ describing the tension between a desire to repudiate 
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history and the past it represented, both of which had in many ways served to oppress and 

repress women, and the urge to locate ―precedent and inspiration‖ for feminist goals in 

that very past (228).  As she points out, a significant element of feminist hostility towards 

history comes from the ways in which women have, by in large, been marginalized (as 

both subjects and practitioners) by the discipline of history.  The kinds of historical 

performance she advocates for, she suggests, offer a way to reconsider these exclusions, 

asking us to see historiography as a system in a way that benefits feminist goals and 

makes ―performance an effective historiographic tool to question the boundaries between 

past and present, fact and fiction, experience and history‖ (231).  The musicals I discuss 

are not all feminist – indeed, as I will show, both Assassins and 1776 are quite 

problematic from a feminist perspective.  Yet they are examples, I will demonstrate, of a 

queer historiography that I describe, in part, through Canning‘s work: they emphasize 

their status as performance while delivering information about the past, destabilizing 

audience assumptions about ―truth‖ and challenging not just historical content but ideas 

about how that content can be created and how it operates.  In this dissertation, I am 

drawn to understanding how this progressive potential might operate even when 

feminism is not in sight, how musical theatre histories might help to ―transform 

knowledge‖ not (just) about ―gender and the past‖ but about sexuality, 

heteronormatitivity, and normativity more broadly, and the past (Canning 228). 

 It is for all of these reasons that I call the historical labor these musicals perform 

―queer historiography.‖  While in many ways the historiography I describe could be 
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labeled ―counter-normative,‖ ―postmodern,‖ ―progressive,‖ or even ―alienated‖ (in the 

Brechtian sense of the term), I feel it is important to use the word ―queer.‖  First, ―queer 

historiography‖ emphasizes that sexuality will be an important category of analysis and 

that heteronormativity will be called into question.  Of the six musicals I discuss in the 

following chapters, only two feature overtly lesbian or gay characters, and most are about 

characters who are, implicitly or explicitly, heterosexual.  Yet as I will demonstrate, all of 

them do, in some way, challenge heteronormativity.  While I do not argue that any of the 

characters in 1776 or Assassins should be read as gay, for example, I do discuss how both 

shows denaturalize heteronormativity.  While keeping sexuality ―onstage‖ in history, as it 

were, is part of my project, I am equally invested in using the word queer for the ways 

my project helps to open up what it can mean.  Queer theory is not just for – or about – 

gay people, or even deviant sexuality.  It asks us to see sexuality as embedded in larger 

ideas about normalcy, about what a culture sees as ―natural,‖  and to begin to interrogate 

and challenge those often-invisible and unquestioned beliefs.  If this is truly its function, 

than interventions in ―regimes of the normal,‖ like those I argue these musicals perform, 

can and, I believe, should be seen as ―queer,‖ even if the focus is not primarily on sexual 

identities and/or practices.   

 Scholarship on queer historiography has, for the most part, emphasized histories 

of queerness as identity or practice.  Certainly, queer people (those outside of 

heteronormativity, particularly gay men and lesbians) have, in some ways, like women, 

had a contentious relationship with history, one loaded with exclusions and rejections.  
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The difficulty in defining who might ―count‖ as homosexual, or how ―queerness‖ might 

be located in past cultures that did not define sexuality precisely as we do, certainly adds 

to the difficulties queer historians face, and most work on the subject has been about 

finding (queer) methodologies to enable the study of queer contents.  Scott Bravmann, for 

example, is deeply invested in challenging normative ideas of history and rectifying what 

he sees as queer theory‘s lack of ―interest in looking at historiography itself as one of 

these regimes‖ of the normal that it works against (25).  His overall project uses these 

challenges in service of ―explor[ing] the multiple, complex, and inconsistent ways that 

historical arguments motivate gay and lesbian identities, communities, and politics‖ (ix).  

His focus, then, is on destabilizing historiography in service of specifically gay and 

lesbian histories and presents.  Similarly, Donna Penn turns to queer‘s focus on how ―the 

normal gets constructed and maintained‖ in order to think through deviant sexualities in 

―particular cultural and historical contexts‖ (36, 40). 

Carolyn Dinshaw describes her work in Getting Medieval: Sexualities and 

Communities, Pre- and Postmodern (1999) as animated by ―a queer historical impulse,‖ 

which she defines as ―an impulse toward making connections across time between . . . 

lives, texts, and other cultural phenomena left out of sexual categories back then and . . . 

those left out of current sexual categories‖ (1).  I find Dinshaw‘s interest in connecting 

across time compelling, and resonant with the ideas about performance histories and 

temporality I discussed earlier. Louise Frandenburg and Carla Freccero offer another 

useful approach to queerness and historiography.  In their introduction to a GLQ special 
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issue on pre-modern sexualities, Frandenburg and Freccero emphasize the role of 

pleasure in history, and particularly queer history.  They argue that ―what has been 

crucial to a queering of historiography is not the rejection of truth for pleasure – which 

would only repeat the myth of their opposition – but rather the recognition of their 

intimacy‖ (377).  Rather than view historians‘ pleasure in their subject, in their 

identifications with and connections to the material they study, as a threat to its ―truth,‖ 

the ―pleasure-positive‖ nature of queer theory allows queer historiography to embrace the 

recognition that pleasure drives the historian, and explore and engage with that pleasure 

and its effects without attempting to reject it, or seeing it as dangerous to knowledge 

(376).  I find this emphasis on pleasure provocative for my own work; certainly, musicals 

are designed to elicit pleasure.  Frandenburg and Freccero encourage my impulse to see 

that pleasure, not as diminishing the historiographic work musicals can do, but rather as 

enhancing – and queering – it. 

I find myself eager to imagine a ―queer historical impulse‖ that opens beyond 

sexuality.  While I admire and value the work done by Bravmann, Penn, Dinshaw, 

Frandenburg, and Freccero, in this project I envision a looser connection between 

methods and content.   As I have noted, I do not use the term queer historiography to 

indicate that I see musicals as providing a history of queer/non-heterosexual subjects, but 

rather to describe a historiographic practice that focuses attention on the production of 

―regimes of the normal.‖  Just as Michael Warner argues that academics invested in queer 

theory ―want to make theory queer, not just to have a theory about queers,‖ I am 
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interested in how musicals might make history queer, not (just) offer a history about 

queers (―Introduction‖ xxvi). 

 Musical theatre has strong connections to queerness, in multiple senses of the 

term.  There has been a longstanding and well-documented relationship between musicals 

and queer sexualities.  Numerous writers have addressed gay men‘s relationship to the 

form, as audience members as well as creators.  In Place for Us: Essay on the Broadway 

Musical (1998), for example, D.A. Miller ruminates on the connections between gay men 

and musical theatre, commenting that musical theatre includes ―‗disproportionate 

numbers‘ of gay men among its major architects‖ as well as its fandom (39).  David 

Savran makes a similar point when he notes that contemporary U.S. society considers 

musicals ―a sacred preserve of gay men‖ as both producers and spectators (Queer Sort 

59).  While gay men are the queer constituency most often associated with musical 

theatre, Stacy Wolf‘s A Problem like Maria: Gender and Sexuality in the American 

Musical (2002) brings lesbians into the discussion.  Her consideration of lesbian 

spectatorship of musical theatre and some of its classic stars provides a crucial reminder 

that lesbians, as well as gay men, have always had substantial investments in the genre. 

Scholars have discussed at length what makes musical theatre, as a genre, so 

hospitable to queer audiences, particularly gay men.  In general, they locate its appeal in 

the conventions of the form, which they argue encourage queer readings and pleasures 

regardless of narrative.  Rebecca Rugg‘s suggestion that musical theatre performers, 

regardless of their identity, ―place their bodies in a gay vernacular‖ through the 
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performance of Golden-Age musical theatre choreography gestures towards this 

understanding of the form as somehow inherently queer (48).  In Something for the Boys: 

Musical Theatre and Gay Culture (1999), John Clum suggests aesthetic characteristics he 

sees as crucial to musicals‘ appeal to gay men, in particular, citing musicals‘ ―heightened 

theatricality, their exaggerated, often parodic presentation of gender codes, and their 

lyrical romantic fantasies‖ (6).  Analyzing race and queerness within the classic musical 

West Side Story, Frances Negrón-Muntaner offers a similar list, arguing that ―musicals 

have historically been . . . the repository of a broad spectrum of gay cultural strategies, 

including camp, hyperbole, overstated décor and fashion, cross-dressing, quotation, 

mimicry, gender inversions, put-downs, and bad puns‖ (100).  These qualities, which 

emphasize excess and counter-normative behavior, are not simply applicable to gay men; 

in their challenge to normative modes of expression and behavior, they can be 

understood, more broadly, as queer. 

The structure of much musical theatre also lends itself to an understanding of the 

genre itself as queer beyond its association with gay men. Musicals in large part depend, 

as Scott McMillin argues, on the ―incongruity between book and number,‖ between 

spoken dialogue and song and dance (x).  While the book material is largely realistic, the 

numbers represent a more theatrical mode of expression.  This yoking of realism and 

theatricality – although present to varying degrees depending on the specific subgenre of 

musical – challenges normative modes of discourse.  While the more realistic scenes 

evoke what we understand as ―normal‖ theatrical communication, the theatricality and 
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heightened affect of the songs reminds us that there are, in fact, other (effective) ways to 

communicate.  This destabilizes, if only for a moment, the supremacy of ―rational,‖ 

spoken language, thereby challenging ―regimes of the normal‖ in the area of 

communication.  Musicals, it seems, are somehow inherently queer: through their 

creators, through their fans, through their performance vocabularies, through their form; 

this queerness, when joined to historical content, encourages a queer historiography. 

Musicals also challenge theatrical norms through their predisposition towards a 

particularly embodied mode of reception.  While the normative model of reception for 

most contemporary commercial Western theatre features audiences who sit quietly and 

observe the action onstage, musical theatre encourages a more physical response.  Stacy 

Wolf, for example, notes that musicals invoke what she terms a ―performative 

spectatorship‖: the ―tapping toes . . . humming tunes . . . learning physical bits and 

choreography . . . the visceral experience of watching and listening to a musical play.  In 

this way, spectatorship of musicals is literally active‖ (Problem 33).  D.A. Miller makes a 

similar point, suggesting that musicals‘ numbers are ―destined to be, as we say, 

„infectious‟: to be caught and reproduced by the spectators who at a certain moment cease 

to be simply watching it . . . and begin . . . to imitate it . . . . humming the songs or 

tapping to the dances.”  Moreover, he points out that the physical connection to the 

musical doesn‟t end when the house lights come up, as audience members “reserve 

something like a full-dress repetition” for the privacy of their own homes (87).  The 

impulse to embody the musical as we watch means that we carry the musical out of the 
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theatre with us, integrated (to varying degrees, of course) into our personal repertoires of 

embodied knowledge.  Taylor argues that “the repertoire requires presence: people 

participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge by „being there,‟ being a part 

of the transmission,” and this is precisely how musical theatre operates (20).  It is this 

predisposition towards embodied reception, this tendency for audience members to hold 

on to what they have learned from musicals, which makes it so important to understand 

how musicals might offer a progressive, queer historiography. 

Popular representations of history like those offered in musical theatre have a 

significant influence on how we as a culture understand our past and, by extension, our 

present.  While musical theatre, as I have discussed, has strong affiliations with queer 

subcultures, it is also a commercial form that appeals to a wide range of audiences.  As 

Richard Kislan points out, historically ―most American musical theatre was popular 

theatre, entertainment created for the majority of people‖ (5).  In Musical Theater and 

American Culture (2003), Dave Walsh and Len Platt make a compelling case for the 

ongoing popular culture status of musical theatre.  They base their argument on the 

musical‘s commercial basis, its connections to earlier forms of live popular entertainment 

such as vaudeville, burlesque, and melodrama, and on the continual production of 

musicals worldwide (2-5).  I see this popularity as an asset; the popularity of musicals 

means that substantial numbers of people, many of whom might not seek out progressive 

historiographic work in other forums, will see their queer historiography.  I recognize, 
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however, that for many people musicals‘ popular, commercial nature renders them 

suspect on both artistic and political grounds. 

While this is true of all popular culture to varying degrees, musical theatre has 

been viewed with particular suspicion.  Savran‘s 2004 essay ―Toward a Historiography of 

the Popular‖ addresses the reluctance of theatre studies to engage with musical theatre, 

while arguing that this is precisely what the field needs to do.  He defends the form 

against accusations of irrelevancy and points out that ―because of their status as popular 

entertainments, [musicals] often take up – more explicitly and pointedly – many of the 

same historical and theoretical problematics that allegedly distinguish canonical modern 

texts‖ that theatre scholars view with far more favor (―Toward‖ 215).4  And if, as he goes 

on to argue, ―no theatre form is as single-mindedly devoted to producing pleasure‖ 

alongside the political projects it takes up, then following Frandenburg and Freccero, that 

emphasis on pleasure enhances, rather than diminishes, musicals‘ ability to function as 

queer historiography (216).  Like David Román, who criticizes ―the suspicion of 

commercial theatre endemic to . . .  performance studies‖ and sees ―anti-Broadway‖ (the 

primary performance venue for musical theatre in the United States) ―bias‖ as something 

that ―needs to be rethought by progressive critics,‖ I reject the notion that commercial 

theatre can‘t do progressive cultural work (Performance 34-5).  While not all musicals 

are progressive, or equally so (as my case studies will demonstrate), all six of the 

musicals I discuss, as well as many others, engage in productive and progressive ways 

                                                 
4 The reluctance Savran describes, I suspect, has much to do with why the various texts on performance as 

history and particularly historical drama tend to ignore musicals altogether. 
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with history, demonstrating for audiences that the history is a construction, and a 

construction that can be built differently than traditional narratives have suggested. 

Each chapter takes up a pair of thematically related musicals, and uses a different 

theoretical lens to guide my analysis of how those musicals enact queer historiography 

through performance.  In addressing these six musicals, I presume that studying the 

written text is simply not enough; as Bruce Kirle points out, ―Musicals are read by their 

audiences in theatres . . . . the text by itself is incomplete‖ (xvii).  As I noted earlier, 

musicals are a part of the repertoire, as much as (if not more than) they are part of the 

archive.  While my primary methodological tool in this dissertation is close reading, the 

―texts‖ I read are not simply scripts and scores but also performances, albeit most often 

viewed and/or recreated from archival videos, reviews, cast albums, and other evidence.  

Whenever possible, I analyze performance alongside the written word, attending to 

elements like the vocal phrasings chosen by a particular actor, the staging choices made 

by a given director, the environment created by a design team, the way performers move, 

singularly and together, onstage.  In order to incorporate performance analysis, as well as 

analysis of the written text, I have chosen to focus on major New York productions of 

each musical.  I do this not to reify New York productions as somehow ―authentic‖ or 

definitive, but to limit the scope of the study and to give me a limited array of 

productions to consider.  I chose New York, generally understood as the center of 

American musical theatre, since all of my case studies were produced there and 

information on those productions, including archival video, is relatively accessible.   
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 The first chapter focuses primarily on questions of form, as I consider how a 

musical‘s structure influences the degree to which it is able to effectively queer 

historiography.  To facilitate this discussion, I have chosen musicals that represent 

different subgenres of musical theatre: Sherman Edwards and Peter Stone‘s 1776 (1969), 

a relatively traditional book musical, and Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman‘s 

Assassins (1991, 2004), a concept musical.  1776 dramatizes the events that led up to the 

American colonies‘ decision to declare independence from Britain, primarily focusing on 

John Adams‘ role in those events.  Assassins also evokes U.S. political history, but from 

a very different perspective, exploring the men and women who have killed or tried to 

kill U.S. Presidents.  I argue that while both musicals are examples of queer 

historiography, the concept musical form of Assassins, which rejects chronology and 

linear narrative in order to explore a central theme, enables a stronger challenge to 

historiographic norms, explicitly troubling the idea of a singular, knowable history.  I also 

discuss how these two musicals challenge heteronormativity, specifically, as a part of 

their historical work.  Finally, I use these two musicals to consider how queer 

historiography does not necessarily lead to a completely progressive politic, as both 

musicals display conservative politics around various identity positions.  In particular, I 

analyze how both musicals seem troublingly unable to conceptualize a challenge to the 

misogyny that remains an underlying feature of so much ―official‖ history. 

 In the second chapter, I look to literature in ―diva studies‖ to investigate how 

divas, larger-than life female characters central to many musicals whose exuberant, 
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fascinating, sometimes horrifying performances challenge normative femininity through 

their very excess, encourage queer historiography.  I take up two ―diva musicals‖ that 

offer histories of popular culture as a crucial part of their narrative.  Arthur Laurents, Jule 

Styne, and Stephen Sondheim‘s Gypsy (1959) is perhaps the quintessential diva musical.  

A loose adaptation of the memoirs of stripper Gypsy Rose Lee focusing on Lee‘s mother, 

Rose, and Rose‘s determination to make her daughters stars, Gypsy depicts the world of 

1920s and 1930s vaudeville and burlesque.  Because Rose is the key diva in Gypsy, the 

star persona and performance choices of the actress playing her are crucial to analyzing 

this musical, making a comparison of the different actresses useful to my project.  For 

this reason, I touch on all the major New York productions in this case study, rather than 

choosing just one.  Mark O‘Donnell, Thomas Meehan, Marc Shaiman, and Scott 

Wittman‘s Hairspray (2002), an adaptation of John Waters‘ 1988 film of the same name, 

depicts the adventures of fictional white Baltimore teenager Tracy Turnblad as she 

attempts to become a star on a Baltimore television dance show in 1962 and, that 

accomplished, attempts to racially integrate the show as well.  I argue that in both of 

these musicals, the centrality of the diva pushes normally marginalized figures, 

particularly women and, in the case of Hairspray, African-Americans, to the center of the 

history being (re)presented.  Further, given the degree to which diva-ness makes 

femininity visible as performance, these two musicals encourage audiences to see gender 

as constructed, not only in the moment of performance, but in the historical moment 
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under consideration as well.  Unlike the musicals of Chapter 1, these two musicals 

illustrate the ways in which queer historiography can also be distinctly feminist. 

 My lens in the third chapter is Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick‘s concept of ―reparative‖ 

readings, which, she argues, might make it ―possible . . . to entertain such painful, 

profoundly relieving, ethically crucial possibilities as that the past . . .  could have 

happened differently from the way it did‖ (―Paranoid Reading‖ 24-5).  I analyze two 

musicals by the gay, Jewish composer-lyricist William Finn, Falsettos (1992) and 

Elegies: A Song Cycle (2003).  Thematically, these musicals are linked by their focus on 

histories of trauma; both address AIDS, and Elegies also takes up the events of 

September 11, 2001.  These two musicals are also the most obviously ―queer,‖ in the 

sexual sense of the term, of the six I address, as they feature overtly gay and lesbian 

characters.  Falsettos centers on Marvin, a gay man, and his queer family: his ex-wife 

Trina, their son, Jason, Marvin‘s lover, Whizzer, Trina‘s husband (and Marvin‘s former 

psychiatrist) Mendel, and Dr. Charlotte and her partner, Cordelia, ―the lesbians from next 

door.‖  While the first act focuses on the first five characters as they awkwardly attempt 

to negotiate their relationships, the second centers largely on Whizzer‘s battle with, and 

eventual death from, AIDS.  Elegies has no overall narrative.  Instead, it presents a series 

of songs, sung by various characters all performed by five actor-singers, describing 

losses, both public and private, from Finn‘s life; if there is a central character, it is Finn 

himself.  I argue that both of these musicals perform history for their audiences, not 

simply as it ―really‖ was, but also as it might have been.  This reparative vision of queer 
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historiography advocates for the inclusion of gay and lesbian bodies and lives in histories 

of national traumas, and encourages audiences to question the idea that historical events 

and narratives were inevitable by performing how things might have been, as well as how 

they were. 

 Despite the story that opened this introduction, I do not take up Les Miserables as 

a case study.  Nevertheless, the memory of that contentious field trip animates this 

project.  In the end, the clarity with which I remember that long-ago afternoon in the 

theatre assures me that musicals‘ histories matter, that what they tell us about history 

remains with us long after the actors take their bows.  This project asks us to think 

carefully about what it is we‘re holding on to after we leave the theatre.  No matter how 

skeptical some may be of their historiographic value, musicals have things to say, not 

only about the past, but about how we come to understand it, and those statements are 

heard by a wide audience.  Rather than ignoring musicals‘ historical labor because it 

doesn‘t fit the mold of traditional history, this dissertation celebrates that difference, 

seeing it as a queering of historiography that can encourage audiences to cast a more 

critical eye towards historical narratives of all kinds.   
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Chapter 1: Queering Political Histories in 1776 and Assassins 

In this chapter, I will discuss two musicals that challenge normative, official 

versions of U.S. history.  As its title suggests, Sherman Edwards and Peter Stone‘s 1776 

tells the story of that watershed year, dramatizing the events leading up to the signing of 

the Declaration of Independence.  Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman‘s Assassins also 

deals with watershed moments in U.S. history, but of a very different type.  This ―history 

lesson, carny show and bad dream all swirled into one‖ tells the story of those individuals 

who have killed, or tried to kill, a president of the United States (Richards).  These two 

musicals are among the clearest examples in musical theatre of ―historical drama,‖ as the 

term is generally understood.   D. Keith Peacock suggests that while a firm definition of 

historical drama is difficult to agree upon, ―normally, such a drama is expected not only 

to be set in time past but also to resurrect actual historical personages or reconstruct 

actual historical events.  It is also assumed that the dramatist will approach the facts 

concerning the recreated period or figure in a spirit of ‗serious scholarship,‘‖ although 

some dramatic license is still allowed and assumed (4).  Both 1776 and Assassins fit this 

definition rather neatly.   

I argue here that both of these historical musicals are queer in their approach to 

history, and consider how musical theatre as a form helps incite that queerness; they are 

also queer in their challenge to normative notions of sexuality and the usual 

heteronormative biases of history.  Importantly, however, both musicals also remind us 

that queer is not necessarily synonymous with progressive, as the inability of both 1776 
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and Assassins to effectively address other identity vectors, most notably gender, 

illustrates.  In my analysis of 1776 and Assassins, I demonstrate that both of these 

musicals seek to complicate our ideas about U.S. history, and present particularly 

exemplary models of performed histories‘ ability to ―[acknowledge] the ways in which 

[they are] a performance of the past, but not the past itself‖ (Canning 227).  While their 

historiographic interventions share some key similarities, however, in the end the specific 

form of each musical profoundly influences the scope of the interventions they are able to 

make.  1776, a book musical, focuses on dramatizing and complicating a history we 

already know in order to offer a more nuanced vision than the traditional narrative.  

While it works to illuminate the processes of history, it does not drastically change our 

understanding of those processes.  Assassins, in contrast, works to break down the very 

idea that there can be one coherent American history that we can ―know,‖ implicitly 

challenging the very notion of history (singular) itself.  I believe that its ability to make 

these challenges stems, at least in part, from Weidman and Sondheim‘s decision to 

structure the piece as a concept musical.   

I will begin with a brief introduction to the two shows: their relationships to 

historical research, the circumstances of their production, their plots, and their formal 

structures.  Following that, I will discuss how both Assassins and 1776, despite their 

officially heterosexual characters, nevertheless present a vision of the past that is far from 

heteronormative – though often at the expense of their female characters.  In the next 

section, I will move away from an explicit focus on sexuality to analyze how each 
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musical offers a queer historiography in the more counter-normative sense of the term, 

and how their different forms influence that historiography.  Since I see Assassins’ form 

as enabling a more direct and nuanced challenge to normative ideas about history, I offer 

a more extended reading of Assassins than 1776 in this section of the chapter. 

1776 was conceived by Edwards, its composer and lyricist.  A former history 

teacher as well as a musician and songwriter, Edwards certainly approached the project in 

a ―serious‖ spirit.  Musical theatre scholar Ethan Mordden writes that ―Edwards had a 

brainstorm one day – all Americans know what happened on July 4, 1776, but almost 

none knows how it came about or what antagonistic forces very nearly forbade its 

happening at all‖ (Open 251).  Producer Stuart Ostrow offers a similar origin story for the 

show.  According to Ostrow, 1776 came about because ―Sherman Edwards was obsessed 

with the founding fathers,‖ and the goal of the piece was to tell their story based on 

Edwards‘ exacting research (42).   The ―Historical Note‖ Edwards and Stone included in 

the published edition of their script describes the musical as intervening in an educational 

void.  They decry the cursory teaching of the events of 1776, expressing dismay that 

despite their interest in U.S. history, in their own public school educations their 

instruction regarding 1776 included only ―a perfunctory review of the major events, a 

roster of a few cardboard characters, and a certain number of jingoistic conclusions.‖  

They conclude with a claim for the importance of historical knowledge to solving the 

problems of the present moment (164-5).   Clearly, their emphasis was on expanding and 

deepening audience understanding of this moment of U.S. history.   Edwards and Stone 
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also used the published ―Historical Note,‖ along with a ―Selected Bibliography‖ of their 

research materials, to solidify 1776‘s claim to historical accuracy. 

In an interview, the former history teacher Edwards emphasized 1776‘s 

faithfulness to the known facts, saying that he didn‘t have to create drama for the play as 

―the actual truth of what happened was much more exciting and theatrical than anything I 

could concoct‖ (Edwards qtd. in Zolotow).   In the ―Historical Note,‖ however, Edwards 

and Stone do acknowledge that ―a few changes have been made in order to fulfill basic 

dramatic tenets,‖ while emphasizing that none of those changes, ―either separately or in 

accumulation, has done anything to alter the historical truth of the characters, the times, 

or the events of American independence‖ (153).  It was clearly important to the writers 

that they remain faithful to their research; when they deviated, they were careful to justify 

those choices.  The note goes on to include a lengthy listing of ―elements of our play that 

have been taken, unchanged and unadorned, from documented fact‖ (153-7), before 

summarizing the changes they did find necessary, as well as the reasoning behind those 

changes (157-64) .1   It‘s worth noting, however, that their avowed faithfulness to ―the 

historical truth‖ is to the truth as they see it, based on the research they have done; 

another historian might have come to different conclusions.  Still, in taking up a 

historiographic analysis of 1776, it matters that the creators were concerned with 

traditional notions of accuracy and attempted to meet those standards. 

                                                 
1 Of course, it is important to remember that this information is only available to those reading the script; it 

isn‘t part of the performance text.   
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The original Broadway production of 1776, which I focus on in this chapter, 

opened March 16, 1969 to great acclaim.2  Audiences loved it, leading the piece to run 

for 3 years (1217 performances).  Awards voters loved it as well; the show won three 

Tony Awards, including Best Musical, as well as the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding 

Book.  Critics were equally kind, as almost all reviews for the production were raves 

(Suskin 814-19).  1776 was also the first musical to be performed in its entirety at the 

White House.  While the invitation signaled the success of the show, it was not 

uncomplicated for those involved.  Fearing that the show‘s performance at the White 

House would allow ―the nation‘s right-wing conservatives [to co-opt] the musical‘s 

revolutionary character,‖ Ostrow placed a full-page ad in the New York Times ―in an 

effort to declare our independence from the White House . . . supporting the ‗McGovern 

Amendment‘ to end the Vietnam War‖ (Ostrow 55).  This conflict gestures towards the 

complicated space the show occupied ideologically in relationship to its cultural moment, 

one of significant social unrest.  As John Bush Jones notes, the success of  1776, a show 

that on its surface seems profoundly patriotic, might seem a bit improbable given that the 

show premiered ―during the height of protests against ‗the system.‘‖  Jones correctly 

points out, however, that the patriotism of 1776 is a complicated sort; ―the founding 

fathers were radicals,‖ after all (247-48).   Ostrow emphasizes just this radicalism in 

discussing his decision to back the show, claiming that his ―secret‖ reason for wanting to 

produce 1776 in the turbulent late 1960s ―was its relevance to the protest to end the war 

                                                 
2 A 1972 film version featured almost entirely the same cast as well as the same director, thereby offering 

useful evidence about possible acting and directorial choices for the original production.  I will therefore 

occasionally use the film as evidence in discussing the stage production. 
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in Vietnam.  America was thwarting Vietnam‘s revolution in much the same way 

England sought to defeat us in 1776‖ (55).  

1776 takes place over May, June, and July of that year, during the Continental 

Congress in Philadelphia.  The show begins with John Adams, the central character, 

fighting to convince the Congress to consider debating independence.  Since most of the 

other delegates don‘t particularly like Adams, his equally independence-minded 

colleague Benjamin Franklin suggests finding a more palatable delegate to propose 

American independence.  They settle on Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, who rides home 

to procure the necessary resolution from his colonial legislature.  When he returns, 

delegate John Dickinson of Pennsylvania prevents adoption of the measure by 

successfully proposing that independence require the unanimous agreement of all the 

colonies, something that seems impossible.  To stall, Adams forms a committee to write a 

Declaration of Independence; Thomas Jefferson is drafted, albeit quite unwillingly, onto 

the committee.  When it comes time to choose an author for the Declaration, Adams 

eventually forces Jefferson into the role, despite Jefferson‘s desperate desire to return 

home to visit his wife.  To compensate for this – and to help remove Jefferson‘s writer‘s 

block – Adams sends for Martha Jefferson to visit Philadelphia.  Suitably refreshed by 

the conjugal visit, Jefferson produces a draft Declaration, which the full Congress then 

argues over and edits.  Throughout the show, we see the delegates debating the merits of 

independence, a debate that has some regional differences.  Those differences become 

most pronounced near the end of the show, when Jefferson‘s condemnation of slavery in 
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the Declaration becomes a deal-breaking bone of contention.  Over Adams‘ objections, 

the southern colonies succeed in stripping the anti-slavery language.  The show concludes 

with a tense vote on the issue of independence itself, which comes down to a single 

delegate from Pennsylvania who must be persuaded to change his position before the 

motion can pass. 

Formally, 1776 is an example of the integrated, or ―book‖ musical.  The 

integrated musical features an ―interdependent relationship among all the elements of 

dialogue, music, lyrics, dance, and design‖ and privileges story and character (Wolf 

Problem 27-9).  While experiments with integration stretch back at least to the beginning 

of the twentieth century, most musical theatre historians focus on the work of Rodgers 

and Hammerstein, particularly their first collaboration Oklahoma! (1943), in order to 

define the form.  Through the work of Rodgers and Hammerstein, according to Richard 

Kislan, ―the book became an all-inclusive aesthetic umbrella under which‖ all other 

elements of musical theatre were gathered (149).  The mark of a successful book musical, 

Kislan argues, is ―the successfully coordinated ability of all elements of a musical show 

to push the story forward out of proportion to the individual weight of each element.  Not 

only does every element fit perfectly into an integrated show, each functions dramatically 

to propel the book forward‖ (147).3  Another key element of the book musical is the 

                                                 
3 According to Kislan‘s classifications, 1776 is ―a play with music,‖ a type of book musical which he 

believes ―avoids making fundamental, illuminating use of the peculiar components of a musical theater.‖  

His reasoning, essentially, is that while “1776 offers lyrics, song, and movement [t]o remove them would 

do little damage to the text‖ (175).   Mordden, like Kislan, questions whether ―1776 even need[s] its songs 

at all,‖ but acknowledges that it is ―frighteningly well integrated.‖  In the end, he feels that the show 

―makes use of its score‖ and that the number ―Molasses to Rum,‖ which addresses the North‘s role in the 
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tension between dialogue and song, and the realism and theatricality they, respectively, 

provide.  Mark Grant, for example, claims that ―the mixture of spoken dialogue and song 

is what gave the traditional Broadway musical a flexibility both to evoke . . . emotional 

power and to involve the brain and the critical faculty.  That mixture was the 

quintessence of the strength of the genre‖ (81).  Andrea Most also sees power in the 

mixture of the two expressive modes, emphasizing the combination of realism – the 

spoken dialogue – and escapism – the songs.  In her discussion of Oklahoma!, Most 

argues that part of the musical‘s meaning can be read in the ―juxtaposition of 

psychological realism [in the dialogue] and theatricality [in the songs]‖ (79).    

While Edwards and Stone felt compelled to revisit the history of 1776 to redress 

what they saw as insufficient attention from the U.S. educational system, Assassins 

addresses history even less taught (and known).  Robert Lifton, writing just prior to 

Assassins’ initial 1991 off-Broadway production, claimed that American assassins 

―become instant celebrities and in many cases prominent historical figures.‖  While this 

may be true of the two examples he immediately refers to – John Wilkes Booth and Lee 

Harvey Oswald – it is hardly true of the majority of those featured in Assassins, most of 

whom have actually been written out of the traditional narratives of U.S. history.  As the 

                                                                                                                                                 
slave trade from a Southerner‘s perspective, is ―genuinely dramatic‖ and effective (Open 253-4).  New York 

Times critic Walter Kerr, on the other hand, emphasizes the way the music and lyrics successfully serve the 

needs of the book.  He also cites ―Molasses to Rum,‖ saying that in this number ―rhythm and melody are 

put to a . . . difficult task: that of helping us to understand the hatred . . . that almost scuttled a nation‖ 

before it could be founded (―1776‖).  While the value of the score is certainly subjective, I think it‘s fair to 

say that removing the musical elements would significantly change the piece‘s effect.  After all, the 

experience of watching a musical is inherently different from that of watching a straight play, a difference I 

will address a bit later in the chapter. 
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show itself argues, most of the assassins are, at most, ―footnotes in a history book‖ (77).  

In the introduction to her book Assassination Vacation (2005), Sarah Vowell offers an 

amusing anecdote that points out the degree to which many assassins have in fact 

disappeared from our historical awareness.  After seeing a production of Assassins, 

Vowell finds herself describing the show to the other guests at the bed and breakfast 

where she is staying.  When she mentions Leon Czolgosz – one of the only assassins to 

make it into the history books at all – she is greeted with ―blank stares.‖  His name is 

entirely unfamiliar (4).   

Assassins‘ first project, then, is to write these figures back into the audience‘s 

awareness.  In doing so, Sondheim and Weidman did extensive research, ―deriving [the 

assassins] verbal material whenever possible from their own writings‖ (Knapp National 

Identity 165).  As Joanne Gordon notes, ―Many of the most bizarre motives and events in 

the script are not inventions, but are based on research of the period‖ (325).  Like 

Edwards and Stone, Sondheim and Weidman took a scholarly, research-based approach 

to creating their musical vision of U.S. history, and focused on actual events and 

individuals from the past.   Jones feels comfortable enough with the accuracy of 

Assassins’ historical labor to assert that the show ―is peopled front to back with flesh-

and-blood personages out of history, people with real names, real biographies, and real 

psychologies, baring their real souls about what drove them to their very real acts of not-

so-quiet desperation‖ (301).    
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Assassins was originally produced off-Broadway in January of 1991, during the 

first Persian Gulf war and attendant heightened patriotism.  Critics largely savaged this 

initial New York run, a hostility most scholars writing about the production suggest had 

everything to do with the political climate of the moment.  Thirteen years later, a limited-

run production directed by Joe Mantello finally reached Broadway and became 

―Broadway's newest hit‖ (Rich ―At Last‖).  Critical reviews were much kinder to this 

production; even those who had harsh words in 1991 were full of compliments in 2004.  

One of those critics, Frank Rich, explicitly linked this discrepancy to changes in current 

events, claiming that ―the huge difference in response to Assassins from one war in Iraq 

to the next is about as empirical an indicator of the larger drift of our post-9/11 culture as 

can be found‖ (―At Last‖).  The historical moment of production does influence audience 

(and critical) response.  However, in the case of Assassins I disagree that this was the 

sole, or even primary, factor influencing the show‘s increased success in 2004.  Although 

Sondheim and Weidman made only a few substantial changes to the script between the 

two productions – a song was added to reflect the assassinations‘ effect on the American 

people, and the role of the Proprietor was expanded to run throughout the show – there 

were enormous differences in the productions themselves.4  The original production was 

largely static, with minimal interaction between the characters.  Additionally, all the 

actors seemed to be playing the characters with a slightly distanced, flattened affect that 

made the portrayals read more as ghosts of the characters than as the characters 

                                                 
4 Rich acknowledges this, but seems to place no weight on it.   
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themselves.5  These choices likely account for at least some of the difference in critical 

opinion.  They also make an enormous difference in Assassins’ efficacy as a queer 

historiographic project, and so I focus my discussion here on the 2004 production.6 

Assassins opens at ―a Shooting Gallery in a fairground.‖  One by one, the 

assassins who make up the primary cast of characters – Leon Czolgosz, John Hinckley, 

Charles Guiteau, Giuseppe Zangara, Samuel Byck, Squeaky Fromme, and Sarah Jane 

Moore – enter and interact with the Proprietor, who offers them guns so they can ―hit the 

Prez, win a prize‖ (1).  John Wilkes Booth is the last to enter, and following a brief 

ensemble number, he proceeds to reenact his assassination of Lincoln and subsequent 

death in the simply titled ―The Ballad of Booth.‖   The remainder of the show allows us 

to see each assassin‘s attempt – successful or not – as well as interactions between them.  

In the 2004 production, the fairground is the primary set as ―the designer . . . ingeniously 

puts the action inside the scaffolding of an old wooden roller coaster . . . In the recesses 

of the coaster hang a series of silhouettes of the presidents, life-sized figures that 

resemble the targets at a rifle range. A number is affixed to each poster, relating to the 

president‘s place in the order of officeholders‖ (Marks).  Sound and lighting emphasize 

this surreal carnival setting, as successful assassination attempts receive chasing lights 

and a ―winning‖ sound, while an angry buzzer sounds in response to failed attempts.  The 

                                                 
5 My comments here are based on my viewing of the archival recording of the original Off-Broadway 

production, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New York Public Library for the 

Performing Arts. 
6 While I saw this production live in the summer of 2004, my descriptions here come from my viewing of 

the archival recording of the 2004 Roundabout Theatre production, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape 

Archive at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 
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assassinations do not occur in chronological order; Samuel Byck‘s failed 1974 attempt on 

Richard Nixon is the last we see before the Proprietor leads the assassins in ―Another 

National Anthem.‖  In this ensemble number the assassins, realizing they will never 

succeed in traditional terms or fit into the normative American dream, proclaim 

themselves a community of outsiders who will fight for their own version of success and 

happiness.  During this number the assassins overwhelm the Balladeer, a quasi-narrator 

attempting to convince them to keep trying to win the traditional way.  He disappears, 

only to reemerge as Lee Harvey Oswald for the final climactic scene when the assassins, 

led by Booth, persuade him to assassinate Kennedy.  After he does so, the ensemble of 

bystanders enters to sing their lament, ―Something Just Broke,‖ which references all of 

the successful assassinations.  Finally, the assassins reappear to sing once more that 

―everybody‘s got the right to be happy‖ before a final, ensemble gunshot closes the show. 

In contrast to 1776, Assassins exemplifies the sub-form of musical theatre 

generally known as the ―concept musical,‖ which came into prominence in the 1970s.  

Sheldon Patinkin offers perhaps the most concise definition of the concept musical: ―A 

concept musical, rather than telling the kind of linear story found in musical comedies 

and plays, is made up of a connected series of events centered around and illustrating an 

idea or concept‖ (8).  Mordden offers a more detailed description, calling the concept 

musical ―a presentational rather than strictly narrative work that employs out-of-story 

elements to comment upon and at times take part in the action, utilizing avant-garde 

techniques to defy unities of time, place and action‖ (One More 127).  Bruce Kirle, while 
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noting the structural aspects described by other scholars, also suggests that ―perhaps the 

best definition‖ of a concept musical ―is a musical that confronts the audience with ideas 

it usually goes to musicals to escape,‖ emphasizing that concept musicals tend to feature 

contentious social issues and challenge societal norms more consistently than other types 

of musicals (111).   

While the concept musical label has been applied to work by a variety of 

composers, lyricists, and writers, Stephen Sondheim is the individual most associated 

with this form.  Kislan, for example, takes the time to discuss concept musicals in 

specific relationship to Sondheim, saying that ―when the label ‗concept musical‘ is 

applied to a Sondheim show, it means‖ that all the elements of musical theatre are 

brought together ―to support a thought.  That thought dictates everything‖ (158).  Some 

scholars find the term ―concept musical‖ insufficiently specific.  Jones uses the term 

―fragmented musical‖: ―musicals that forego traditionally linear plots in favor of a 

seemingly random structure of disjunct and isolated . . . scenes and musical numbers.  

These . . .  are linked only by theme (not by plot or story), and they focus on individual 

characters (pre)occupied with personal introspection‖ (269).   He sees this form as a large 

subset of the concept musical, and argues that the turn to fragmentation from 1968-1978 

has to do with the ―splintered, inward-turning tendencies of the ‗Me Generation‘‖ (270).  

Jones claims Assassins as a legacy of this form, despite the fact that Assassins actually 

mobilizes fragmentation precisely to create and dramatize community – albeit a 

disturbing one, a community of assassins.  Scott Miller considers Assassins a ―pure‖ 
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concept musical, ―in which linear storytelling is completely discarded in favor of 

exploring one central idea‖ (―Assassins‖ 188).  In Assassins, Miller argues, ―Everything 

in the show, every scene, every song points towards [the] central concept,‖ a concept 

most easily described as the underside of the American dream (―Assassins‖ 198). 

SEXUALITY, GENDER, HISTORY 

While neither 1776 nor Assassins features overtly gay, lesbian, or bisexual 

characters, both musicals address sexuality in ways that can end up reading quite queerly, 

thereby destabilizing the assumed heteronormativity of U.S. history.  Yet queer does not 

always mean progressive, and both Assassins and 1776 bear this out, showing remarkable 

difficulties in addressing other identity vectors and in fact reaffirming some rather 

conservative, even regressive, positions.  Gender, in particular, seems thorny terrain for 

both shows.  This is particularly troubling as it reifies the idea that women are less-than 

in these historical narratives, creating a foundation for similar beliefs in the present, and 

encourages audiences to see histories, particularly political histories, as primarily male 

terrain in which women are somehow unnecessary or unimportant. 

Assassins’ sexual queerness comes from the show‘s performance of 

heterosexuality as an endless site of failure for the characters.  Fundamentally, Assassins 

is a musical about people attempting to connect, to find a way to belong, in U.S. society.  

In U.S. culture (and certainly in traditional American musical theatre) belonging typically 

derives from the formation of a heterosexual relationship and a nuclear family.  None of 

the characters in Assassins, at any time in the hundred-plus years of U.S. history it 
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represents, are able to maintain a successful, heterosexual, romantic relationship.  While 

heterosexuality appears in this musical, it is never shown as healthy or successful.  For 

some characters, heterosexual desire motivates their crime. Squeaky Fromme and John 

Hinckley sing of their determination to ―earn [the] love‖ of Charles Manson and Jodie 

Foster, respectively (43).  While Fromme‘s relationship is real and Hinckley‘s only his 

fantasy, both loves are strong enough to create feelings of worthlessness – the song‘s title 

is ―Unworthy of Your Love‖ – and a willingness to do anything, even commit murder, to 

be loved.  The fact that Fromme and Hinckley sing this song to music reminiscent of a 

soft-rock love song serves both to disorient the audience and as a subtle reminder that 

many of those songs, bastions of heterosexual romance that they are, are also rather 

disturbing. 

While Charles Guiteau does not kill for love, the show marks his interest in and 

ineptness with women, a trait based in historical fact.  As Sarah Vowell points out, 

discussing Guiteau‘s time with the Oneida commune in upstate New York, ―he was the 

one guy in a free love commune who could not get laid‖ (174).  It‘s interesting that 

Sondheim and Weidman choose to feature this particular trait, one not typically 

considered to have directly motivated his assassination of James Garfield.  Within the 

structure of the show, however, Guiteau‘s failed heterosexuality features prominently; 

just before he shoots Garfield and meets his own end on the gallows, Guiteau makes a 

pass at Sarah Jane Moore and is rebuffed at gunpoint.  Placing these two scenes back to 

back suggests that one of the key markers of Guiteau‘s inability to succeed, to complete 
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any of the myriad American dreams he continually dreams, is his inability to make a 

successful heterosexual romantic and sexual connection. 

The closest any character comes to a positive heterosexual encounter in Assassins 

is Leon Czolgosz‘s interaction with Emma Goldman.  Even here, the interest is largely 

one sided; Czolgosz has been following Goldman from city to city, listening to her 

speeches, because he has become infatuated with her.  When he declares his feelings, 

Goldman‘s response is matter-of-fact: ―Unfortunately I do not have time to be in love 

with you‖ (25).  Although Goldman is kind to Czolgosz, kissing him and telling him she 

finds him attractive and worthy of affection, she also clearly sees her politics as more 

pressing than his desire for a romantic connection.  To make up for her inability to offer 

him the heteronormative romance he desires, she instead offers him ―something else.  

Something you can embrace with more passion than you can any woman‖ (25).  That 

―something‖ is an anarchist pamphlet, offering him a movement through which he can 

understand his nascent political leanings.7  It is these ideas he draws upon when he kills 

McKinley.  Sondheim and Weidman highlight the idea that Goldman serves as (at least 

part of) his inspiration by echoing language between the two scenes.  During the scene 

between Czolgosz and Goldman, when he asks if the pamphlet represents her ideas, she 

says, ―Not mine alone, but mine‖ (26).  Later, when the Balladeer sings ―The Ballad of 

Czolgosz,‖ he describes Czolgosz‘s motivation for the crime as the injustice of ―some 

men hav[ing] everything and some hav[ing] none‖ and points out, again speaking for 

                                                 
7 The audience knows Czolgosz already has some class-based politics, based on an impassioned speech he 

gives about his plight as a worker in a bottle factory earlier in the musical, but those politics are not 

articulated as part of a movement, simply as lived experience. 
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Czolgosz, that ―the idea wasn‘t mine alone, But mine‖ – the same phrase Goldman used 

several scenes earlier (37).  Emphasizing the importance of Goldman to Czolgosz‘s 

burgeoning politics and ultimate decision to commit the assassination once again 

positions heterosexuality as a destructive force.  While the initial encounter is positive, 

heterosexuality here climaxes not in sex but in assassination. 

While Assassins queers traditional understandings of heterosexuality as a 

stabilizing force in society, it is far less progressive in its handling of other issues.  For 

example, the show reduces the United States to a monolithically white world.  This is 

particularly egregious in the case of the ensemble, which represents ―America‖ broadly 

writ, and yet appears to include no actors of color.  By choosing to cast only white actors, 

the show reinforces the troublingly conservative notion that ―real Americans‖ are white.  

Rendering this choice even more unfortunate is its replication of one of the erasures from 

history the show as a whole works to counteract.  An African-American man named Jim 

Parker was one of the bystanders when McKinley was assassinated, and in fact disarmed 

Czolgosz before he could shoot McKinley a third time.  While he was hailed as a hero at 

the time, a week after the shooting the Secret Service changed the story and gave credit to 

a white soldier, instead of Parker (Rauchway 61-76).  I don‘t mean to suggest that 

Assassins has a responsibility to tell this man‘s story; this is a musical about the assassins.  

However, the simple choice to cast a more diverse ensemble of Bystanders – in this case, 

including at least one African American man – would subtly contest this particular 
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erasure, and more productively queer U.S. history‘s tendency to make itself about white 

Americans unless a specific decision is made otherwise. 

Assassins’ handling of gender, especially the role of women, is also quite 

conservative.  The musical‘s female characters are less fully realized than the men; the 

two female assassins, in particular, serve as comic relief.  While both women serve as a 

source of humor, neither has a great deal of agency.  This is particularly true of Moore, 

who is written and played as consistently inept.  In a show filled with guns, Moore is the 

only character completely unable to control hers.  In ―Gun Song,‖ a quartet Moore shares 

with Czolgosz, Booth, and Guiteau, she is the disruptive force.  Even the bumbling 

Guiteau is able to manage his gun (in fact, he revels in the power it gives him).  Moore, in 

contrast, can barely find her gun in her oversized purse, pulling out other objects, 

including a shoe, first.  When she joins the quartet‘s harmony for a moment, her bright, 

almost nasal voice challenges the smooth, Barbershop quartet sound established prior to 

her entrance.  And almost as soon as she joins the group she points out that she doesn‘t 

belong by accidentally firing her weapon, while the men are able to smoothly click their 

triggers without incident.  As she exclaims ―shit, I shot it‖ she moves from an interior 

spot in the quartet to an isolated space stage left of Czolgosz; the others all look at her 

like a naughty child in the corner before tightening into a trio.  She rejoins them after a 

moment, but now stands on the outside of their line.  Although she finishes the song with 

the men it is clear that she is the outsider, the least serious, the least in control; the least 

important, although perhaps the most entertaining. 
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 Several scenes later, a scene opens with Moore practicing her aim and once again 

failing to use the gun effectively, playing her constant misses for laughs.  Guiteau enters 

and offers to help, then uses the opportunity to grope her a bit as he adjusts her arms to 

improve her stance.  It‘s clear that he isn‘t actually helping her to become a better shot – 

a seemingly hopeless endeavor – but trying to romance her.  Once again, Moore is inept 

and marginalized; she's important here for being a woman Guiteau finds ―very 

handsome,‖ rather than for being an attempted assassin (45).  When Guiteau becomes 

borderline assaultive, attempting to force her into a kiss, even her successful resistance is 

framed as ineptitude.  Firing her gun stops him, but she doesn't intentionally shoot it.  As 

the stage directions note, and Becky Ann Baker‘s performance makes clear, ―Moore‘s 

gun‖ simply ―goes off‖ (46).  She has little to no agency, at least where firearms are 

concerned.  

 A final example comes in the assassination attempt Moore and Fromme make on 

President Ford.8  While the musical takes all the other assassination attempts at least 

somewhat seriously, this one is played for laughs.  From the beginning, it‘s clear that 

things will be going wrong.  As the scene opens, Moore shoots her dog offstage and 

enters, dragging its body by its leash.  This assassination scene adds another highly 

gendered element to Moore‘s incompetence, as Sondheim and Weidman highlight her 

role as a mother and caretaker, positions she is equally unable to escape or to successfully 

fulfill.  She ―brought her dog to an assassination,‖ and ended up inadvertently shooting 

                                                 
8 It‘s also worth pointing out that this is a significant change from the actual events; while both Fromme 

and Moore tried to shoot Ford, they did so separately.  Putting them together, while it makes some sense in 

terms of condensing the action, also further ghettoizes them. 
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him, because she didn't want him to destroy her furniture (50-1).  She also ―brought [her] 

kid,‖ explaining that ―school was closed, I forgot to check the schedule‖ (51).  These 

moments emphasize that Moore is not a serious assassin; she is a ditzy, frazzled mom 

who just wants to ―kill [the President] and go home, O.K.?‖ (53).  Further highlighting 

Moore‘s appalling maternal skills, when her son won‘t stop whining for more money to 

get his ice cream treat of choice, Moore pulls her gun on him.  Fromme ends up giving 

him the extra money to avoid violence (or more properly, perhaps, to make sure the 

violence is the kind they planned).  Despite threatening to shoot her own child, Moore 

defends him when Fromme calls him an ―asshole‖ and begins insulting her, leading to a 

fight over which one of them (Fromme or Moore) is more of a ―slut‖ (53).  They draw 

their guns on each other before backing down so they can return to their mission, 

emphasizing the stereotype of women‘s inability to get along.  When Fromme attempts to 

make sure that Moore‘s gun is loaded, chaos strikes again as Moore inadvertently allows 

all the bullets to fall out of her gun.  As the two women begin retrieving the bullets, an 

actor playing Ford pratfalls onto the stage.  Just as the women are drawn more comically 

than the men, so is the President they attack.  He's played as so clueless that it takes a nod 

from the Secret Service agent accompanying him to let him know that he is actually 

―President Gerry Ford,‖ after he introduces himself to the women without his title after 

helping them pick up the fallen ammunition (55).  In the end, the only thing more 

laughable than the President they wish to assassinate is the attempt itself.  One gun 
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remains unloaded, while the other fails to go off; Moore is reduced to throwing bullets at 

Ford‘s back as he exits, yelling ―Bang . . . Bang . . . Shit‖ (55). 

 The choice to make Moore the main comic figure would be less of an issue if 

Assassins presented other women in less stereotypical ways.  As I have already 

mentioned, however, Fromme is also largely comic relief.  Even in the ensemble, there is 

a strong tendency to view women from a fairly narrow and conservative position.  This is 

particularly true in the next to last number, ―Something Just Broke,‖ when the ensemble, 

as ―ordinary Americans,‖ gets their chance to mourn.  Most of the ensemble shifts roles 

throughout the number; for example, Man 1 is at points an office clerk, a factory hand, a 

stockbroker, and a policeman.  One of the women leads the song, however, and she 

remains in a single role as the others shift through time and through class: she is a 

housewife.  The stage direction notes that among this assortment of ―prototypical 

Americans,‖ ―only the HOUSEWIFE remains a HOUSEWIFE throughout‖ (80).9  The 

notion that a housewife is not only the one role that stays constant through time, but also 

the only role we apparently need in all times, clearly demonstrates Assassins’ profoundly 

limited view of women.   It is also worth noting that the leader of the lament, the voice 

who sings to represent the nation's grief, is a wife (and presumably a mother).  This 

conforms to traditional gender roles, which permit women to express emotions, 

particularly sadness and grief, far more openly than men.  While Assassins is able to 

                                                 
9 The other woman shifts roles, but is scripted into the highly gendered roles of a lady, a schoolteacher, and 

a waitress.   
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challenge heteronormativity, the gender system that supports it remains almost 

excessively intact.  

 1776 includes no examples of failed heterosexuality, and no gay or lesbian 

characters.  Yet the homosocial nature of this musical, which features an almost entirely 

male cast of characters and no significant romance plot, moves it towards a certain degree 

of queerness.  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in her discussion of homosociality in English 

literature, notes that ―In twentieth-century American terms, the fact that what goes on at 

football games, in fraternities . . . and at climactic moments in war novels can look, with 

only a slight shift of optic, quite startlingly ‗homosexual‘.‖  She argues that this 

represents ―the coming to visibility of the normally implicit terms of a coercive double 

bind. . . . For a man to be a man's man is separated only by an invisible, carefully blurred, 

always-already-crossed line from being ‗interested in men‘‖ (Between Men 89-90).  In 

other words, homosocial spaces are challenging to heteronormativity not because they are 

―gay,‖ but because they represent how fragile and porous the supposedly fixed boundary 

between gay and straight actually is.  1776 responds to its own homosociality with a 

certain degree of anxiety, perhaps exacerbated by an increase in gay visibility in the 

United States (this was, after all, 1969, the year of the Stonewall riots).  This anxiety 

finds expression through unending reminders to the audience that these men are 

enthusiastically, emphatically heterosexual.  The amount of time spent, in a musical 

about creating the Declaration of Independence, on overt displays of heterosexual desire 

– not to mention the labor the show goes through to include two female characters to 
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serve as the focal points for much of that desire – ends up making heterosexuality seem 

anything but easy or natural.    

Certainly, the male characters in 1776 are not reluctant to express their 

(heterosexual) desire and their frustration at being trapped in the all-male space of the 

Continental Congress.  This is particularly true of Thomas Jefferson; within his first few 

lines, he announces his intention to return home for what he euphemistically terms 

―family business.‖  In case anyone wasn‘t clear on what he meant, his fellow delegate 

Stephen Hopkins says, ―Give her a good one for me, young feller‖ and  Jefferson, 

―smiling,‖ replies, ―Yes, sir, I will‖ (29-30).  While this moment sets up the impending 

conflict between Jefferson and Adams over Adams‘ demand for Jefferson‘s continued 

presence in Philadelphia, it is significant that Jefferson‘s reluctance to participate in 

writing the Declaration of Independence, not to mention his first moments onstage, are 

linked so specifically to his need not simply to see his wife, but to have sex with her.  

This moment reads, in many ways, as locker room bravado (another exceedingly 

homosocial space) for the colonial set.  Much later in the same scene, Jefferson and 

Adams both express sexual longing for their respective wives during their confrontation 

in the number ―But, Mr. Adams –.‖  When Jefferson attempts to refuse to write the 

Declaration, Adams asks him if he will be ―a patriot? Or a lover?‖  Jefferson replies 

firmly that he will be ―a lover,‖ singing that ―I burn, Mr. A!‖ Again, his eagerness to 

return home is not (simply) about his emotional desire for his wife; it is explicitly 

sexualized.  Adams quickly reminds Jefferson, and the other members of the committee, 
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that he also wishes he could reunite with his wife.  When they express surprise, Adams 

takes the melody to assert that ―I‘m only forty-one, I still have my virility! And I can 

romp through Cupid‘s grove with great agility!‖ (1776 61-62).  The lyric makes it clear 

that, like Jefferson, the reunion he longs for is a carnal one. 

It is at the end of this number that Martha, Jefferson‘s wife, first serves as a way 

of diffusing the relationship between Adams and Jefferson.  Discussing Rene' Girard‘s 

work on erotic triangles, Sedgwick notes that ―in any erotic rivalry, the bond that links 

the two rivals is as intense and potent as the bond that links either of the rivals to the 

beloved: that the bonds of ‗rivalry‘ and ‗love,‘ differently as they are experienced, are 

equally powerful and in many senses equivalent‖ (Between Men 21).  While Jefferson 

and Adams are not precisely erotic rivals, they are nevertheless locked in a passionate, 

often antagonistic relationship.  Like the woman inserted between two rivals for her 

affection, Martha‘s existence enables the two men‘s passion to be read as homosocial and 

heterosexual.  Watching the film version of 1776, a moment near the end of ―But, Mr. 

Adams –‖ makes the necessity of that third leg of the triangle palpable.10  As the two men 

near the conclusion of their fight, Jefferson, much taller than Adams, looms over him.  

This creates a comic moment when Adams threatens to make him write the declaration 

―through physical force, if necessary.‖  Jefferson then moves forward, pinning Adams 

against the railing of the staircase on which the scene takes place, and leaning in over 

him, very close.  While ostensibly about intimidation, this moment also looks startlingly 

                                                 
10 Any observations about performance choices and non-textual elements of 1776 not cited to a particular 

review or scholar are drawn primarily from the Original Cast Album, as well as the film version. 
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like the prelude to a kiss.  Instead, however, Jefferson backs off after a few lines as he 

sings that ―once again you stand between me and my lovely bride,‖ casting Adams as the 

barrier to his sexual fulfillment rather than a possible source (63).11  Invoking Martha 

brings this moment back into the safe space of the erotic triangle. 

Adams later has Martha brought physically onto the stage, sending for her in an 

attempt to cure Jefferson‘s writer‘s block.  Judith Butler describes Sedgwick‘s vision of 

the erotic triangle as articulated in Between Men in a way that resonates deeply with the 

Adams/Jefferson relationship:  

The man who seeks to send the woman to another man sends some aspect 

of himself, and the man who receives her, receives him as well.  She 

circuits, but is she finally wanted, or does she merely exemplify a value by 

becoming the representative of both men‘s desire, the place where those 

desires meet, and where they fail to meet, a place where the potentially 

homosexual encounter is relayed, suspended, and contained? (―Capacity‖ 

112)   

As this quotation suggests, it matters that Adams is the one who brings Martha to 

Philadelphia, as it ensures both that the relationship between the two men remains 

primary and that it remains safely homosocial, as her presence diffuses any misreading of 

the men‘s passion.  Martha appears in Jefferson‘s room when Adams (and Franklin) are 

already there, checking on Jefferson‘s (non-existent) progress on the Declaration.  Once 

                                                 
11 Thanks to Eleanor Owicki and the students in her Spring 2009 Theatre History class for helping me 

recognize just how much this moment reads as a potential kiss. 
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she appears, Jefferson‘s enthusiastic heterosexuality becomes action as well as word, as 

he and Martha kiss and caress through a full page of dialogue delivered by Adams and 

Franklin as they talk to the couple and to each other.  It is not enough that the audience 

witness the erotic encounter; the other men must witness Jefferson‘s performance of 

heterosexuality as well, and the audience must see them witnessing it.  Their relationship 

with Jefferson is as much a part of the scene as his with his wife.   

The next time Adams and Franklin encounter Martha it is the following morning.  

In this section of the scene, which includes her song ―He Plays the Violin,‖ they appear to 

be quite interested in her intimate relationship with her husband, wondering, in Franklin‘s 

words, ―what else . . .that redheaded tombstone [can] do,‖ and how he persuaded her to 

do it with him (75).  The play ostensibly sets this interest up as an attraction to Martha, as 

the men comment on her attractiveness and even dance with her.  On Franklin‘s part, this 

reads rather farcically; the musical represents him as an inveterate womanizer, but one 

played as a kind of lovable, comic dirty old man.  Adams, on the other hand, is not 

rendered sexually harmless in this way, and so his interest in her helps reinforce the erotic 

triangle between himself, Jefferson, and Martha.  This faint hint of sexual rivalry between 

the two men over Martha Jefferson isn‘t really historically ―accurate‖ – until you read it 

in the context of Sedgwick‘s theory, in which case the accuracy of this framing is about 

firmly marking the boundaries of homosociality for the audience.  In the end, the 

sequence is, as Butler‘s rendering of Sedgwick‘s formulation suggests, both about the 

relationship between the two men and the emphatic containment of that relationship as 
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safely outside any kind of homosexual reading.  Routing Adams‘ arguably excessive 

interest in Jefferson‘s sex life through the body of Martha renders it acceptable.  Yet the 

very necessity for Martha as the third point of the triangle points out a certain queerness – 

though not gayness – in the two men‘s relationship, and marks queerness as a possible 

reading requiring circumvention. 

In the end, 1776‘s queerness is historiographically important inasmuch as it serves 

to destabilize heteronormativity, not only in the viewing moment, but in the historical 

moment the musical represents.  Through overcompensation and triangulation, 1776, 

albeit inadvertently, ends up making the founding fathers, and the Revolutionary period, 

seem just a little bit queer.12  However, while in some ways productively queer in its 

destabilizations of normative sexuality and heteronormativity, 1776 nevertheless ends up 

being quite conservative in some ways.  For one, while the inevitability of 

heterosexuality is unsettled, the musical positions heterosexual, marital lust as essential to 

being a true, productive patriot.  For example, 1776 links Jefferson‘s writers block 

directly to his lack of sexual intercourse.  The scene just before Martha‘s surprise arrival 

demonstrates this particularly clearly.  Adams, appalled that Jefferson has yet to produce 

a viable Declaration, exclaims, ―Disgusting! Look at him, Franklin – Virginia's most 

famous lover –,‖ substituting lover for writer or patriot, the more obvious possible 

descriptors given the context.  The pun Jefferson responds with, ―Virginia abstains,‖ 

further heightens this substitution (65).  Importantly, however, his writer‘s block is linked 

                                                 
12 This is not meant as an ahistorical reading of 18

th
 century sexuality, which certainly did not function in 

the same ways or via the same discourses as sexuality in 1969 – the moment of Stonewall – or today.   
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not to sex generally, but to sex with his wife; the desire twined with his patriotism is 

officially sanctioned, morally upright, marital desire.  Here, 1776 shapes a history that 

conflates marital lust with patriotism.  More precisely, it shapes a history in which 

women must satisfy their husband‘s lust in order to enable them to function as productive 

patriots, a reality Adams‘ explanation for bringing Martha to Philadelphia obliquely 

acknowledges: ―It simply occurred to me that the sooner his problem [unfulfilled desire 

for his wife] was solved, the sooner our problem was solved‖ (66). 

Women, in 1776, are not people; they are a way to prove heterosexuality and, 

when properly married, to enable their husbands to complete their patriotic duty.  This is 

hardly a progressive approach to gender relations.  Rather than serve as full characters in 

their own right, the two women who appear in 1776 are essentially sexual props.  In the 

plot summary I offered at the beginning of this chapter, the first female character, Abigail 

Adams, doesn‘t feature at all, while Martha Jefferson is relevant only as the sexual cure 

for her husband‘s writer‘s block.  In fact, Martha appears for only a few minutes of the 

show, first wordlessly making out with her husband, and then singing about how ―He 

Plays the Violin‖ to arouse her before being carried off for further intercourse, never to 

be seen again.  She has no role beyond her sexualization.  1776 deepens traditional 

characterizations of its men, but it sharply shallows our understanding of the women.   

While Abigail Adams never comes to Philadelphia to visit her husband, she still 

appears onstage three times over the course of the musical.  The precise status of her 

character is never made explicit, but she seems to be an embodiment of Adams‘ need for 
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her.  Stone and Edwards claim to have drawn most of her material from the Adams‘s 

published letters (―Historical Note‖ 163), and in fact their exchanges resemble letters, 

concluded with the refrain ―yours, yours, yours.‖  While both characters express needs in 

their encounters, it is John‘s that take precedent, and unlike her husband, Abigail has no 

character traits beyond her relationship with him.  Their first encounter positions her as 

his housewife, dealing with domestic trials and urging him to ―hurry home‖ to help deal 

with them.  The second is highly sexualized, as they sing a duet about how much they 

hate their enforced abstinence while Adams waits for Jefferson to finish having sex with 

Martha.  In their final scene, while Adams fears that the vote for independence will fail, 

he seems to treat Abigail more as a companion, asking for her help as he tries to figure 

out how to salvage the situation.  Her response, that he doesn‘t ―usually ask [her] advice,‖ 

seems an odd choice given the degree to which the ―real‖ Abigail was in fact a politically 

engaged partner to her husband, as even a casual perusal of their letters demonstrates 

(121).13  Adams‘ response exacerbates the impression that Abigail was not someone he 

typically turned to outside the domestic sphere, as he says that ―there doesn‘t appear to be 

anyone else right now‖ (121).  Rather than allow Abigail Adams to be a strong, 

interesting partner to her husband – or, really, to be any kind of character at all – she is 

reduced in 1776 to a plot device, used to prove her husband‘s heterosexuality and 

reinforce his traditional masculinity, as despite the affection the two clearly share, she is 

                                                 
13 In just one example of the way Abigail‘s political interests were excised from 1776, her now-famous 

exhortation in her March 31, 1776 letter to her husband to ―remember the ladies‖ and the increased political 

rights she felt women deserved as he helped craft the new nation is nowhere to be found in the musical 

(Adams 149-50). 
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obviously the lesser, subservient partner.  These troubling gender politics are unusual for 

a book musical like 1776, a form often notable for featuring strong female leads.14 

DENATURALIZING HISTORY 

 While both 1776 and Assassins encourage a queer view of sexuality in the 

historical moments they represent, they also enact queer historiography in the broader 

sense of the term that I described in the introduction.  Both musicals challenge the way 

history, and these particular U.S. histories, are normally constructed.  First, both 1776 

and Assassins involve singing historical figures, a sort of automatic distancing device that 

prevents the audience from assuming they are watching a ―real‖ past – no matter how 

realistic or well researched a given moment might be.  Jones alludes to this effect, saying, 

―Of all Broadway musicals, 1776 most nearly but not quite literally replicates history‖ – 

the caveat being that ―there is no evidence that the men of the Continental Congress 

periodically broke into song‖ (247).  Raymond Knapp argues that the presence of musical 

numbers ―imposes, through its obvious and conventional artificiality, a kind of mask that 

both conceals and calls attention to the performer behind the persona‖ (National Identity 

12).  This generic characteristic helps point out why musical theatre, as a form, is 

particularly well-suited to encourage audiences to see history as a performance of the 

past.  In a musical, no matter how expertly performed, the performer can never truly 

disappear into their role; or, if they do somehow make us forget their presence in the 

                                                 
14 For a detailed discussion of women in Golden Age book musicals, see Wolf, Problem. 
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more realistic scenes, Knapp suggests, they inevitably slip back into our sightlines with 

each number. 

The split between dialogue and music also influences how we understand, or 

make meaning from, these historical characters.  In The Musical as Drama (2006), a 

study of musical theatre‘s aesthetic characteristics, Scott McMillin argues that ―the 

incongruity between book and number‖ represents the primary feature of the musical as a 

genre (x).  Certainly (as McMillin himself notes, and I have mentioned previously), other 

musical theatre scholars have acknowledged the importance of the split between dialogue 

and song, particularly in the book musical form.  Knapp, for example, argues that the 

addition of song to a generally realistic scene has the effect of ―adding a dimension of 

artificiality at the same time that it often also strives to tap into a deeper kind of reality‖ 

through the music.  He suggests that this results in expanded perception on the part of the 

audience, who are ―almost forced into this mode of dual attention‖ (National Identity 12). 

McMillin, building on work like Knapp‘s, explains the disjuncture between book 

and number as follows: ―The musical‘s complexity comes in part from the tension 

between two orders of time, one for the book and one for the numbers.  The book 

represents the plot or the action‖ and moves in ―progressive time, in the sense that the 

ending is different from the beginning,‖ while ―the second order of time, which interrupts 

book time in the form of songs and dances‖ follows a more ―repetitive, lyric form‖ (6-7).  

Singing in both 1776 and Assassins allows for a much deeper investigation of the 

characters, and offers audiences the sense that they are somehow more than the 
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straightforward persona offered by even the most expert writer or non-musical performer.  

This is because while characters in non-musical performances may be ―more convincing 

as realistic characters . . . the musical gives its characters a dimension that lies beyond 

realism and increases the range of their presentation‖ (McMillin 21). 

These ideas are quite useful in thinking about 1776.  For example, consider the 

fourth number, ―The Lees of Old Virginia,‖ in which Lee, Franklin, and Adams sing 

about Lee‘s determination to complete his new mission and return with a resolution on 

independence from the Virginia legislature.  While the ―plot‖ of the song may seem 

serious and straightforward, the song itself is anything but.  The tune has a slightly 

martial feel, as Lee pompously and repetitively puns his way through several verse-

chorus repetitions, making comic use of the many words that end in the sound ―lee‖ – the 

sound of his name.  While the song represents Lee‘s most prominent moment in the 

show, and as such largely defines his character, the effect the number has on the 

presentation of Adams is also striking.  While Adams has sung throughout the first scene, 

including a musicalized fight with the rest of Congress and a love song with his (absent) 

wife, this is different.  ―The Lees of Old Virginia‖ is more overtly performance; although 

it still works to support the book, the punning and the over-exaggeration in the 

performance style heightens the doubled awareness Knapp and McMillin discuss.  On a 

basic level, seeing John Adams participate in such a silly, performance-oriented song, 

even if the official narrative claims it‘s against his will, pushes audience members to see 

the character in a different light: a playful performer as well as a serious patriot.  This 
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particular number also offers an excellent example of McMillin‘s argument that songs as 

a rule do not, in fact, advance the plot, though they may seem as though they do (42).  

Franklin cozens Lee into suggesting himself as the man to propose independence before 

the song begins; the song is merely an endless repetition of Lee‘s belief in the 

inevitability of his own success.  As McMillin notes, discussing Gershwin‘s ―I Got 

Rhythm,‖ ―This type of repetition would be intolerable in conversation, but it is normal 

and even enjoyable in a lyric and musical structure, that celebrates doing things again and 

again‖ (32).  The role of this number is not to move the narrative forward.  It functions to 

open up the boundaries of the characters, and, equally importantly, to give pleasure to the 

audience.  ―This kind of insert [of number time] is the heart of the musical . . . . It is 

lyrical, it gives the pleasure that follows from rhyme, melody, and meter‖ and its efficacy 

is, McMillin suggests, found not in the seamlessness of its integration into the book but in 

the way it ―stands apart‖ and acknowledges its difference (9). 

The quintet ―But, Mr. Adams –,‖ which comes a bit later in the show, has a 

similarly repetitive structure.  The characters take turns trying to escape writing the 

Declaration, with a ―Glee Club‖ comprised of Sherman, Livingston, and Franklin using 

the same tune each time to turn each character‘s final lyric of refusal into a brief chorus.  

The glee club sections serve much the same function as the endless punning of ―The Lees 

of Old Virginia,‖ emphasizing the performance quality of the number.  As staged in the 

film version, the number also features a great deal of physical repetition.  A quill pen 

serves as a kind of ―hot potato,‖ passed back and forth amongst the men as they attempt 
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to evade the responsibility and labor of writing the declaration.  As each man takes his 

turn in the back and forth with Adams, they repeat a push/pull gesture with the pen, 

pushing it towards Adams as he then pushes it back, leaving them in possession until they 

escape to join the other men, when it is passed on.  The silliness of the gesture, 

reminiscent of a children‘s game, emphasizes that writing what will become the 

Declaration of Independence is undesirable; being caught with the pen makes one a loser, 

not a winner.  The gesture is repetitive to begin with, and repeating it with three different 

characters, over three different verses, only heightens the degree to which the song is a 

performance.   

While this number, like ―The Lees of Old Virginia,‖ is an excellent example of 

the repetitive, performance-oriented nature of lyric time, in ―But, Mr. Adams –‖ there is 

actual plot movement within the song.   The argument over who will write the declaration 

takes place entirely within the space of this number (although the writing itself doesn‘t 

begin until we move back into book time in the next scene).  It‘s important to the 

construction of the history that this aspect of the plot is developed in number, rather than 

book, time.  The use of song allows Edwards to linger over the decision, potentially de-

mythologizing a crucial moment in U.S. history.  In this version, writing the Declaration 

is not (simply) an honor; it is a nuisance, to be avoided, somewhat comically, at all costs. 

The emphasis on elaboration and repetition, in addition to humanizing the 

characters, provides significant entertainment for the audience that could not happen in a 

book scene.  Part of that pleasure comes from the number‘s relationship to the ideas and 
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feelings that, in realistic drama, comprise subtext.  As McMillin points out, ―One way 

musicals move into new dimensions of characterization is by raising subtext to 

expressiveness through song and dance‖ (135).  There isn‘t a lot of subtext in ―But, Mr. 

Adams –.‖  In fact, much of the fun, as well as the illumination of character, comes from 

hearing these characters sing what they‘d only be thinking in a realist play.  For example, 

the very end of the song features a final chorus from the glee club, in which they rather 

gleefully harmonize over whether or not Jefferson will kill Adams: ―homicide! 

Homicide! We may see mur-der yet!!‖ (63).   

In discussing the reasons for 1776‘s success, Ostrow noted that ―It was essential 

that the stodgy American icons as depicted in our history books were dramatized as 

human, fallible men‖ (43).  I would suggest that the most important word in that sentence 

is ―stodgy‖ – Ostrow, perhaps unconsciously, gestures towards why this show works so 

well as a musical, not simply as a dramatization.  There is nothing stodgy about an 

Adams who sings repeatedly about how he is ―obnoxious and disliked,‖ or participates in 

Lee‘s parade of puns (57-8).  Because of the break into song, and sometimes dance, 

Adams cannot be just who we expect him to be; he is both more and different.   

Some of this effect operates in Assassins, as well.  As Scott Miller notes, ―The 

power of Assassins (like 1776 and other historical dramas) is its ability to make fully 

drawn human beings out of the one-dimensional cardboard figures in history books‖ 

(From Assassins 17).  Each time an assassin sings, it disrupts our sense of who this 

person could or should be.  This is particularly true since lyric time exists, in large part, to 
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provide pleasure to the audience.  When the assassins sing, then, the audience is 

encouraged to take pleasure in what is quite often reprehensible.  ―Another National 

Anthem,‖ an ensemble number for the assassins, exacerbates this disorientation.  

McMillin argues persuasively for the centrality of the ensemble number to the musical, 

claiming that ―the musical fulfills its intentions in the teamwork of ensemble 

performance‖ (79).  As he notes, conventionally these ensemble numbers were about a 

performance of community (93).  Assassins, like other post Rodgers & Hammerstein 

shows, particularly other concept musicals like Cabaret, takes this convention for a spin 

(McMillin 91-98).  ―Another National Anthem‖ operates both within and without the 

expected conventions of a musical number.  It provides the pleasures of repetition and 

music, but the message repetitively offered is one of anger and despair.  It fulfills the 

drive towards ensemble performance, and forms a community, but one based on 

exclusion from a larger community.  While ―Another National Anthem‖ functions much 

in the way McMillin suggests it should, the concept of book time vs. number time is 

productively complicated by some of the structural features of Assassins, particularly its 

narrator-esque Balladeer figure, a fact I will discuss in more detail later in the chapter. 

If the fact that the characters are singing shapes the historiography of these shows, 

the music they are singing to is also quite important.  On a basic level, the music in both 

1776 and Assassins evokes the historical periods in question.  A number of writers have 

commented on the strategic use of musical history within Assassins.  Jones places the 

musical choices in context with the show‘s form, suggesting that ―Sondheim‘s approach 
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to composing most of the . . . musical numbers is right in line with the show‘s overall 

approach of ‗fragmented history,‘‖ as he uses ―pastiche numbers, songs written to 

replicate those of another time [and] place . . . Each historically associated scene employs 

music appropriate to it‖ (302).15  Jim Lovensheimer argues that simply by deploying 

―comfortable and sometimes comforting styles of American popular music‖ in service of 

the assassins, Sondheim challenges and disrupts audiences (190).  However, the music is 

not simply a recreation of the historical source.  Sondheim carefully modifies the musical 

styles he is working with, making them sound just a little ―off‖ to the listener.  Knapp 

points out that Assassins evocation of period music places ―its characters within a 

recognizable musico-historical landscape at the same time that that landscape is made to 

seem eerily distressed‖ (National Identity 165, emphasis mine).  Sondheim tweaks and 

unsettles the musical history he presents, encouraging his audience to at once recognize 

and question the music they think they know.  As Knapp puts it later, ―a central musical 

strategy of Assassins‖ is that of ―providing a familiar musical landscape in which 

something is noticeably wrong‖ (National Identity 168).  Sondheim accomplishes this 

through the context and placement of the music as well as harmonic and rhythmic 

alterations.  Perhaps most obviously for an audience, the lyrics often work in a kind of 

                                                 
15 Joanne Gordon also connects Sondheim‘s score with the show‘s historical project, describing it as ―a 

compendium of American musical history from Civil War ballads and the tender nostalgia of Stephen 

Foster, to John Phillip Sousa marches, soft-rock sentimentality, barbershop quartets, and the lilting waltzes 

of turn-of-the-century America--juxtaposed with gospel, Western hoedown, and Copland-like cadences‖ 

(323).   
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counterpoint to their music.16  So, in Hinckley and Fromme‘s 70s soft-rock love song (to 

Jodie Foster and Charlie Manson), ―Unworthy of Your Love,‖ the familiar music features 

unsettling lyrics like ―Let me feel fire / Let me drink poison / Tell me to tear my heart in 

two.‖  As David Richards says, ―melody and message are purposely, defiantly, at odds‖ 

in Assassins, which constantly troubles musical history even as it offers it to us, 

reminding us that this is always only a performance of a past.  

As I have shown, both 1776 and Assassins use the elements of musical theatre to 

queer their representation of historical figures and emphasize the degree to which they 

offer representations of past events, rather than access to the events themselves.  Both 

musicals also dramatize historiographic processes for the audience, reminding us not only 

that history is constructed, but inviting us to think about how that construction occurs.  

By illuminating the way histories are constructed, both shows denaturalize – queer – 

history, making usually-obscured historical labor visible and thereby rendering its results 

as results, not as natural, inevitable ―facts.‖  It is this aspect of the two musicals‘ queer 

historiography that the difference in their forms most directly influences.  1776 can have 

its characters discuss how history is written.  It can encourage us to think critically about 

that writing as we, in the present, consider the history we know about these characters – 

likely the results of traditional historiography – in the context of the characters‘ 

comments from their past moment.  As a book musical, however, it can go no further 

than this. 

                                                 
16 For an extended musicological analysis of Assassins and the relationship of its music to historical styles, 

see Knapp, National Identity 165-72. 
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Book musicals, including 1776, typically depend on a certain degree of realism, 

particularly in their book scenes.  This interest in realism requires that the action of the 

piece be fundamentally believable to the audience; we must be able to imagine that the 

events of the plot could literally have happened the way the show presents them.  Overall, 

if balancing the realistic and the theatrical is a fundamental element of musicals, 

particularly book musicals, 1776 can be seen as tipping the scales slightly in favor of the 

realistic.17  First, structurally 1776 is weighted far more heavily in favor of dialogue than 

song.  Additionally, it only rarely takes advantage of live performance‘s ability to offer 

audiences a more theatrical than literal experience of ―truth,‖ particularly outside the 

space of the numbers.  The device that allows Abigail Adams to appear onstage as a kind 

of spirit-via-letter is one example, although it is carefully deployed so as not to disrupt 

the larger realism of the piece.  Another is the use of an onstage calendar, from which 

dates are removed to show the passage of time, allowing the audience to experience that 

passage, and the tension that builds as we approach July 4, rather than having it described 

in dialogue or lyric.  Again, though, this theatrical technique functions within the realistic 

nature of the musical.  The idea that the Congress might have had a calendar posted is 

hardly challenging to realism, and when the date changes during a scene it is done by an 

actor, in character, and fits smoothly within the action.   

                                                 
17 Stone and Edwards actually found themselves removing events from the historical record that they felt 

would be too difficult for an audience to accept as fact.  In their Historical Note, they describe ―the best 

example‖ of this as their editing of Adam‘s statement that ―if we give in on this issue [slavery], posterity 

will never forgive us‖ in Scene 7 to remove John Adams‘ reported suggestion that ―there will be trouble a 

hundred years hence.‖  They felt audiences would assume they (the writers) had added the timeline to 

allude to the Civil War (162-63). 
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Perhaps the most obviously theatrical moment comes at the very end of the show, 

during the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  The Declaration of Independence 

was not actually signed en masse on July 4
th

, but the staging of such a moment was seen 

as a necessary deviation from fact as it offers ―the proper emotional punctuation‖ for the 

show (―Historical Note‖ 158).  In other words, it provides a moment of theatrical, 

emotional truth: these men did come together to create and ratify the Declaration and 

what it stood for, even if they didn‘t do so physically on a specific day.  Onstage, the 

moment echoes the well-known Pine-Savage engraving of this imagined moment.  One 

by one, congressmen are called by name to come up and add their signature as a bell tolls 

underneath, growing louder and more frequent as the signing progresses.  As Dr. Lyman 

Hall affixes the last signature, a scrim (a see-through curtain that can become opaque 

when lit from the front) drops in front of the image, and slowly we see the bottom of the 

Declaration itself, with the signatures replacing the actors.18  In this moment, the 

boundary between the archive and the repertoire dissolves like the image behind the 

scrim, as bodies and archive merge.  Yet even this gloriously theatrical moment remains 

largely within the logic of the show.  It does not challenge our sense of the narrative, 

although it offers us another way of experiencing it.   

1776‘s version of realism does allow the characters to talk about how history will 

be made from their labors, and Stone takes full advantage of this in the book scenes.  

Midway through 1776, Adams expresses embarrassment as he and Franklin wait for 

                                                 
18 See Ostrow, 49, for a description of the development of this staging.  For a televised version of this 

moment, see 1776 (Original Broadway Production, 1969): Original Cast Performs a Medley on the Ed 

Sullivan Show on BlueGobo.com. 
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Jefferson to conclude his conjugal reunion with his wife and, suitably refreshed, produce 

the Declaration of Independence.  Franklin reassures him by saying, ―Don‘t worry, John.  

The history books will clean it up,‖ making explicit history‘s tendency to sanitize and 

simplify the lived realities of historical figures and events (72).  Adams continues on in 

this vein, although his thoughts are more personal and defensive:  

It doesn‘t matter.  I won‘t appear in the history books, anyway – only you.  

Franklin did this, Franklin did that, Franklin did some other damn thing.  

Franklin smote the ground, and out sprang George Washington, fully 

grown and on his horse.  Franklin then electrified them with his 

miraculous lightening rod, and the three of them—Franklin, Washington, 

and the horse—conducted the entire revolution all by themselves. (72) 

Adams gestures here to the tendency of historians – and by extension, history – to focus 

on the so-called ―great men‖ in any given moment and allow the wider array of 

participants to fade into the background.  While this only disturbs Adams because he 

fears he won‘t make the cut, his statement reminds audiences of this historiographic 

problem and offers a chance for us to consider who might, in fact, have been left out of 

the histories we think we know.   

A bit later in 1776, when most of the best-known characters are offstage, the 

staunchly anti-independence delegate John Dickinson pauses in his celebration of 

conservativism to attempt to sway the pro-independence John Hancock to his point of 

view.  Asking why Hancock, a man with significant wealth and property, has chosen to 
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cast his lot with the independence faction, Dickinson says, ―But why? . . . . For a place in 

history? Be careful, sir.  History will brand [Adams] and his followers as traitors!‖ (93). 

Of course, the audience watching from the present moment knows this isn‘t true; history 

has told us that they were patriots.  Yet putting this statement into the air serves as a 

reminder that in 1776, these men were technically traitors; history has simply chosen not 

to judge them as such because they were successful.  History, this moment reminds us, is 

written by the victors.  In the larger context of the show (where the tension is built so 

skillfully that the possibility of the Revolution‘s failure is palpable for most of the play), 

this encounter encourages us to remember how easily the colonists could have lost, and 

how different our view of Adams, Jefferson, and the rest would then be. 

The choice to dramatize the process of editing the Declaration of Independence 

also illustrates the ways in which the past is often far messier than the artifacts that 

emerge from it to create official history.  The Declaration of Independence, the founding 

document of this country, is in many ways the ultimate archival document.  Its status as a 

part of the archive discourages contemporary readers from remembering the process of its 

composition and the multiple changes that occurred as it moved from draft to 

completion.19  As Diana Taylor notes, ―Archival memory succeeds in separating the 

sources of ‗knowledge‘ from the knower‖ (19).  1776, as a musical itself located in the 

borderlands between archive and repertoire, pushes back against this disconnect.  The 

men who shaped the document as we know it today are shown arguing over its contents, 

                                                 
19 This is not meant to suggest that these changes aren‘t also archived and available to interested 

individuals, but rather to emphasize the ways in which, in popular understanding, the final text stands as a 

kind of stable, almost mythologized artifact detached from those processes. 
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debating alterations, and mocking one another‘s concerns.  During this extended dispute, 

Thomas McKean picks a fight with George Read over Read‘s demand for a minor change 

in the document, saying ―I s‘pose every time y‘see those three words y‘r puny little 

chest‘ll swell up wi‘ pride over y‘r great historical contribution‖ (107).  This comment 

points out the assumption that these men understood their work as historical and as 

destined for the archive; McKean assumes those ―three words‖ will endure.  At the same 

time, his comment is almost poignant, emphasizing the ways in which history has 

disconnected the delegates – other than Jefferson – from the final document.  While Read 

may feel proud of his ―historical contribution,‖ future generations will not: his 

contribution, already minor and almost laughable in the scene, will be largely erased. 

The largest conflict in the revision process (and perhaps the best known to future 

generations) comes over the issue of slavery.  In the end, Jefferson allows the excision of 

his condemnation of the practice from the document in order to win the votes of the 

Southern states for independence.  Franklin supports his decision, seeing it as a necessary 

compromise, but Adams cannot.  While his arguments against removing the passage are 

primarily couched as moral ones – slavery, as he sees it, makes the Congress ―guilty of 

what we ourselves are rebelling against‖ – his final objection takes a different tack (131).  

―Mark me, Franklin,‖ he says, ―if we give in on this issue, posterity will never forgive us‖ 
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(132).20  Unlike his earlier fear that posterity would erase him from the narrative of 

American independence, Adams‘ fear in this case is well founded.   

In the end, it is not the fear of what history will say but the fear of appearing in 

history at all that brings about a successful resolution to the debate over independence.  

Pennsylvania is the final holdout.  With one vote (Franklin) staunchly for independence 

and another (Dickinson) just as firmly against, James Wilson‘s vote becomes the tie-

breaker.  Wilson has consistently agreed with Dickinson throughout the show, 

functioning essentially as his sidekick; in this climactic moment, Adams uses the threat of 

history to push him to side with the rest of the congress.  Desperate to remain ―one 

among dozens‖ and avoid being remembered and judged – for good or ill – Wilson 

capitulates (135).  The choice to use this argument to bring Pennsylvania into the ―Yea‖ 

column represents one of the deviations Stone and Edwards made from the known facts.  

In their Historical Note, they address their decision to create this motivation: 

The conversion of James Wilson of Pennsylvania from the ―Nay‖ to the 

―Yea‖ column at the last minute (in Scene 7) is an event without any 

surviving explanation. . . . A logical solution to this mystery was found 

when we imagined one fear we might have possessed that would have 

been stronger than his fear of Dickinson‘s wrath—the fear of going down 

in history as the man who singlehandedly prevented American 

                                                 
20 Sarah Vowell, attending a performance of 1776 at Ford‘s Theatre, found herself at that moment 

compelled to look up at the box where Abraham Lincoln was shot: ―I can see exactly where this 

compromise in 1776 is pointing: into the back of Lincoln‘s head in 1865‖ (23). 
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independence.  Such a position would have been totally consistent with his 

well-known penchant for caution. (160) 

This rationale offers us little information about John Wilson, who certainly had a career 

and political opinions outside Dickinson‘s influence and could have made his final 

decision on Independence for any number of reasons.21  What it does give us, however, is 

a sense of what matters to the historians, to Stone and Edwards.  Like all historians, they 

can only write from their moment; after all, ―the past is the fiction of the present‖ (de 

Certeau 10).  Certainly, in July of 1776 Wilson had no way of knowing that preventing 

independence would be seen as a negative decision; nearly 200 years later, it is much 

more obvious.  Even more striking is the weight the authors give to history and its 

judgments: the fear of being judged harshly by history is the ―logical‖ counterbalance to 

any other, previously overriding, interests.  Their explanation for this particular choice 

only emphasizes this musical‘s striking concern with how histories are written.  In the 

end, however, while 1776‘s book musical structure allows a queer historiography that 

productively reminds us of the constructed nature of history, it cannot actively challenge 

our beliefs about history and how it operates. 

 As a concept musical, however, Assassins is able to dispense with what Gordon 

terms ―the traditional logical development of realistic theater,‖ and its associated 

                                                 
21 Wilson, who went on to become a Supreme Court justice, has been described by other historians as one 

of the Congress‘s ―heaviest rhetorical guns‖ (Montross 107) and as ―the shrewd and contentious lawyer 

from Pennsylvania, perhaps the greatest intellect in America after James Madison‖ (Fleming 92). T.R. 

Fehrenbach‘s biographical sketch of Wilson mentions that Wilson‘s first work as a lawyer was with 

Dickinson‘s office, but doesn‘t suggest any further connection between the two men during their time in 

Congress (105-08).  
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demands for easy believability (8).  Assassins offers events that are plainly impossible – 

for example, characters from different eras interacting – but also those that are 

remarkably improbable.  Unlike the creators of 1776, Sondheim and Weidman saw no 

need to edit historical events to make things easier for audiences to believe.  In a New 

York Times article published just before the original off-Broadway production opened, 

Sondheim offered some insight into their thinking: ―One of the things we would like to 

emphasize is that the vast majority of the actual details of the show are true . . . I don‘t 

want to give things away, but there are so many bizarre things‖ (Sondheim qtd in 

Rothstein).  From their extensive research, Sondheim and Weidman incorporated many 

―bizarre‖ details; they want audiences to know this, but also refrain from ―giv[ing] things 

away‖ and clarifying exactly which elements are real and which imagined.22  This choice 

often leaves audiences unable to parse out the difference between invention and 

researched information, at least during the time they are in the theater watching the 

performance.  Combined with the concept musical‘s distancing effect (as audiences are 

not encouraged to accept the material as is because it makes logical, realistic sense), this 

strategy allows Assassins to productively destabilize our sense of what historical ―truth‖ 

might be.  Design choices also contribute to this effect.  While the 1991 production 

featured projections as part of the overall design, including a variety of archival images, 

                                                 
22 For example, they incorporate elements of Sarah Jane Moore‘s biography that strain credulity 

(particularly put together), including a brief stint working for the FBI, time in the Women‘s Army Corps, 

five marriages, and a bout of amnesia.  As an audience member, it is difficult, if not impossible, to know if 

Moore‘s descriptions of herself are true. 



 75 

the 2004 production – with one crucial exception near the end – did not.23  
 I believe that 

the latter choice enhances the historiographic challenge the musical poses for its 

audience.  By removing the ostensibly ―real‖ images, which imply a stable referent for 

the material, the production removes another avenue audiences might use to separate 

―reality‖ from dramatic invention. 

Like 1776, Assassins overtly addresses the processes by which history is crafted 

from the past, but as a concept musical it is able to take a far more direct approach, 

showing rather than telling us how histories are made.  This is largely due to the ways in 

which Assassins manipulates time.  In Assassins, the connections between characters that 

lived in different eras are not merely metaphorical.  Sondheim and Weidman‘s rejection 

of chronology allows ―characters from different periods [to] meet and interact with little 

regard to historical accuracy‖ – or at least, to traditional, chronologically-focused 

understandings of historical accuracy – thereby literalizing for the audience the ways in 

which seemingly disparate historical moments interact (Gordon 323).  Time is 

extraordinarily flexible in Assassins, as past, present, and future appear onstage in various 

combinations at any given moment, and the seemingly distant past interacts with 

moments lived by many audience members.  The fact that the actual staged performance 

takes place in precisely the present moment further complicates the already troubled 

boundary of past and present.24  Moreover, seeing a range of pasts interact and engage 

                                                 
23 For example, in the 1991 production the ―Ballad of Booth‖ opened with the Balladeer singing in front of 

a historical illustration of Booth shooting Lincoln.   
24 Scott Miller argues that this flexible temporality illustrates how ―Assassins does not pretend to historical 

accuracy,‖ choosing ―psychological accuracy instead,‖ implicitly suggesting that chronology is the defining 
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with one another means that Assassins’ ability to denaturalize, to queer, historiography 

doesn‘t rely only on the discrepancies between what the character says as the events are 

(re)presented and what we know as audience members in the present.  Instead, this 

musical can perform those discrepancies as they form over the intervening months, years, 

and decades.   

The character of the Balladeer exemplifies the temporal instability of Assassins, 

functioning as the sort of ―out-of-story element‖ Mordden describes as part of the 

concept musical form.  The Balladeer assists in telling the stories of the three successful 

assassins, and serves as the voice in favor of the traditional American dream during 

―Another National Anthem.‖  Difficult to define in terms of chronology or character, the 

script describes the Balladeer as ―a 20th-century folk singer‖ (8).  In performance, this 

translated to the white actor Neil Patrick Harris, seemingly in his late twenties, dressed in 

a plaid shirt under a denim jacket.  Given the history of the folk music movement in the 

U.S., it seems safe to associate the character with the 1960s despite the lack of specific 

referents to time in the script and staging.  At the same time, the character functions as a 

kind of eternally deferred future in his three ballads, interacting with each assassin from 

an unspecified but not overly distant future moment; he seems as close, temporally, to 

Booth as to Czolgosz, despite the nearly fifty-year separation in their crimes. 

Just as the Balladeer evades precise chronological categorization, the exact nature 

of the character proves elusive.  In general, the Balladeer resists readings as an individual 

                                                                                                                                                 
characteristic of ―historical accuracy‖ (―Assassins‖192).  I would note that in actuality, the ―accurate‖ 

material in this piece is primarily historical; it is the extensive material drawn from documents and 

research.  The psychology Sondheim and Weidman depict is actually by far the more subjective element. 



 77 

or a psychologically realistic character.  Instead, he stands in for a larger group or a 

generalized perspective.  In Joanne Gordon‘s reading, for example, the Balladeer 

―provides an historical perspective,‖ a point of view I agree with.  Her next statement, 

however, I find less persuasive, as she claims ―It is he who voices the point of view of the 

nation at the time of the murder‖ (326).  Rather, I would argue, he serves as the historical 

judgment that comes later, although that later is ambiguously defined.  The Balladeer 

turns the events that made up the assassinations into a history; the ability to narrate the 

events, even in conversation with the assassins, represents a degree of temporal distance.  

Scott Miller reads the Balladeer as ―the American people,‖ a reading that is, he 

acknowledges, complicated by the addition of ―Something Just Broke,‖ which gives 

those people voice long after the Balladeer has been exiled (―Assassins‖ 194).  I would 

argue that this is because the Balladeer, while ―eager to oversimplify, happy to see things 

in black and white,‖ represents a more specific group than Miller suggests (―Assassins‖ 

194).  I believe he stands in, in many ways, for traditional historians, whose job it is to 

synthesize complicated, messy events into a logical, linear narrative for their readers.  

In addition to standing in for a traditional historian, the Balladeer also draws on 

the role that popular histories have played in American culture.  Miller connects the 

Balladeer‘s tendency to ―oversimplify‖ to this aspect of his character, arguing that ―the 

key to playing the Balladeer lies in the fact that as stories are passed down from 

generation to generation, as they are turned into songs, plays, and other storytelling 

forms, they are, of necessity, simplified.‖  Since the Balladeer serves in some ways ―as 
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the personification of these stories, [he] embodies an intentionally shallow, 

oversimplified view of history‖ (From Assassins 12).  Miller is, of course, doing some 

oversimplification of his own.  It isn‘t only in ―storytelling‖ forms that things become 

―simplified‖ – as I discussed in the introduction, all history is a narrative, created by the 

historian, to make sense of past events.  His overall point, however, offers a useful 

reminder of the importance of various storytelling media, including the folk song, in 

passing on ―American‖ histories. 

After all, it is no accident that Sondheim and Weidman choose to represent the 

processes of historiography primarily via a ―folk singer.‖  While the stage directions and 

costume choices place the Balladeer within the tradition of the North American folk 

music revival of the mid-twentieth century, the folk singer has long been a part of U.S. 

culture.  Samuel Forucci defines the traditional role of the folk singer as ―a storyteller‖ 

who ―share[s] with his audience rather than perform[s] for them‖ (19).  In other words, 

the song, not the audience, is the focus for a folk singer; the goal is to communicate, 

rather than to impress.  More specifically, the character is a Balladeer – a folk singer 

focused on the subgenre of folk song known as the ballad, a type of story-song.  John 

Anthony Scott points out that ballads most often focus their storytelling on past events.  

That is, they ―tell about a specific incident like a battle, a railroad accident, a worker's 

strike. For many peoples, including the American people, the ballad has been the 

historical document par excellence – oral literature through which the history of the 

group is handed down by word of mouth from generation to generation‖ (―Folk Songs‖ 
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56).  Balladeers, in other words, are historians whose method of transmission is the song, 

rather than printed prose.  The historically oral nature of ballad transmission – songs 

passed singer to singer, rather than via a printed page – is particularly interesting given 

the incorporation of the Balladeer character in Assassins.  After all, most audiences for 

the musical will not read the script or score; the history they learn from the Balladeer, 

they will learn aurally.  As in the earliest years of folk music, Assassins passes history 

down via musical performance, rather than written text. 

The choice to use the Balladeer as the embodiment of history also both depends 

on and queers romanticized assumptions of authenticity that surround folk cultures in 

general and folk music more specifically.  As Benjamin Filene points out in Romancing 

the Folk: Public Memory and American Roots Music (2000), a fascination with ―musical 

purity‖ only increased as the nation became more industrialized.  In fact, ―twentieth-

century Americans have been consistently searching for the latest incarnation of ‗old-

time‘ and ‗authentic‘ music.  Such terms may have lost their referents, but their cultural 

power has remained undiminished‖ (3).  By using a folk singer to stand in for the 

generalized historian, Sondheim and Weidman subtly draw on these associations with 

authenticity, even as they (like many audience members) likely recognize that this 

authenticity is largely mythological.  Scott draws on notions of authenticity in his 

rationale for teaching folk songs to students, claiming that the ―historical song . . .  

provides the student with an instant replay of the past, an instant awareness of it 

transcending space and time.‖  In his slightly romanticized view these songs ―are, in 
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effect, the story behind the headlines, the true history of humanity‖ that ―provide 

weapons with which to counter the dehumanization of the past‖ and ―help students set 

aside stereotypes and to discover real people, who, though long dead, literally speak to 

the present generation from their graves‖ (The Ballad 425).  I would suggest that this is 

exactly the view of folk songs that Sondheim and Weidman count on audiences having.  

It is also, I believe, the view that they queer by showing the Balladeer in conflict and 

conversation with the ―real‖ person.  When we see the folk singer, source of authenticity 

and ―the story behind the headlines,‖ argue with the initiator of the event he is narrating, 

it challenges our expectations of both history and ballad. 

This sense of the Balladeer as a historian – as a figure from a later moment who 

looks back and directly engages with his ―sources‖ – makes him not, precisely, a narrator, 

although that is an easy shorthand.  McMillin discusses the Balladeer as a narrator, and 

claims that he ―gains in effectiveness‖ in the third of his Ballads, when he sings with 

Guiteau, because he ―has abandoned his privileged position of knowing everything and 

has entered into song and dance, for a change‖ (154).  There are a few key problems with 

this reading.  First, the Balladeer, unlike the typical narrator, is not omniscient; he 

―knows everything‖ because he is ostensibly in the process of negotiating and creating 

the narrative as we watch.  Second, while he often creates that narrative in conversation 

with other characters, he does so entirely in number time, as the Balladeer only sings – he 

doesn‘t speak at all.  In Assassins, the embodiment of historiography exists solely in the 

repetitive mode of time.  Remaining outside of book time highlights the fact that the 
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Balladeer is re-creating a version of events, rather than sharing a present moment with the 

plot as it moves.  By making the delivery of the historical narrativization and narrative 

occur in repetitive time, Assassins reminds us that the history we see is emphatically a re-

working of the past.  The use of repetition with revision enhances this point.  For 

example, in ―The Ballad of Czolgosz,‖ the Balladeer continually locates the assassination 

at ―the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo.‖  With each repetition, however, the 

description becomes increasingly specific: in the second verse, he extends it to ―the 

temple of music by the tower of light at the Pan-American. . .‖ and for the third, ―the 

temple of music by the tower of light between the fountain of abundance and the court of 

lilies at the great Pan-American . . .‖ (35-7).  The adjustment to the lyric both reinforces 

and draws attention to the repetition.25  Additionally, limiting the Balladeer to one mode 

of time makes sense since part of the value of two modes of time is their doubling effect 

on character.  After all, as I have noted, there is no psychologically realistic, individuated 

element to the Balladeer; he does not need to exist in the more realistic book time.  He is 

only performance, the performance of (popular) historiography.   

 ―The Ballad of Booth,‖ the second number in Assassins and the first appearance 

of the Balladeer, provides an excellent example of how this musical uses the Balladeer to 

challenge the validity of history.  Following a brief reenactment of Booth‘s assassination 

of Lincoln, presaged by a drum roll and culminating in Booth‘s famous cry of ―Sic 

Semper Tyrannis,‖ the Balladeer makes his entrance.  He sings an introduction that sets 

                                                 
25 This extensive repetition also has pedagogical value, as it reinforces the historical information being 

presented.  Most audience members, having encountered this number, will remember in the future that 

McKinley was assassinated at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo! 
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up both his role in the show and the events we are ―witnessing,‖ first calling the audience 

to attention with the invocation ―Someone tell the story, someone sing the song.‖  After 

the quiet, almost mournful opening the music becomes much quicker, moving into ―a 

lively folk style,‖ as the Balladeer offers the audience some background on Booth, calling 

him ―a handsome devil‖ and letting them know how the scene will end, since he notes 

that Booth ―died in a barn, in pain and bitter, twenty-seven years of age‖ (8-9).  Already 

it is clear that although the Balladeer is sharing the stage with Booth, he is looking back 

on him from a future moment.  He goes on to question Booth‘s motives for the 

assassination, suggesting a variety of the rationales offered by Booth‘s contemporaries: 

―Some say it was your voice had gone, some say it was booze.  They say you killed a 

country, John, because of bad reviews‖ (8).  Following this section Booth, facing death, 

forces his co-conspirator David Herold to serve as the scribe for his indictment of Lincoln 

because ―I will not have history think I did it for a bag of gold or in some kind of rabid 

fit!‖ (10).  Booth speaks these lines in a distinct accent, a hint of actorly affectation mixed 

with more than a dash of ―southern‖ – the vocal quality is soft, with a bit of a drawl.  

John Wilkes Booth was from the mid-Atlantic state of Maryland, so the choice by the 

performer (Michael Cerveris) and the director to use an accent that is recognizably 

―southern‖ to audiences in 2004 functions more to place Booth within the politics of his 

time (he was a Confederate sympathizer) than to replicate what he likely sounded like.  

The accent choice offers aural information, beyond the content of his language, linking 
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Booth to the South and its associations, thereby helping shape the audience‘s 

understanding of his historical position.   

Even as Booth sings out what he sees as the truth of his motives and actions, the 

Balladeer interjects some of the motives history will later attribute to him – and Booth 

hears him, ordering the Balladeer to ―shut up!‖ (11).  The Balladeer is not simply looking 

back on these events; he engages with them directly, even as he shapes the narrative in a 

future moment that may or may not be the audience‘s present.  After Herold leaves, 

Booth begs the Balladeer to make history from his version of events: ―I have given up my 

life for one act, you understand? Do not let history rob me of its meaning.  Pass on the 

truth! You are the only one who can‖ (11).  In this moment, Booth acknowledges – and in 

doing so, points out to the audience – that history is not a given, not a passive reflection 

of what has happened, but a process, one that can give meaning to his actions or ―rob‖ 

him of that meaning.  The desperation in Cerveris's voice as he delivers this line, cracking 

a little with what sounds like suppressed tears, emphasizes the stakes in this process.  It‘s 

also significant that the Balladeer is ―the only one who can‖ pass on this history.  

Certainly, on one level this is a fairly simple issue of plot; no one else remains with 

Booth, so no one else can take his journal and his story.  On another level, however, the 

actor playing the Balladeer goes on to portray Lee Harvey Oswald, the assassin who will 

rival Booth‘s own fame and bring Booth back into the spotlight.  The Balladeer‘s status 

as ―the only one who can‖ make sure Booth‘s story is told functions, then, on both 

structural and meta-theatrical levels.  
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The Balladeer begins to sing Booth‘s story, but Booth soon moves from 

interjections of encouragement to taking up the song himself.  Booth sings beautifully, 

lyrically, of his belief that Lincoln was a ―tyrant‖ who had to die so that the nation could 

heal (12).  He and the Balladeer sing together briefly before Booth resumes his solo to 

mourn the Civil War and the country‘s wounds.  Just as we begin to empathize with 

Booth, hearing his belief in the rightness of his cause expressed through a lyrical, legato, 

moving lament for what Lincoln, in his opinion – an opinion shared with many others in 

his time – cost the country, Booth‘s anger erupts.  Suddenly he curses Lincoln as a 

―vulgar, high and mighty niggerlover‖ (13).  Cerveris spits the final epithet out harshly, 

breaking both the musical and emotional flows.  In that moment, both Booth‘s language 

and his suddenly harsh vocal quality viscerally remind the audience of his hatred and 

ugliness.  He returns to a plaintive mode, but now it carries the echo of the malice within 

it.  Booth‘s final lament culminates in his suicide, as he shoots himself in the head. 

The Balladeer lets Booth have his say, even going so far as to offer apparent 

affirmation and support.  Once Booth has shot himself, however, once his chronological 

moment has passed, the Balladeer retakes the narrative and quickly claims that Booth was 

―off his head,‖ merely the first of ―lots of madmen‖ (13-14).  This assessment is 

particularly noteworthy since one of Booth's greatest fears, expressed earlier when 

talking to Herold, was that newspaper accounts of him as ―mad‖ would enable a history 

in which his actions were not political or motivated by a desire for justice, but ―some 

kind of rabid fit.‖  Certainly, the Booth Cerveris performs doesn‘t seem mad.  He is 
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angry, filled with hate, but not insane; he has specific reasons for killing Lincoln that, 

abhorrent as they may be, are real and political.  The Balladeer erases those, cleaning up 

the messy facts with a claim of insanity to make the story more palatable and, in many 

ways, less threatening.  After all, taking Booth‘s grievances seriously might sully 

Lincoln‘s status as martyr, and remind future generations that the man venerated as one 

of our greatest presidents was widely hated and seen as a tyrant by many in his own 

moment.  It is safer by far to erase them entirely, and admit only that Lincoln, before the 

assassination, ―got mixed reviews‖ (14). 

During this performed revision of the history, as the Balladeer sings the line ―off 

his head,‖ Booth stands up after his death.  The careful timing of this movement 

emphasizes Booth‘s frustration and disgust with the Balladeer‘s dismissal.  Meanwhile, 

the other assassins are onstage, listening; they are hearing how Booth's story gets told.  

The Balladeer confidently claims that ―angry men‖ – madmen – like Booth are doomed 

to fail, singing that it ―hurts a while but soon the country's back where it belongs,‖ and 

asserting that his version of events is in fact ―the truth‖ (14).  At the same time, he tears 

out pages from Booth's diary and uses a lantern to light them on fire.  In this moment, we 

see a figure that stands in for a historian destroy the archive in service of his narrative, 

thereby productively queering the very idea of the archive, which depends in large part 

on the ―myth . . . that the archive resists change, corruptibility, and political 

manipulation‖ (Taylor 10).  The Balladeer and Booth see Booth's actions differently, and 

here the audience sees – not just hears – how easy it is for history to be written, or in this 
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case, sung, by the victors.  This is particularly clear since the Balladeer‘s next words, 

which close the song, are ―still and all . . . Damn you Booth!‖ (14).  The final words are 

much louder and fuller than the thoughtful ―still and all,‖ leaving the audience in no 

doubt that our historian-Balladeer-narrator is far from objective, another useful reminder 

that historians always carry their own agendas, acknowledged or not.  

The Balladeer sings about and with the two other successful assassins, Leon 

Czolgosz and Charles Guiteau, before the ensemble of assassins eliminates him during 

―Another National Anthem.‖  Lovensheimer suggests that the Balladeer‘s destruction is 

tied to his narrator status, arguing that in Sondheim musicals ―the narrators,‖ including 

the Balladeer, ―cannot and do not survive in the midst of outsiders‖ (188-9).  Certainly, 

narrators do not tend to fare well in Sondheim‘s work.  As I have argued, however, the 

Balladeer is not (simply) a narrator; he is the historian, the embodiment of how the 

assassins stories are transformed into historical narratives.  Through the Balladeer we – 

and the assassins – see how history works, and there is nothing normal or natural about it; 

it‘s a process driven by all sorts of messy emotions, agendas, and ideas.  This 

denaturalization renders history, in the body of the Balladeer, queer, and takes away 

its/his presumed authority.  This labor done, the assassins can drive the representative of 

normative history from the stage in an attempt to take control of their own narratives.  

Yet he doesn‘t disappear entirely; once normalcy, in the persona of the Balladeer, is 

revealed as flawed it/he becomes an outsider himself, as Harris turns into Lee Harvey 
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Oswald.  It is through Oswald that the assassins, particularly Booth, will once again 

attempt to control how they are remembered – how they appear in history.   

The Balladeer‘s transformation also relates to the other major effect of the 

concept musical form‘s refusal of linear chronology, the ways in which the assassins 

themselves interact.  In Assassins, chronological distance is no bar to character 

interaction, and it is perfectly normal within the world of this musical for characters from 

different time periods to interact.  The assassins share time and stage space in ways they 

obviously did not in life.  For example, Guiteau‘s attempt at flirtation with Sarah Jane 

Moore occurs despite the fact that he was dead long before she was born.  John Hinckley 

and Squeaky Fromme shared chronological time, as both are still alive today, but never 

geographical space, and their assassination attempts were not linked in any realistic way, 

yet they spar and sing together in his basement onstage.  Additionally, all the assassins 

come together in both book and number scenes a few times over the course of the show.  

While the opening might be shrugged off as an ensemble number that calls for willing 

suspension of disbelief, the choice to have the first book scene, immediately after ―The 

Ballad of Booth,‖ take place in a bar where all the assassins gather emphasizes to the 

audience that these characters can and do interact outside the usual rules of time.  This 

further troubles the presumed rupture between past and present, while allowing the 

musical to dramatize the ways historical narratives influence other time periods.        

The assassins are deeply influenced by one another, and Assassins literalizes that.  

Booth is the most overt instigator, perhaps because he was both the first and the best 



 88 

known of the assassins.  For example, we hear him suggest that Zangara, who has been 

complaining of his chronic stomach pain, ―do something about that stomach‖ by 

―shooting Franklin Roosevelt‖ (18).  In the next scene, after his assassination attempt, 

Zangara sings of how ―the sickness in the stomach,‖ for which he blames capitalism (or, 

in the words of the song, ―the smart and the rich‖), led him to ―make my idea to go and 

kill Roosevelt‖ (20).  Zangara then complicates this explanation by claiming that he 

planned on killing Hoover first, if only Hoover had been in a warmer climate.  Giving us 

multiple, overlapping ways of understanding the ―why‖ of Zangara's action encourages 

us to see Booth‘s influence without placing all of the responsibility onto him.  Booth also 

has significant influence in ―Gun Song,‖ which he uses to persuade Czolgosz to 

assassinate McKinley.  By the end of the song, Czolgosz‘s dismay over the laborers who 

die to make guns has turned to determination to make sure the gun claims ―just one 

more‖ (34).  In this case, however, other assassins also participate in encouraging 

Czolgosz‘s action.  While Booth is certainly the most clearly interested, Sondheim chose 

to make the song a quartet, rather than a duet.  Guiteau and Moore, the other members of 

the quartet – one dead before him, one born after him – also help to persuade Czolgosz, 

through their presence, and through the seductive nature of their tight, Barbershop 

harmonies and the community that harmony suggests.    

This literalization of the assassins‘ influence on one another occurs in more subtle 

ways as well, as the assassins often lurk onstage and watch each other‘s scenes and 

numbers.  For example, Booth watches Zangara‘s song, and both Booth and Zangara 
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watch Czolgosz as he listens to Emma Goldman‘s speech, a key moment in the evolution 

of his political purpose.  The characters often watch from within the roller coaster frame, 

in the space marked as ―theirs‖ by their president‘s number.  In those moments, the 

lighting often isolates their faces so that the watchers almost seem to be floating, not fully 

present yet unavoidably there.   

The most crucial example of the assassins‘ interdependence comes at the climax 

of the show, in the scene set in the Dallas Book Depository on November 22, 1963.  

Oswald is onstage, preparing to commit suicide, when Booth‘s entrance stops him.26  

Booth picks up and reads a snippet of Oswald‘s suicide note – a suicide note that, as far 

as we know, never actually existed.  By creating a document, an archival object, in 

service of the alternate history written by the show, Weidman creates a certain sense of 

solidity and ―reality‖ for this vision of events.  Booth then begins his attempt to persuade 

Oswald to kill John F. Kennedy, rather than himself, an effort that begins subtly and 

becomes increasingly overt as the scene progresses.  In a vision that resonates with some 

of the (many) conspiracy theories that have sprung up around the Kennedy assassination, 

                                                 
26 It‘s worth noting that the fact that Neil Patrick Harris portrays Oswald influences how this scene 

operates in performance.  Marvin Carlson‘s notion of ―ghosting‖ offers a useful way of thinking through 

this actor-character relationship.  As Carlson points out, ―the recycled body of the actor . . . will almost 

inevitably in a new role evoke the ghost or ghosts of previous roles . . . , a phenomenon that often colors 

and indeed may dominate the reception process‖ (8).  When audiences engage with a performer, like 

Harris, whose work is familiar to them, that actor‘s previous work influences their understanding of the 

character being portrayed.  This operates on two levels in Harris‘ performance of Oswald.  Although Harris 

has a wide history as a performer on both stage and screen, in 2004 he remained most strongly associated 

with his starring role on the television show Doogie Howser, M.D., on which he played a teen genius 

dealing with life as a doctor while still suffering through the usual problems of adolescence.  This likeable, 

smart image hovered behind his performance as the Balladeer, and now both Doogie Howser and the 

Balladeer hover behind the sad, troubled loser Oswald.  This ghosting adds complicating layers to the 

character audiences assume they know.  It also reminds audiences that they are not watching Lee Harvey 

Oswald; they are watching an actor performing Oswald, albeit realistically and with great commitment.  
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it isn't Oswald's idea to kill the President; he becomes a pawn to outside forces. 27  In this 

version, the outside force is the community of assassins, spearheaded by John Wilkes 

Booth, and the assassination of Kennedy is literally his idea:  

Oswald: So tell me what I should do! 

Booth: You should kill the President of the United States. (68) 

Booth not only provides the idea, he also provides the weapon.  Oswald opens the scene 

with a gun, but not one suitable for assassination, so Booth ―changes‖ curtain rods into 

the rifle (70).28  Unlike Zangara, who receives a similar suggestion and runs with it 

almost instantly, Oswald is resistant: ―You're nuts.‖29  Making Oswald struggle against 

the idea gives the show time to illustrate how history intervenes in the present (and 

future).   

Throughout the scene, we are offered moments that remind us that what we are 

witnessing both is and is not the narrative we expect.  In one particularly telling example, 

early in the scene Booth recites Oswald's biography.  As he comes to the current moment, 

he says that ―this morning, depressed over your estrangement from a wife who views you 

as a dismal and pathetic failure, you . . . came here to kill yourself‖ (66).  While no 

hesitation is indicated in the script, Cerveris pauses for a moment before the word 

―yourself.‖  That pause reminds the audience of the discordant note struck in this 

                                                 
27 The show references the various conspiracy theories in the text, as Booth says: ―Fifty years from now 

they'll still be arguing about the grassy knoll, the mafia, some Cuban crouched behind a stockade fence, but 

this - right here, right now - this is the real conspiracy.  And you're a part of it" (72) 
28 The night before the assassination, Oswald had a coworker take him home to, he claimed, pick up some 

curtain rods.  In actuality, he retrieved the rifle (Clarke, 124).   
29Booth, who so forcefully defended his sanity in his Ballad, seems to have given up the struggle here, 

responding, ―Maybe I am.  So what?‖ (69). 
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moment.  While the general facts of Oswald‘s life offered in Booth‘s biographical sketch 

line up with what we think we know about him, the ending – that his intention is suicide, 

not assassination – doesn't match up at all.  The history here is our history, but not, quite, 

and the pause allows that dissonance to resonate as our brains fill in the expected end, 

―Kennedy,‖ and then our ears receive the new version, ―himself.‖  That dissonance 

enables Assassins’ queer historiography, as it keeps our relationship to the historical 

narrative unsettled and unstable. 

Booth‘s motivation in this scene is also crucial to the musical‘s emphasis on the 

difference between past events and historical narratives.  By this point, Booth is no longer 

agitating for assassination for political reasons; it doesn't need to be the ―right thing to 

do.‖  It just needs to be done.  When we do see elements of a rationale in Booth‘s 

machinations, they have little to do with Oswald, and even less with Kennedy.  Perhaps 

the most political of the assassins is now far more invested in fame, in the pleasure of 

being known and remembered.  This has everything to do with history – Booth‘s history 

– and how it didn‘t turn out the way he wanted.  During his Ballad, he saw his history 

transformed into the very narrative he most feared.  His political act became a cry for 

attention, the act of a man who was ―off his head‖ in search of ―applause,‖ and he is 

remembered as much for having ―paved the way for other madmen to make us [real, good 

Americans] pay‖ as for killing Lincoln, who ended up a martyr thanks to his action (13-

14).  Booth‘s intervention with Oswald is, fundamentally, a way of working with what he 

has.  If people remember Booth for opening up the possibility of future assassinations, it's 
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in his interest to make sure there are more.  Each time an assassination occurs, Booth‘s 

story will theoretically be retold, and with each retelling, there is a chance the narrative 

will be, as he sees it, corrected.  Booth‘s motivation in this scene, then, emphasizes the 

degree to which histories, not just past events, influence future moments. 

The arrival of the other assassins continues this focus on history as a changeable 

narrative.  Booth alone, in the end, cannot persuade Oswald; he needs the other assassins 

to assist him.  As they enter to help Booth convince him, they have a telling exchange: 

Oswald: What is this? 

Booth: The past you never had, the future you'd abandoned -- it's called 

history, Lee. (70) 

Oswald recognizes Booth's name – he knows he killed Lincoln – but the other assassins 

have to introduce themselves and say who they killed (or tried to kill).  They may be 

history, but they certainly aren't known (70-1).  They tell Oswald that his role is to make 

them visible once more, to bring them into the narrative: 

Czolgosz (indicating pre-Oswald ASSASSINS): You're going to bring us 

back. 

Hinckley (indicating post-Oswald ASSASSINS): And make us possible. 

(71) 

When Oswald tries to leave without killing Kennedy, to refuse his role, they ―explode‖ – 

they need him.  Events alone do not comprise a history; they have to be remembered and 

put into narrative and context.  In this scene, and to a certain extent in traditional histories 
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as well, Oswald is the other assassins‘ context.  Booth, determined to see Oswald carry 

out the assassination, uses Hinckley's encyclopedic knowledge of Oswald‘s life to help 

persuade him by pointing out the degree to which Oswald‘s actions shaped Hinckley‘s 

two decades later (73).  When this, too, proves insufficient, Zangara begins an appeal.  

Choosing Zangara, the immigrant, to give this climactic speech in his native language of 

Italian allows Weidman and Sondheim to incorporate all of the assassins as translators.  

There is a single, ongoing musical note underneath this section, which locates it in a 

liminal space between book and number, and also builds tension and discomfort in the 

listener.  The note crashes in before Zangara begins, sustains, and then periodically 

chimes again and holds.  A higher, sharper, almost painful whistling note underscores the 

crucial lines: 

Moore: Without you, we're just footnotes in a history book.  

Guiteau: Disappointed office seeker. 

Czolgosz: Deranged immigrant.   

Booth: Vainglorious actor. 

 . . . . 

Czolgosz: You think you're powerless. Empower us.  (77) 

Of course, the truth is that even with Oswald, they remain merely footnotes in most 

history books.  In fact, only the three who offer their footnote description (the 

―successes‖) are mentioned in most textbooks at all.   
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In this scene, the chorus of assassins ―become a force of history‖ as they persuade 

Oswald to kill John F. Kennedy (Gordon 336, emphasis mine).  Gordon‘s choice of 

words is telling, as she implies that these characters have not in fact been part of history 

until Oswald‘s act gives them meaning – the argument, in some ways, which the 

assassins themselves make.  Hinckley is both right and wrong when he says to Oswald 

that ―with you, we're a force of history‖ (77).  In the context of the scene, and of the 

show, they are very much a force of history.  In the larger context however, if they are a 

force, it is an unnamed and largely undiscussed one.  They remain events, but ones that 

traditional historiography never wove into the narrative of ―American history.‖   

Miller, writing about this scene, says that ―the plastic nature of time throughout 

the show pays off in this scene, as past, present, and future collide in Oswald‘s brain‖ 

(―Assassins‖ 192).  Yet what is most interesting about this scene is that it emphatically 

does not take place in Oswald‘s brain.  Because this is a concept musical, and temporality 

has already been shown to be fluid and flexible, this moment can actually function quite 

literally.  The assassins all stand together, in defiance of chronology.  As Miller goes on 

to point out, the ―historical phenomenon‖ by which Oswald becomes part of a community 

(of sorts) with all the other successful and would-be assassins ―is represented as an actual 

corporeal experience,‖ a choice which ―[makes] it so much clearer and more immediate 

to the audience‖ (―Assassins‖ 192).  The workings of history – a history that has been 

visibly built onstage over the course of the evening; a history that, for most audience 
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members, didn‘t even exist before seeing the show; a history that refuses to stay in the 

past where we think it belongs – have become explicit, immediate, and tangible. 

This sequence makes one other queer intervention in its final moments.  The 

sustained notes that have underscored the assassins‘ pleas shift to an underlying melody, 

and once Oswald accepts the rifle, the assassins finally begin to sing.  Their voices grow 

increasingly loud and dissonant as the song goes on, until Oswald‘s gunshot breaks the 

cacophony and they fall into silence.  After he sights and shoots, the stage goes to black 

for a moment before all the chaser lights go off, creating an image like waterfalls of light.  

Oswald stands between two strands of light and turns to the audience, as the famous 

Zapruder footage of the Kennedy assassination plays on his white t-shirt.  The choice to 

play the archival footage is intensely powerful, representing the one moment where a 

tangible artifact from the ―real world‖ appears onstage.  Seeing that footage, right after a 

scene that, realistically, could not have happened – and yet, theatrically, did – is 

profoundly disorienting, and reminds the audience that we have no obvious way of 

knowing what can and cannot be considered accurate, real, or true. 

The sheer number of (hi)stories in Assassins also allows us to be confronted with 

a wider array of ideas about ―what really happened,‖ because we don‘t have a traditional 

protagonist‘s story to follow.  Instead, audiences are encouraged to empathize at various 

moments with almost everyone onstage.  Interestingly, it is the ―American people‖ 

broadly writ – the ―us‖ the show offers– that Assassins asks its audience to take seriously 

last.  ―Something Just Broke‖ follows the Book Depository scene, and begins with the 
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ensemble appearing all in white, scattered in individual white lights on various levels of 

the stage.  They sing of the moments of loss created by the assassins, and the grief they 

caused the nation, from the various historical moments during which the events 

happened.  Shifting subtly from era to era, this song represents the first time we see the 

―American people‖ portrayed with any empathy.  The abrupt shift in perspective and 

even message makes this song an uncomfortable fit; it seems almost tacked on to the end.  

I would argue, however, that it is precisely this discomfort that makes the number 

historiographically useful.  By this point in the show, the audience has been disconnected 

from the normative understandings of these events, asked to see them from the angle of 

the assassins, rather than their victims (the individual presidents or the country).  The 

traditional narratives offered by the Balladeer have been at least partially discredited by 

our ability to see the conflict between historian and participants.  We've even seen him 

destroy a crucial artifact that would challenge the tale he creates.  In ―Something Just 

Broke,‖ though, the carnival wheel spins again and reminds us that there were other 

participants, even if indirect ones, in those events, and their reality is also a valid part of 

the narrative.  The sharp disconnect between what's come before and what they express 

reminds us once again that there is no one narrative that can encompass the fullness of 

historical events; no single history can ever give us a fully knowable past. 

CONCLUSION 

Both of these shows have a queer relationship to history, encouraging audiences 

to remember that history is constructed.  In the case of Assassins, the choice to structure 
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the show as a concept musical allows it to go even further, challenging the very 

possibility of a truly accurate and fully representative construction.  Neither show, 

however, takes a feminist approach to history.  In the next chapter, I turn to two musicals, 

Gypsy and Hairspray, in order to explore how musicals might offer a historiography that 

is feminist as well as queer. 



 98 

Chapter 2: Divas and History in Gypsy and Hairspray 

In this chapter, I consider two musicals that offer a queer, feminist historiography.  

Gypsy (originally produced in 1959 and revived on Broadway in 1974, 1989, 2003, and 

2008) and Hairspray (which opened in 2002, and closed in 2009, overlapping both of the 

most recent Gypsy revivals) offer histories of U.S. popular culture: vaudeville and 

burlesque and television, respectively.  In crafting these histories, both shows are built 

around central female characters who are larger-than-life, who sing loudly, take up space 

(both narratively and physically), and demand attention.  They are, in short, diva 

musicals.  

 Gypsy, created by Arthur Laurents (book), Jule Styne (music), Stephen Sondheim 

(lyrics), and Jerome Robbins (director/choreographer), is based on the ―always 

exaggerated memoirs‖ of Gypsy Rose Lee, which detail the process by which a little girl 

named Louise became the famous stripper Gypsy (Wolf Problem 105).  While the 

daughter‘s memoir provides the source material, the musical is primarily the mother‘s 

story.  Covering the years of vaudeville‘s decline, the early 1920s to the early 1930s, 

Gypsy follows Momma Rose as she attempts to turn her daughters – first June, who runs 

away at the end of Act I, and then Louise – into vaudeville stars with the help of Herbie, 

the almost-eternal fiancé and agent she picks up along the way.  In the end Rose loses 

Herbie when she pushes Louise into burlesque on what was supposed to be her wedding 

day to Herbie, and loses her control over Louise when the young woman finds success 

and self-confidence in her new role as a stripper.   
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Based on John Waters‘ classic film of the same name, Hairspray is set thirty 

years after Gypsy ends, in Baltimore, 1962.  Television dance shows are all the rage, and 

despite her mother Edna‘s initial disapproval, teenager Tracy Turnblad is determined to 

win a place onscreen as a dancer on the local Corny Collins Show.  At first rejected for 

being overweight, Tracy eventually earns her spot using a dance move she learns from 

Seaweed, an African American classmate she met in detention; her new quest becomes to 

racially integrate the program.  After Tracy‘s initial attempt at integration fails, 

Seaweed‘s mother Motormouth Maybelle encourages her to try again, and helps lead 

everyone in a more successful effort.  While Gypsy features one full-fledged diva (Rose) 

and one blossoming diva (once Louise becomes Gypsy), Hairspray has several, including 

Tracy, Maybelle, the antagonist Mrs. Von Tussle, and Tracy‘s mother Edna, a profoundly 

overweight woman played by a male actor in drag. 

  In this chapter, I argue that these musicals‘ use of the diva allows them to offer a 

queer historiography in two key ways, both feminist.  In both shows, the centrality of the 

diva pushes normally marginalized figures – women, people of color, people of size, and 

(implicitly) queer people – to the center of the history being (re)presented.  You cannot 

marginalize Momma Rose or Tracy: they are the lynchpin of their musicals.  These 

musicals don‘t offer divas simply as a locus for audience identification, but rather as the 

structuring force of the show; these two musicals are built around women, and by 

extension, so are the histories they perform.  The narratives these musicals shape from 
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past events center entirely on women. This is an important move, as one major feminist 

critique of traditional history has been the degree to which it centers on (white) men.  

  The other queer move these musicals make via their diva centers lies in 

encouraging audiences to see gender as a performance and femininity as a construction.  

As I will discuss, divas pose a fundamental challenge to normative ideas of gender.  

While divas perform a certain degree of femininity, what makes them a diva, in large 

part, are the ways they queer that performance, whether via excess or more overt 

challenges.  These musicals, therefore, denaturalize gender in the present and the past by 

centering on characters who ―do‖ femininity, but in some key way(s) do it ―wrong.‖   

 If Gypsy and Hairspray are ―diva musicals,‖ it is important to consider what, 

exactly, ―diva‖ means.  Originally associated with female opera stars, today the term can 

refer to almost anyone, although it is most often used for performers.1 There is no precise 

definition; as Alexander Doty notes, ―There are many ways to be a diva – and many ways 

to understand divadom‖ (―The Good‖ 2-3).  In their book The Diva’s Mouth: Body, 

Voice, Prima Donna Politics (1996), Susan Leonardi and Rebecca Pope describe the diva 

as ―larger than life and much more fragile . . . . Chameleon, protean, vampiric, dramatic, 

regal, seductive, powerful, manipulative, ambitious, generous, life-enhancing, life-

altering, extravagant‖ (10).  The multiplicity of this list of adjectives emphasizes the 

excess embedded in the notion of the diva, as well as the difficulty in defining her.  

                                                 
1 The book My Diva (2009), for example, an homage to a variety of divas beloved by gay men, includes 65 

divas; while political figures and authors make appearances, the majority of the divas discussed are 

performers, ranging from comediennes Gracie Allen and Lucille Ball, to singers Billie Holiday and Stevie 

Nicks, to movie stars Audrey Hepburn and Jessica Lange, to musical theatre mainstays Julie Andrews and 

Patti LuPone.   
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Leonardi and Pope also point out that the very magnificence of the diva separates her 

from normativity in ways that are not necessarily socially acceptable, as ―to speak of the 

diva as gloriously extraordinary is a polite way of acknowledging that she is something of 

a freak‖ (45).  Deborah Paredez, in her work on the Tejana musician and diva Selena, 

argues that aspects of the diva persona include ―a delight in self-conscious excess, a 

frequent staging of perseverance amid suffering, an array of self-created costumes, and a 

careful negotiation between exquisitely crafted self-image and an embodiment of 

authenticity‖ (160).  Like other scholars, Paredez considers excess to be a key component 

of divadom.   

While the concept of the diva derives from opera, the diva has also become a key 

figure in musical theatre, both as performer and as role.  Musical theatre is known for 

having strong female roles and female stars.  D.A. Miller goes so far as to claim that a 

―general law of the musical theatre‖ is ―that, though male and female alike may and 

indeed must appear on the musical stage, they are not equally welcome there: the female 

performer will always enjoy the advantage of also being thought to represent this stage, 

as its sign, its celebrant, its essence, and its glory‖ (71).  In other words, musical theatre is 

a particularly hospitable genre for women performers, one that offers ample opportunity 

for them to sing loudly and take up space (Wolf Problem 22-23).  As for the roles they 

portray, diva characters in musicals tend to share certain characteristics.  Discussing the 

character of Elphaba in the 2003 musical Wicked, Stacy Wolf describes her as 

―Broadway's traditional diva: she is the dark, alto outsider who sings the musical's well-
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known belting numbers . . . . She breaks the rules and is condemned for her strength and 

determination‖ and goes on to refer to ―the quintessential diva, the singer of big, belting 

songs of self-determination and self-celebration‖ (―Wicked‖ 48, 51).  A Broadway diva 

role, then, is about both content and form.  It requires certain personality traits – ―strength 

and determination‖ coupled with resistance to normativity – as well as certain musical 

traits – a strong belt, most often in an alto register. 

If the typical roles for women in classic book musicals can be divided into 

ingénue and soubrette, the diva offers a third path, blending the soubrette‘s lower, 

brassier voice with the ingénues quantity of material and leading-lady status.  Unlike both 

the soubrette and the ingénue, however, the diva character typically doesn‘t depend on 

being part of a couple for her relevance.  While she is often nominally part of a 

heterosexual romance narrative, the diva‘s real story is usually more focused on ―self-

celebration‖ and fulfilling her own needs and desires.   As John Clum argues, ―The diva 

musical is about a woman's escape from the humdrum . . . . the diva fights for liberation 

from stasis in a grim, everyday world‖ (Something 168).  

A fundamental part of this ―escape from the humdrum‖ is resistance to normative 

gender roles, a key component of divadom.  A number of authors have emphasized the 

degree to which ―divahood is ever a gender disorder‖ (Leonardi and Pope 57).  In a 

culture where normative femininity positions women as passive and located in the private 

sphere of the home, a woman who sings loudly and demands attention in the public space 

of performance is automatically deviant.  As Wolf argues, ―The diva's excessive, 
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performative display of self refutes the limits of femininity even as her voice and body 

are insistently female‖ (―Wicked‖ 46).  Divas require us to both see and hear women as 

women; divas are unmistakably female, even as they refute some of the core ideals of 

Western femininity.  In this way, as Leonardi and Pope suggest, ―The diva makes visible 

the seams and fissures of a culture‘s gender and sexual ideology‖ (20).  Wayne 

Koestenbaum makes a similar point, claiming that the diva ―is associated with difference 

itself‖ and ―overturns the world‘s gendered ground by making femaleness seem at once 

powerful and artificial‖ (104).  In other words, by presenting the image of a female body 

wielding power (in and through performance), the diva both emphasizes women‘s power 

and emphasizes the degree to which the category of ―woman‖ and associated ideas of 

femininity are constructions, not facts, through that very emphasis. 

The diva‘s disruption of gender roles also implies a challenge to the heterosexual 

order that the traditional gender system supports (and is supported by).  As Leonardi and 

Pope suggest, there is something ―decidedly queer about divas today‖ (2).  The diva‘s 

queerness encompasses her challenge to heteronormativity, her embrace of excess, and 

her overall deviance: as Doty notes, ―Divas (and most divos)  . . .  are about troubling and 

breaking out of their ‗proper‘ culturally assigned sex, gender, sexuality, class, national, 

ethnic, and racial spaces‖ (―There's Something‖ 4).  The diva, in other words, challenges 

all sorts of ―regimes of the normal‖ held sacred in contemporary U.S. culture.   

The diva‘s multi-faceted troubling of cultural categories and normalcy has also 

served to link her with a range of marginalized groups.  Certainly, the diva has long been 
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a favored figure in the queer community, particularly among gay men.  Koestenbaum, for 

example, writes at length about the connections he perceives between opera divas and 

gay men.2 Brett Farmer links the gay male affinity with divas to the diva‘s challenge to 

normative femininity, saying that ―the diva remains, even today, a profoundly 

provocative figure  . . .  the woman who dares to lay public claim to expressive 

entitlement has lost little of her capacity to ruffle socio-economic feathers.  It is also why 

she has been such a stalwart focus of queer attention‖ (145-46).  Clum also argues for this 

link, particularly in musical theatre, pointing out that ―the great stage divas‖ – like Ethel 

Merman, Bernadette Peters, and Patti LuPone, for example – ―are often imitated by drag 

queens because their personae have much in common with drag queens.  More important, 

the great roles of the Broadway divas are themselves, like drag queens‘ personae, 

distillations and exaggerations of certain feminine traits‖ (Something 139-40).  Raymond 

Knapp claims that musical theatre divas in some ways functioned as surrogates for gay 

men, arguing that ―within the closeted theatrical context of pre-Stonewall Broadway, the 

badness of ‗bad girls,‘ especially in the sexual realm, frequently served as a stand-in for 

homosexuality, and no more so than when the bad girl in question was an unabashed 

diva‖ (Personal Identity 238).  Edward O‘Neill also marks a link between divas and gay 

male communities, but for a slightly different reason; he sees divas as camp figures, 

―mak[ing] habitable an inhospitable world.‖  He locates their appeal to gay men in that 

aspect of their persona: diva roles ―provide the opportunity for extraordinarily talented 

                                                 
2 See in particular his chapter ―The Codes of Diva Content‖ in The Queens Throat. 
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women to give awesome, admirable, and even frightening performances. The female 

figures that such talented women embody are nothing less than figures of gay men‘s 

campily ambivalent relation to dominant culture . . . . We [gay men] use their stories to 

tell our own‖ (24).  

The diva‘s ―ambivalent relation to dominant culture‖ also serves to link her to 

racial and ethnic ―others.‖ In his article ―Feeling Brown,‖ performance scholar José 

Muñoz argues that ideas of appropriate affect are inherently racialized, as ―normativity is 

accessed in the majoritarian public sphere through the affective performance of ethnic 

and racial normativity‖ – that is, whiteness (68).  He describes whiteness as an affective 

identity as follows:  

The affective performance of normative whiteness is minimalist to the 

point of emotional impoverishment. Whiteness claims affective 

normativity and neutrality, but for that fantasy to remain in place one must 

only view it from the vantage point of US cultural and political hegemony. 

Once we look at whiteness from a racialized perspective, like that of 

Latinos, it begins to appear to be flat and impoverished. (70)  

A diva is not – cannot be – ―minimalist‖; her affect cannot be ―flat‖ or ―impoverished.‖ 

Divas are inherently excessive: too loud, too ambitious, too visible, too emotional.  This 

excess allies them, affectively, with racial others marked as excessive in the national 

imaginary.  I would argue, therefore, that while divas can be any color, any ethnicity, any 

size, or any age, one thing they can never be is (normatively) ―white.‖  Others have noted 
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this connection between divas and marginalized racial and ethnic identities.  For example, 

Leonardi and Pope claim that ―while the opera diva can be read as a figure of white 

privilege, she is also consistently othered . . . along ethnic rather than racial lines . . . . a 

dark Caucasian who is excessive, transgressive, stupid, loudmouthed‖ (17).  Similarly, 

Koestenbaum notes that while opera divas themselves are ―usually white‖ they ―have 

been linked to racial otherness, darkness, [and] exoticism,‖ often in quite problematic 

ways (106).  As both comments suggest, the diva‘s linkage to racial and/or ethnic 

difference is complicated; she retains a certain degree of white privilege based on the 

color of her skin, while her affect marks her as ―other.‖   This othering is often politically 

problematic, but also potentially productive as it marks a space for possible affiliation.  In 

the end, as Doty argues, the diva‘s status as an excessive, unruly woman gives her 

―plenty to say to women, queer men, blacks, Latinos, and other marginalized groups 

about the costs and the rewards that can come when you decide both to live a 

conspicuous public life within white patriarchy and to try and live that life on your own 

terms.‖  Divas, he suggests, ―will make certain that, as often as possible, it is tradition 

and convention that yield (or at least bend) to her‖ (―There's Something‖ 2). 

 Before moving to the musicals themselves, I want to briefly discuss the idea of 

gender as a construction, a key element in the historiographic intervention these two 

musicals are able to make.  Understanding how these musicals render gender strange in 

their historical narratives through their use of divas requires us to see gender as 

performative, rather than essential.  Judith Butler‘s work has been crucial in forming the 
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theoretical framework for this approach.  In Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity (1990), Butler argues for the gendered body as performative, a 

constant doing with ―no ontological status apart from the various [discursively produced] 

acts which constitute its reality‖ (Gender 173).   She argues that the very notion of an 

interior sense of gender is in fact discursively produced through these performative acts, 

which seek to (re)enforce and regulate reproductive heterosexuality.  According to 

Butler, identity, particularly gender, is not a thing but a practice, carried out through 

repetition.  Agency, then, becomes ―located within the possibility of a variation on that 

repetition,‖ in the ability to make visible the failures of repetition and disrupt the notion 

of an ―original‖ (Gender 185).   

 While Butler‘s work emphasizes the ways in which all gender is performative, 

performance scholars have drawn on similar ideas to point out the ways in which gender 

operates in and as performance.  Laurence Senelick, in his introduction to Gender in 

Performance: The Presentation of Difference in the Performing Arts (1992), makes the 

point quite baldly: ―Gender is performance‖ (ix).  He argues that while all gender is 

performed, gender performed onstage has specific advantages for those interested in 

reading it, as ―theatrical gender is not only more perspicuously intelligible than the 

behavioral kind, it is also more variegated in its possibilities‖ (xi).  The performance of 

gender and the range of possible gender performances can, he suggests, be seen more 

clearly onstage than off.  Senelick also emphasizes the degree to which theatrical 

performance allows for non- and counter-normative performances, claiming that 
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―historically, the theatre has been a safe-house for unconventional behavior.  Although its 

public nature has required it to endorse norms, its space is specially licensed to harbor 

unorthodox individuals and otherwise inadmissible conduct‖ (xi).  This measure of 

permissiveness, he seems to suggest, allows a space for the subversion of gender norms, 

albeit a contained one.3  

 Drag – cross-dressing – is perhaps the most obvious means of performing gender 

so as to render it strange.  Butler sees drag, as well as lesbian butch/femme identities, as a 

performance where the false nature of interiority and ―true gender identity‖ can be 

subverted and made visible, arguing against the then-traditional condemnation within 

feminist theory of these positions and acts as degrading or as imitations of 

heterosexuality (Gender 174).  Performing drag, Butler claims, allows the constructed, 

imitative, performative nature of all gender to be glimpsed.   However, as Carole-Anne 

Tyler points out, there has also been significant theorizing around women‘s ability to 

perform femininity deconstructively.  She describes the product of much of this work as 

follows:  ―In theory, the female mimic [of femininity] denaturalized ideology by calling 

attention to the conventions that encode her as a woman; she repeats femininity with a 

playful difference that is a critical difference, producing knowledge about it: that it is a 

role and not a nature‖ (38).  Tyler is concerned, however, that in practice this theory‘s 

insistence on a difference between masquerade (un-playful, uncritical repetition) and 

mimicry relies on a false notion of origins.  She goes on to postulate that perhaps, to be 

                                                 
3 Of course, this apparent permissiveness does not exist outside of normativity.  As Sue-Ellen Case points 

out, ―the image of a woman onstage participates directly in the dominant ideology of gender‖ (117).   
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legibly a mimic, a woman must ―impersonate a man impersonating a woman‖ (60); in 

other words, she must model herself, not on a biological woman, but on a drag queen.  

Interestingly, this is often precisely how divas are recognized, particularly in musical 

theatre. Mark Steyn, for example, in his discussion of divas, asserts that ―there's a cartoon 

quality about Broadway leading ladies which makes them the nearest thing to a female 

drag queen‖ (200). 

 Class and race certainly have a significant influence on the reception of women‘s 

performances of femininity.  Tyler, for example, argues that country-singer-diva Dolly 

Parton ―can be seen as a mimic, a female impersonator, as she herself has suggested she 

is . . . . because from a middle-class point of view she overdoes it; she does not quite get 

femininity right; her style is too tacky, her taste for the excessive in excessively bad 

taste‖ (60).  Normative femininity is defined through middle-class, white ―taste,‖ and so 

performances that evoke the excess of the ―other‖ are therefore failed performances of 

femininity – and, done intentionally, potentially productive critiques of femininity as 

well.  Of course, reading a performance as impersonation has a great deal to do with the 

spectator‘s class; Tyler is quite critical of the degree to which feminists neglect this 

reality, noting that middle-class white feminists may see Dolly‘s lower-class, excessive 

aesthetic as an ironic parody of femininity, while lower-class audiences may simply see 

glamour (61).  While Tyler‘s critique is valuable, I would still argue that mimicry 

represents a viable strategy of resistance to gender normativity, particularly in certain 

contexts where the audience is predominantly middle/upper class and white – like 
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Broadway.  Additionally, even for audiences denied access to normative femininity, 

including women of color, lower-class women, and lesbians, the norm is still 

recognizable as such.  A lower-class audience may see Dolly as glamorous by their 

standards, but many if not all of them will recognize that their standards are not those of 

the dominant culture; therefore, there is still visible rebellion in Dolly‘s performance.  By 

pointing out that femininity can be done in multiple ways, Dolly – and other divas – can 

render it strange, deconstructing it and thereby making space for the very idea that it is a 

construction, that femininity doesn‘t have to be ―white, bourgeois, [and] heterosexual‖ 

(Tyler 62).  Deanna Shoemaker addresses this in her work on  ―women‘s staged 

performances of ‗unruly femininities,‘‖ understood as ―potentially scandalous use[s] of 

the female voice and body, marked also by race, class, size, and/or sexuality differences 

[that] violates and/or parodies heterosexual norms of femininity and masculinity‖ that 

might ―subvert normative understandings of gender and imagine new possibilities‖ (1-2).   

 The diva‘s visible performance of gender renders diva musicals a particularly 

useful performance tool for challenging femininity.  John Clum defines the diva musical 

as ―both restrictive and liberating.  While they are limited to heterosexist narratives, they 

open space for gender transgression.  The drag potential of the diva musical shows its 

potential to question, if not deconstruct, conventional notions of gender‖ (Something 

181).  This chapter illustrates how Gypsy and Hairspray force audiences to encounter a 

historical narrative shaped by women, and by women who refuse normative femininity in 
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crucial ways.  These musicals render women central, and femininity strange, not just in 

the present moment but in the past under discussion. 

GYPSY 

 Gypsy, like the memoirs on which Laurents and his collaborators based it, is a 

(fictionalized) narrative of 1920s and 1930s show business, structured around women.  

Gypsy is entirely, unapologetically, a show about women; they are its reason to exist.  As 

D.A. Miller points out, ―Not only do Momma Rose and her daughters engross all the 

narrative interest of the show, but with a little help from some strippers in a burlesque 

house, they also command nearly every musical number‖ (72).  Only one solo number is 

performed by a male character (dancer Tulsa‘s ―All I Need is the Girl‖); Herbie, Rose‘s 

manager/fiancé, participates in a few numbers, but never without Rose.  Rose is 

unquestionably the central figure in the musical based on her daughter‘s life, and Gypsy 

is, in many ways, the quintessential diva musical.  Ethan Mordden calls Rose the 

―outstanding diva role‖ of the musical theatre (Coming 246), while Steyn states that ―in a 

genre dominated by larger-than-life ladies (Dolly, Mame), there is none like Rose‖ (133).    

Structurally, Gypsy is a book musical, with all its elements united in service of the 

story – Rose‘s story.  Thomas Hischak observes that while Gypsy ―is a very conventional 

show in many ways, a rags-to-riches ‗fable‘ with well-balanced doses of comedy, pathos, 

spectacle, and charm . . . the libretto is unconventional in other ways‖; he points to the 

episodic plot and the minimal romance narrative as key deviations (148).   While the plot 

is episodic in order to move across time, it is also chronological and follows the basically 
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realistic, linear plot progression typical of integrated musicals.  Bradley Rogers has 

argued that one of the chief functions of ―integration‖ in musical theatre was its attempt 

to contain the female star, ―to integrate the diva into the narrative line, such that her star 

power cannot ‗stop the show‖‘ (107).  Acknowledging that Gypsy is understood as one of 

the ―classic ‗integrated musicals,‘‖ Rogers uses it to make a larger argument about the 

ways that ―an inherently disruptive musicality – frequently embodied in the diva – can 

never fully be exiled from musical theater.  No matter what the authors may intend, there 

is no such thing as an integrated musical . . . . [Rose‘s] consistent outrageousness – and 

that of the diva who plays her – will always challenge the equally outrageous notion that 

a musical can be fully integrated‖ (105).  In other words, as I discussed in Chapter 1, 

musicals always fail to completely contain the performers within ―realistic‖ 

characterizations, despite the book musical‘s association with realism (particularly in its 

book scenes).  In diva musicals like Gypsy, the failure of integration is, in part, about the 

power of the female performer.  The show is about her, as well as her character; the book 

cannot fully subsume the female performer, no matter how well-integrated it seems to be. 

 Even before Gypsy was written, Rose – and Ethel Merman, the actress who first 

played her – were central to its production.  When producers David Merrick and Leland 

Hayward asked Arthur Laurents to write the book, he was initially quite reluctant, 

uninterested in writing a musical about Gypsy Rose Lee.  At a party, however, he heard a 

woman announce that ―her first lover had been Gypsy Rose Lee‘s mother,‖ and go on to 

tell stories of the fascinating, terrifying woman who was Rose Hovick, Gypsy‘s mother.  
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The idea of creating a musical around Rose appealed to him, and he took on the project 

(Laurents Original 375-77).  Ethel Merman was already interested in playing Rose based 

on the memoir, and so Laurents‘ conception worked out well; the piece would be a star 

vehicle for Merman.  This gave Merman the power to help shape the creative team.  She 

famously refused to allow Stephen Sondheim to write the music, and so the more 

experienced Jule Styne came on as composer for Sondheim‘s lyrics. 

 Since Gypsy’s initial production in 1959, there have been four Broadway revivals, 

a film version and a television production, each functioning as a star vehicle for the 

actress playing Rose.  This quantity of revivals is significant in multiple ways.  First, it 

points out the ongoing popularity of Gypsy and its enduring impact on audiences, 

meaning that its historiographic interventions are seen by a particularly broad audience.  

Second, the array of musical theatre divas that have played Rose in major productions 

reinforces the diva-dom of the role.  Of the divas John Clum discusses in his chapter 

―‗Here She Is, Boys!‘: On Divas, Drag, and Immortality,‖ three have played Rose: 

Bernadette Peters, Bette Midler (in the television film version) and, of course, Merman.  

He also mentions Patti LuPone, the most recent Rose, as a diva figure, although he 

doesn‘t discuss her at length.4 And later, he goes on to state that ―The history of Mama 

Rose is the history of musical divas from Merman to [Angela] Lansbury to Tyne Daly‖ – 

picking up the Broadway Roses left out in the previous chapter (Something 171). 

Similarly, D. A. Miller lists ―a milky way of stars‖ in musical theatre that only women 

                                                 
4 This makes sense, as his book was published in 1999, before LuPone had played some of her key roles. 
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can join: ―Merman, Martin, Channing, Lansbury, Andrews, Verdon, Stritch, LuPone, 

Peters‖ -- which is a veritable who‘s who of musical theatre divas (71); four of them have 

played Rose on Broadway (though two essayed the role after Miller's writing).   

 The number of divas who have played the role on Broadway also points out just 

how vital Rose is to the overall effect of Gypsy.  Each performer brings something unique 

to the role that changes not only how audiences see Rose, but given Rose‘s centrality, 

how they see the show as a whole.  As Laurents, who has directed three of the revivals, 

notes, ―Every production [of Gypsy] is ipso facto going to be different from every other 

because a different actress is going to be playing Rose, and the production takes its 

character from her.  Visualize Ethel Merman, Angela Lansbury, Tyne Daly, Bernadette 

Peters, or Patti LuPone as Rose and you know you will see five very different Gypsys‖ 

(Mainly 16).  Merman‘s Rose, for example, has been described as ―a big noise, both 

monstrous and hilarious‖ (Kirle 40) and ―an indomitable performance‖ that ―Merman 

absorbs into her unique blend of heartiness and drum-major singing‖ (Atkinson). While 

few claim Merman was a particularly strong actress, her skill as a performer was 

unparalleled.  As Laurents himself, despite his frustration with what he perceived as her 

limited skills as an actress, acknowledges, ―Ethel Merman's rote was more exciting than 

almost anyone else‘s freshness, because there was always that voice‖ (Mainly 23). The 

strong, powerful voice for which Merman was known may well have helped establish 

Rose as a diva character, as the voice has always been so central to the idea of divahood.    



 115 

 Other Roses have brought other attributes to bear.  In his review of the 1974 

revival, Clive Barnes emphasizes the element of vulnerability Angela Lansbury‘s 

performance brought to Rose, saying that ―her voice has not got the Merman-belt, but she 

is enchanting, tragic, bewildering and bewildered.  Miss Lansbury not only has a 

personality as big as the statue of liberty, but also a small core of nervousness that can 

make the outrageous real.‖  Women’s Wear Daily reviewer Howard Kissel agreed, 

describing Lansbury‘s performance as ―more vulnerable, and in her moments of crisis, 

more affecting‖ than Merman‘s (Suskin 378). In contrast, both New York Times reviews 

of Tyne Daly‘s 1989 performance suggest a harsher – though no less compelling – 

version of the character than either of her predecessors‘.  Frank Rich, in particular, 

declares that ―warmth is pointedly not her forte‖ but argues that ―it works for ―Gypsy‖' 

that Ms. Daly is not a glamorous, sexy or sympathetic star - that she could not care less if 

anyone likes her or not. Rose is a monster, after all, and Ms. Daly is true to the 

fundamental statement of the piece, which is not a pleasant one‖ (―Gypsy Is Back‖).    

Daly‘s ―earthy,‖ even ―feral‖ performance offers a marked contrast to 

Broadway‘s next Rose, Bernadette Peters (Kerr ―Two Musicals‖).  Bruce Kirle notes that 

when Peters took on the role in 2003, ―she played the character as if she were a grown-up 

version of Baby June; her Rose looked as if she could have been a child star‖ (40).  

Reviewers, while mixed in their response to Peters‘ performance, generally commented 

on the overt and recognizably feminine sexiness she brought to the role.  They also 

tended to note the sense of effort in her performance (both consciously, in her acting 
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choices, and in her attempts to sing a famously demanding score that doesn‘t easily fit her 

voice) that made Rose‘s power seem more fragile and the character particularly 

vulnerable.5  In my own viewing of her performance, I was struck not only by these 

things but also by how quick her Rose was, how determined, and how skilled at 

manipulation.  Within just the first few moments of the show, I watched Peters-as-Rose 

try perhaps a dozen different tactics to achieve her objective, success for her girls; in 

many ways, her Rose was a consummate actress.6  LuPone‘s Rose was also manipulative, 

also sexy, but in much less traditionally feminine ways.  Ben Brantley noted that in 

LuPone‘s Rose, sporadically ―a darker, creepier willpower erupts,‖ and my 

overwhelming memory of her Rose is of malice; a Rose who knew she was a monster, 

and kind of enjoyed it (―Curtain‖).7  Even as each actress brings a new interpretation to 

Rose, however, certain elements must remain stable; the show requires a diva-Rose, a 

creature of excess, a larger-than-life woman determined to achieve success through her 

daughters at any cost.  While the nuances of the character can change – how she tries to 

achieve her goals, even why it‘s so important to her – that basic outline must remain 

stable, or the show as a whole simply falls apart. 

 Rose is not simply Gypsy’s central character; she is its structural center, the 

engine that drives it – a level of power that immediately sets her apart from normative 

                                                 
5 See, for example, Brantley, ―New Momma,‖ Sommer, and Feingold.  
6 Unless otherwise noted, descriptions of the 2003 production are taken from my viewing of the archival 

recording of the 2003 Broadway production, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New 

York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 
7 Unless otherwise noted, descriptions of the 2008 production are taken from my attendance at a 

performance of the 2008 Broadway production. 
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femininity.  As Stacy Wolf says, Rose is ―a character who takes over the theatrical scene. 

. . . The musical may be named after her daughter, but from beginning to end, it is the 

mother's show‖ (Problem 117).  From her first entrance, it is clear that the show will 

revolve around this ―grotesque yet captivating personality,‖ this ―monster of mythic 

proportions‖ (S. Miller From Assassins 84).  When Gypsy begins, Rose is not onstage.  

We are at ―Uncle Jocko‘s Kiddie Show,‖ and Jocko is preparing for the evening 

performance; the first words we hear are his, as he declares ―Everybody – SHUT UP! . . . 

All mothers – out‖ (416).  A few minutes later, Rose‘s daughters June and Louise begin 

rehearsing their song and dance act, ―Let Me Entertain You.‖  Louise begins to fall 

behind, and suddenly, a voice calls from the house, ―Sing out, Louise‖ (417).  This is 

Rose‘s grand entrance; she interrupts the first song of the musical, which her daughters 

are singing, telling them (specifically Louise) how to do it better.  Steyn describes this as 

―an inspired opening: effectively, the principal character hijacks her own show and 

disrupts the opening number‖ (14).  Rose then goes on to do everything in her power to 

ensure a winning performance from the girls, from threatening Jocko, to sabotaging 

another child contestant, to giving instructions to the conductor, drummer, and spotlight 

operator.   She is immediately a mother, though not a ―normal‖ one.  Despite Jocko‘s 

order at the opening of the show, this mother will not stay out.  Rose, we know from her 

very first moment, will not play by the rules.  We know her immediately as a stage 

mother, focused on public success for her daughters.  As a stage mother, she 
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demonstrates ambition and assertiveness that are inappropriate according to the standards 

of normative femininity and motherhood.  

 From her arrival, Rose maintains control over Gypsy’s narrative.  She decides to 

take the act on the road, and when she can‘t persuade her father to give her the money to 

do so, she steals it from him.  She finds the act a manger (and herself a boyfriend) when 

she persuades the candy-salesman Herbie, happily retired from show business, to take her 

and her girls on.  She designs the vaudeville acts the children perform. She sabotages 

June‘s big chance at success when a producer insists that she let June leave the act and 

study in order to become an actress, because it would mean relinquishing control over her 

daughter, and by extension her connection to show business.  Even on the rare occasions 

when something happens to Rose (instead of Rose making something happen), she 

quickly turns it around and regains her momentum.  When June abandons her and the act 

and elopes with Tulsa, Rose‘s initial shock gives way to a declaration that Louise will 

become a star, reinforced by the ferocious ―Everything‘s Coming up Roses.‖   This belted 

hymn of optimism and ambition in the face of despair ends Act I and sends the plot 

careening in a new direction, as Rose puts her hand to the wheel and resumes control.   

 One key structural element of the Golden Age book musical is the heterosexual 

romance; as Wolf points out, ―celebration of heterosexuality is the raison d‘être of the 

musical‖ (Problem 30).  A male and female meet, fall in love, and end happily and 

together by the end of most Golden Age musicals.  Gypsy queers this structure: 

heterosexual romance is decidedly low on the show‘s list of priorities.  That is not to say 
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it isn‘t present, of course, as both Rose and Louise are textually heterosexual (although 

both Gypsy Rose Lee and Rose Hovick were rumored to be lesbian or bisexual).  Louise 

has a crush on Tulsa, one of the boys in the vaudeville act.  However, while they share a 

dance, they have only two real scenes together and never sing together, and he disappears 

before the end of Act I, eloping with her sister June.  Louise is never given another love 

interest.  Rose meets Herbie fairly early in Act I, and quickly seduces him, but making 

him her manager seems far more important than making him her lover or eventually her 

husband.  The show seems to move towards the traditional ending-with-a-wedding, as 

Rose and Herbie agree to marry late in Act II, but in the end Rose chooses show business 

over Herbie and he leaves her, acknowledging that ―all the vows from here to doomsday . 

. . they couldn‘t make you a wife‖ (477).  The show instead moves on to show Louise 

becoming Gypsy and achieving success in burlesque, and Rose‘s devastation at her 

daughter‘s newfound independence.  The final coming-together of a couple occurs, but it 

is the mother-daughter pair of Rose and Gypsy who walk off into the sunset, not the 

heterosexual couple the traditional musical structure would lead us to expect.  In the end, 

Rose (and Gypsy) is a diva, and that is more important than heteronormativity – to the 

character, to the audience, and to the overall logic of the show itself.  This deviation from 

heteronormativity follows from the fact that, as Leonardi and Pope suggest, ―What the 

diva can‘t be . . . is wife, good woman, true woman‖ (13). 

 Interestingly, when heteronormativity loses and Herbie finally leaves Rose, the 

musical represents it as a loss for her, but Herbie‘s abandonment is not devastating, not a 
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loss that challenges her sense of self.  It is Louise/Gypsy‘s rebellion which does that, by 

marginalizing Rose on two levels.  First, her daughter Louise is pushing her away, 

challenging her identity as a mother (albeit a highly non-normative one).  Second, Gypsy, 

her connection to show business, to performance, to the stage the diva demands, is 

rejecting her.  Rose channels this double betrayal into her musicalized nervous 

breakdown – and tour de force – ―Rose‘s Turn.‖  Not only is this number incredibly 

powerful from a performance standpoint, it is also a moment where the conventions of 

the show momentarily break down.  Throughout this musical, things operate fairly 

realistically; any breaking of the fourth wall (overt acknowledgment of the audience) 

comes through diegetic moments of performance, as the Gypsy audience becomes a 

vaudeville or burlesque audience for an ―actual‖ performance.  In ―Rose‘s Turn,‖ Rose 

engages directly with the audience and the orchestra, but although she is on a stage, there 

is no ―real‖ performance going on within the world of the show.  In addition, Rose 

literally controls the space, making it conform to her needs.  As the band responds to her 

commands and lights enter and shift, the realism the show has employed fractures for a 

moment in service of the diva‘s grand moment.   

If it is marginalization that destroys Rose, leading to her breakdown through song, 

the show itself counteracts that marginalization by making her utterly central and 

triumphant.  As Wolf notes, ―Rose‘s failure is Merman's success,‖ an observation that has 

held true for Lansbury, Daly, Peters, and LuPone as well (Problem 128).  Rose 

recognizes that she can‘t be a star in the ultimate star turn for the performer playing her.  
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D. A. Miller resents ―Rose‘s Turn,‖ finding in it a rejection of the (gay male) audience he 

sees as identified with her children, particularly Louise, but acknowledges it as ―the Star 

Mother's lesson in show-stopping‖ (115).  He goes on to find redemption for the number 

in the way it calls forth identification, not with Louise any longer, but with Rose herself:  

Even earlier, when Rose‘s overbearing relation to the other characters bore 

a striking enough resemblance to the Star‘s pride of place among the other 

performers, it was impossible to reconcile the authority of a tried-and-true 

Broadway belter with the essentially compensatory bossiness of a stage 

mother.  Now, with even that brand of power gone, Rose has become the 

pure negation of the Star who plays her . . . . Not only is Momma Rose not 

a Star; unable to presume on that easy, almost automatic access to the 

musical stage which, in Gypsy, the feminine gender has consistently 

guaranteed, she can hardly be a Woman. (117)  

In other words, Momma‘s utter lack of power (once Louise/Gypsy has rejected her) sits 

in counterpoint to the absolute performance power of the performer in the role, be it 

Merman or any of the Roses who have followed in her belting footsteps.  This clear 

contradiction allows the audience to empathize with Rose as her diva status disappears, 

even as we celebrate the diva-ness of her portrayer, so clearly highlighted by the bravura 

performance this number demands. 

 This is actually a common motif in the performance of diva-dom, as Doty points 

out: ―With predictable hypocrisy, dominant cultures and narratives are thrilled by the 



 122 

diva‘s difference while frequently maligning or punishing her for not being a conforming 

good girl.  Along the road to perdition, however, the diva makes herself a force to be 

reckoned with, so that even in defeat there is something gloriously iconoclastic about the 

‗bitch‘‖ (―There's Something‖ 2-3).  Audiences often take a certain pleasure in seeing the 

diva punished.  Melissa Bradshaw, analyzing the diva as singer in The Rose, a diva-film 

starring Bette Midler, argues that ―the desire to take the diva down, to see her as abject, is 

a crucial part of the way we all experience gender in a culture of celebrity that remains –

for all its token celebration of some women as divas – profoundly sexist‖ (72-73).  D.A. 

Miller makes a similar claim about Rose in Gypsy, saying that the musical‘s narrative is 

implicitly predicated on ―the outraged patriarch . . . tacitly blaming Rose for leaving the 

house, or for not returning to it when she has the chance,‖ and doing all sorts of other 

things that render her insufficiently feminine and promote gender deviance (81).  

However, he also acknowledges that narrative aside, ―no one and nothing but the mother 

generates the performative pleasure of the musical.‖  After all, ―Rose may be a monster 

of a mother, but to her or her incitement are owing nearly all the numbers, both ‗offstage‘ 

and ‗on,‘ that make this play the thing we want to see: a musical‖ (D. A. Miller 81-82).  

As Miller suggests, while Gypsy‘s narrative, culminating in ―Rose‘s Turn,‖ fulfills the 

normative demand for the diva‘s punishment, the pleasure that her pain gives the 

audience is not simply about punishing the diva.  As Wolf‘s comments suggested, it is 

also about the pleasure we take in her performance, and in the ways in which her 

divahood makes Gypsy a musical.  After all, if Rose didn‘t force her daughters into 
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vaudeville and burlesque, we would lose at least one-third of the numbers, and if Rose 

didn‘t sing, we would lose the majority of the remaining numbers.  

 Rose‘s divahood takes a complex approach to normative femininity, one that 

balances a limited connection to femininity with overt challenges to it.  Rose is able to 

queer femininity, to render it strange, in part because she never fully abandons it.  She is, 

first and foremost, a mother – the quintessentially female role.  She is also more than 

willing to use the tactics of traditional femininity to achieve her ends, though those tactics 

are performed and received differently depending on the actress making use of them.  For 

example, when she convinces Herbie to take over managing the act, Bernadette Peters 

caressed her own body to help make her plea, beginning with her breasts.  Even if 

Merman had used a similar gesture, the butchness of her persona would cause it to read 

differently than it did when performed by the more femme Peters.8   

Yet while Rose enacts certain elements of traditional femininity, she also 

steadfastly rejects it.  Rose‘s first song, ―Some People,‖ is in many ways the classic ―I 

want‖ song of the traditional musical, defining the central character and her desires.  It 

begins as a plea to her father for (financial) support for her plan to upgrade June‘s act and 

get it booked on the prestigious Orpheum circuit; when he turns her down and leaves, it 

becomes a declaration of her determination to achieve her goals with or without him.   

                                                 
8 ―Butch‖ and ―femme‖ are terms typically used to describe lesbian gender performances; although neither 

Merman nor Peters is a lesbian, their performance of gender resonates with these styles.  In her construction 

of the dyad, which is consistent with most contemporary butch-femme writing, Gayle Rubin states that  

―‗Femmes‘ identify predominantly as feminine or prefer behaviors and signals defined as feminine within 

the larger culture; ‗butches‘ identify primarily as masculine or prefer masculine signals, personal 

appearance, and styles‖ (467).  For more on Merman as butch, see Wolf, Problem  89-130. 
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Yet the song defines Rose by articulating who she is not, as Rose sings that while ―some 

people can get a thrill / Knitting sweaters and sitting still,‖ and embracing traditional 

family life, she is not one of them: ―some people ain‘t me!‖ (421).  The significance of 

this number is not merely that Rose‘s desires are, by normative standards of femininity, 

deviant, in that she seeks fame and travel rather than family, home, and security.  It is that 

the very deviance of Rose‘s desires, and by extension, Rose herself, structure the song.9  

The song meant to introduce Rose‘s character and define her for the audience 

emphatically announces that she is not ―some people,‖ not average – not normal.  At the 

same time, the song springs, narratively, from her ambitions for her daughter(s).  This 

reinforces what her opening scene suggested: Rose is the ultimate stage mother.  A 

stigmatized kind of motherhood, certainly, but motherhood nonetheless, and therefore the 

audience is reminded simultaneously of Rose‘s status as a woman, her role as a mother, 

and her rejection of the ideals of femininity associated with her sex.10  

Act I, Scene 6, which takes place in a hotel on Louise‘s birthday, illustrates once 

again the troubled relationship between Rose‘s maternity and her non-normative gender 

expression.  In the middle of a small, chaotic celebration, Herbie arrives with ―a mild 

little man‖ from the Orpheum Circuit named Mr. Goldstone (434).  Discovering that 

Herbie has booked the act on the Orpheum Circuit, her dream since the beginning of the 

show, Rose becomes ecstatic.  She leads a rousing song in celebration of Mr. Goldstone 

                                                 
9 Stacy Wolf makes a similar argument about ―Some People‖ (Problem 111). 
10 Later in the show, Rose expresses her opinion of normative femininity directly when she rails against the 

idea of having her daughters ―be like other girls: cook and clean and sit and die‖ (438).  Normative 

femininity is not what Rose aspires to; it is her idea of death. 
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and, by extension, June‘s success and her own.  The loud, energetic, and over-the-top 

song points out Rose‘s enormous desire for theatrical success, as well as her penchant for 

excess (she offers at least a dozen puns on Goldstone‘s name, for example).  Immediately 

after ―Mr. Goldstone,‖ the scene shifts to the other, smaller room, where Louise sings a 

wistful song about her disappointment in her birthday, and, by extension her life.  Soft, 

legato, and childish, the song ends with her singing quietly ―I wonder how old I am‖ 

(435).  Structurally, the juxtaposition of Rose‘s manic production number with Louise‘s 

plaintive solo ballad helps to point out just what a force of nature Rose is; that is, moving 

immediately from Rose‘s bombast into the quietest number in Gypsy emphasizes just 

how oversized Rose‘s personality is, how not quiet, not normatively feminine, she is.  By 

placing her triumph squarely against her daughter‘s sad, lonely confusion for the 

audience, it also emphasizes how non-normative Rose‘s maternity is and what a terrible 

mother she is according to traditional definitions.  This failed maternity fits within the 

diva archetype, which includes ―an inability to mother‖ (Leonardi and Pope 119).  Divas, 

with their queer relationship to femininity and heteronormativity, aren‘t supposed to be 

mothers at all; making Rose both diva and mother suggests that one must give way to the 

other, and unsurprisingly, it is the diva that wins out. 

A few scenes later, Louise and her sister June offer another reminder of Rose‘s 

contentious, non-normative relationship to maternity and to femininity.  In their duet ―If 

Momma Was Married,‖ the girls try desperately to fit Rose into some version of 

heteronormative femininity so they can relax and begin to develop their own lives and 
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personalities.11  They dream about their mother getting ―married to stay‖ and creating, if 

not precisely a traditional family, than at least a more stable one, and one in which her 

interest in her husband would presumably take some of her focus off of her daughters.  

However, even within the song they recognize the impossibility of their dream, singing 

that ―Momma gets married – / And – / Married – / And – / Married / And never gets 

carried away‖ (449).  It is clear that their dream will never come to pass, and the audience 

would never want it to.  The pleasure we take in Rose is the pleasure of the diva; it is her 

excess and her difference that makes her compelling.  As Michael Feingold comments, in 

his mixed review of the 2003 production, ―Rose is a monster of fabulistic proportions, 

determined to make her daughter into a vaudeville star. Being a fabulous monster is what 

makes her such a rich character: While we hate and fear her monstrousness, we love her 

for being fabulous.‖  Taking away her over-the-top individuality or her determination to 

achieve success through her children would deprive Rose of everything that makes her 

interesting to us.  Having June and Louise sing ―If Momma Was Married‖ works on two 

levels; first, it reminds the audience of just how non-normative Rose‘s femininity and 

maternity are, and secondly, it asks us to recognize the pleasure we find in it, as well as 

the discomfort it causes those who have to navigate the ―real‖ world alongside her. 

While Gypsy queers the musical‘s (historical) narrative by structuring it around 

the diva, and queers expectations of femininity through the diva‘s performance, it also 

queers the traditional vaudeville/burlesque narrative.  According to the traditional 

                                                 
11 Of course, the version they create is still a bit off-kilter; they envision a life, for example, ―as private as 

private can be: Just Momma, three ducks, five canaries, a mouse, Two monkeys, one father, six turtles and 

me‖ (447).   
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narrative, vaudeville was ―clean‖ family entertainment, respectable and valued.  Richard 

Kislan, in a typical account, whole-heartedly endorses the idea of vaudeville as ―clean,‖ 

stating, for example, that ―it was censorship like this [the Keith's circuit's ban on 

‗vulgarity‘] that made vaudeville unique and kept its box office phenomenally successful 

for fifty years‖ (43-44).  In contrast to vaudeville, burlesque, although initially more 

focused on comedy than female flesh, was always more risqué.  By the time vaudeville 

―dies,‖ however, burlesque is a cheap, tawdry strip show.  Again, Kislan offers an 

excellent example of this narrative, claiming that when ―female anatomy‖ triumphed over 

―low comedy,‖ ―burlesque squandered its powers and degenerated into dirt and squalor 

like no other American musical theater form‖ (60).  By ―the late 1920s,‖ he comments, 

―striptease replaced the naughty allure of the ‗hootchie-kootchie‘ with the desperate, 

jaded voyeurism of dispassionate disrobing‖ (74). Kislan‘s judgmental language – 

―desperate, jaded‖ – offers a clear vision of how most accounts of burlesque position the 

form once it becomes primarily a venue for stripping.  It is read as something negative, 

lacking artistic value, and generally un-entertaining, except in prurient ways. 

Gypsy gives this narrative textual space, presenting Rose as horrified by the act‘s 

accidental booking into a burlesque theater.  Vaudeville placards are used to title each 

scene; the first scene in the burlesque theater is tellingly titled ―‗The Bottom‘: Wichita.‖  

As soon as Rose realizes they are in a burlesque house, she immediately declares that 

they will leave, telling Louise, ―A house of burlesque.  Do you know what that is? Filth, 

that‘s what!‖ (465).  When Louise convinces her mother that they have to stay, citing 
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their poverty, Rose‘s resigned acquiescence highlights another trope of the 

vaudeville/burlesque narrative: the notion that vaudeville performers don‘t lower 

themselves to play burlesque, and that doing so spells the end of any respectable career.  

She tells Louise that ―You don‘t know what they say in the business . . . . They say when 

a vaudeville act plays in burlesque, that means it‘s all washed up‖ (467).  

While the characters speak the traditional vaudeville/burlesque narrative, 

however, the performance itself contradicts it.  First, the vaudeville acts we see are all 

terrible; as Scott Miller says, they ―perfectly capture the empty banality of mediocre 

vaudeville‖ (From Assassins 85).  The burlesque performances are also ―bad,‖ but in a 

much more entertaining way.  The number ―You Gotta Get a Gimmick,‖ for example, is 

Louise‘s – and the audience‘s – introduction to what a burlesque act looks and sounds 

like.  Three strippers, Mazeppa, Electra, and Tessie Tura, present the song as an 

education in what it takes to be a successful stripper.  When Tessie Tura says that ―to be a 

stripper all you need to have is no talent,‖ Mazeppa interjects that ―to have no talent is 

not enough.  What you need is an idea that makes your strip special‖ (470-71).  The three 

women then demonstrate, in song and dance, each of their gimmicks.  We are meant to 

laugh at these women and their vulgar bumping and grinding, as well as their assertions 

of individuality and ―special‖-ness even as they each perform essentially the same bumps 

and grinds.  At the same time, this number is inevitably enormously entertaining.  As 

Laurents notes, ―Gimmick‘s‖ ―purpose in the show is to stop it.  It does, and always will‖ 

(Mainly 66).  As Wolf argues, the success of these women‘s performance within the 
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context of the musical gives value to their stripping, ―giv[ing] the three women their 

voices and show[ing] that they have all the power in the striptease‖ (Problem 124).  The 

number is as much about voice as body, and the audience‘s pleasure isn‘t about these 

women as objects, but about their charisma and skill as performers. 

Gypsy‘s strip-teases, while ridiculous in their own way, are also clearly more 

successful and rewarding than her vaudeville performances.  This is true for the 

character; Louise is well aware of her inability to succeed as a vaudeville performer, 

telling Rose, for example, that ―the act is rotten and I‘m rotten in it‖ (458), or later, 

apologizing to Rose for ―not [being] good enough.  In the act‖ (466).  Louise also takes 

great pleasure in her success as a burlesquer, declaring that ―I love every second of it . . . . 

I am Gypsy Rose Lee! I love her‖ (483).  I would suggest the audience has a similar 

response, enjoying Gypsy‘s confident, teasing performances far more than Louise‘s 

pathetic efforts to play a kiddie star as an almost-grown woman in the vaudeville act.  

Wolf suggests that ―Gypsy legitimates the art of stripping as much as traditional 

vaudeville fare‖ (Problem 124), but in the end I think it actually goes farther.  In Gypsy 

women‘s success, and a certain kind of (limited) respectability, is in far greater supply in 

the world of burlesque than in vaudeville. 

Gypsy also subtly queers the traditional historical view of vaudeville as ―clean,‖ 

non-sexual entertainment.  Once again, this does not happen primarily in the text, which 

never overtly positions the vaudeville acts as erotic.  One small moment does occur when 

Herbie suggests that the girls who perform as back-up for Louise in what is originally 
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called ―Madame Rose‘s Toreadorables‖ dye their hair blonde, and Louise‘s (successful) 

argument in support of his idea is that ―With blonde hair, they could be pretty young 

girls‖ (462).  The word choice is ―pretty,‖ not ―sexy‖ or anything equally overt, but it still 

conveys the idea that female beauty matters to vaudevillian success.  The most important 

element in queering vaudeville‘s squeaky-clean historical image, however, is musical.  In 

the opening scene of the show, we see June (and Louise) performing a song called ―Let 

Me Entertain You.‖  This song makes brief reappearances throughout the show, before 

recurring as the music for Gypsy Rose Lee‘s first strip.  Knapp argues that ―it is no mere 

joke‖ that ―Gypsy Rose Lee can so easily turn Baby June‘s number . . . into an ironically 

deployed strip anthem‖ (Personal Identity 218).  If the same number works so well in 

both vaudeville and burlesque, that suggests a certain similarity between the two 

supposedly distinct performance forms.  And since Gypsy is unapologetically a stripper 

(albeit a lady-like one, ―never seen in the nude‖), the connection serves to sexualize the 

vaudeville performances, far more than to ―clean up‖ burlesque; as Knapp points out, 

―the strip version of the number brings the saucy subtext of the Baby June version to our 

attention, if only in retrospect‖ (Personal Identity 220).   

Arguably, this queered history of vaudeville may be closer to historical ―reality‖; 

at the very least, it is an equally valid interpretation of events.   Vaudeville scholar 

Andrew Erdman argues that vaudeville and burlesque were, in fact, not nearly as 

different in their use of sexuality as traditional histories have claimed.  He acknowledges 

that early vaudeville producers worked hard to differentiate their product from burlesque, 
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in part to make it appeal to the middle class.  However, he points out that ―the closer one 

looks at vaudeville theater, the more it seems that the form . . . kept a foot, if not more, 

firmly planted in the burlesque tradition‖ (12).  While vaudeville ―claimed to be free 

from sexual suggestion and fit for the entire family, unlike the burlesque hall,‖ Erdman 

notes that ―women who disrobed or wore tight, revealing, or form-fitting outfits were 

some of vaudeville's biggest and most successful draws‖ (4).  Sex was always a part of 

what made vaudeville sell, but a part left out of most histories of the form, which draw 

heavily on its marketing while perhaps ignoring some of what happened on its stages.  

Gypsy‘s evocation of vaudevillian sexuality, therefore, implicit as it is, is nonetheless a 

provocative – and ―accurate‖ – queering of the normative narrative around vaudeville 

(and burlesque) history. 

 Gypsy‘s challenges to histories of burlesque that position it as inherently 

degrading and demeaning to women come largely via the character of Louise.  As 

Laurents notes, ―Louise . . . begins as an awkward, vulnerable, not noticeable teenage 

tomboy and ends up a glamorous, sexual, sophisticated, tough Star‖ – a diva in her own 

right (Mainly 59).  This transformation comes at the hands of other women; the main 

male influence on her life, Herbie, in the end is not much of an influence at all.  ―In 

effect, Herbie,‖ rather than Rose, ―reflects the normative desires of mid-twentieth century 

women‖; he is the nurturer, the one invested in respectability, the one desperately eager 

for marriage and a ―normal‖ life (Wolf Problem 121). For a time, Louise‘s shared interest 

in those desires allies her with Herbie in his quest to marry Rose.  When Rose decides to 
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have Louise strip for the first time instead of marrying Herbie, however, Louise gives in 

to her mother.  In the end, it is by becoming a stripper that Louise finds satisfaction and 

fulfillment, rejecting ―correct‖ femininity in favor of a different, queerer model. 

Women, including the three strippers at the burlesque house who give her a 

preliminary education in burlesque, are almost entirely responsible for creating Gypsy.  

Even her new name, ―Gypsy Rose Lee,‖ derives from a suggestion by Tessie.12  It is 

Rose, however, who has by far the most influence on the creation of the diva Gypsy.  

John Clum, for example, distills the plot of Gypsy into the following observation: ―Gypsy 

is about a monster mother who turns her withdrawn, ugly duckling child into a diva of the 

debased, sexually transgressive world of burlesque, but a diva nonetheless‖ (Something 

170).  He attributes Gypsy‘s emergence to Rose, and no one else.  Similarly, when Gypsy 

announces to her audience that ―I'm not my mothah,‖ Raymond Knapp notes that the 

statement ―is at once profoundly true and absolutely false . . . . She is for the first time 

indeed independent of her mother and developing a will and persona that are distinctively 

her own.  Yet her persona – and even her strong will – owes everything to her mother‖ 

(Personal Identity 226).  Knapp is primarily interested in questions of identity formation 

and the psychology of the mother-daughter relationship, but his statement also rings true 

on a more basic level: Gypsy is joining her mother in diva-dom, a world of ―persona[s]‖ 

and ―strong will[s],‖ and she arrives there in no small part because of her mother.  Albeit 

in a rather off-kilter (even queer) way, Gypsy enacts what Leonardi and Pope describe as 

                                                 
12 Tessie actually suggests ―Gypsy Rose Louise,‖ which is then accidentally transformed by the announcer 

at Gypsy‘s first performance. 
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―a pattern that we have found repeatedly in women‘s relations to the diva‘s voice: the 

diva‘s voice motivates another woman to find and use her own . . . voice‖ (73).  

Gypsy‘s voice, however, is not Rose‘s; she is a different type of diva than her 

mother.  Gypsy‘s diva persona is a parody of normative, upper-class white femininity. 

She achieves this parody through a combination of excess and location; that is, she 

excessively performs ―correct‖ femininity, but does so as a stripper, in burlesque 

performance.  As Knapp argues, ―Louise‘s formation of her ‗Gypsy‘ identity may thus be 

understood . . . also in terms of societal expectations for the presentation of femininity, 

similarly carried to grotesque extremes, and thus drawing a connecting rather than a 

dividing line between striptease and accepted modes for performing femininity‖ 

(Personal Identity 220).  Gypsy‘s performance style plays on femininity; her act is 

premised on it.  When Rose is frantically planning Louise‘s first strip, she makes this 

clear: ―Not too much makeup, Baby.  Young and girlish.  Pure . . . . You be a lady: grand, 

elegant . . . with a classy, ladylike walk‖ (476).  This becomes the foundation of Gypsy‘s 

diva/star persona; the stage directions mark that ―no matter what she does, [she] is, as 

always, the lady‖ (480).  Yet she is a lady in the very un-ladylike world of burlesque, 

which makes her femininity incongruous and in some ways comic, as both Rose and 

Gypsy acknowledge in their climactic fight: 

Rose:  . . . they‘re laughing at you, too! The burlesque queen who reads 

lousy French and reads book reviews like they was books! 

Louise: Turn it off, Mother. 
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Rose: You know what you are to them? A circus freak! This year‘s 

novelty act! And when the bill is changed – 

Louise: I SAID TURN IT OFF! Nobody laughs at me – because I laugh 

first.  At me! ME – from Seattle; me – with no education; me, with no 

talent  . . .   (483) 

Gypsy‘s performance of upper-class femininity – the gowns, the furs, the ―lousy French‖ 

– is self-consciously just that: a performance, and one that allows the audience to laugh 

with, rather than at, Gypsy and her incongruous position.  This also asks her audiences 

(those imagined by the performance and the literal audience of the musical) to recognize 

that femininity can in fact be a performance. 

Gypsy, the quintessential diva musical, offers a history of early twentieth century 

entertainment queered by the unstoppable force of the diva(s) at its center.  The presence 

of those divas also offers audiences clear performances of the construction of femininity 

in the 1920s and 1930s and the ways in which femininity stands open to challenges today. 

HAIRSPRAY 

Written almost half a century after Gypsy, Hairspray, the stage musical adaptation 

of John Waters‘ movie, takes up a similar project.  With a book by Mark O‘Donnell and 

Thomas Meehan, music by Marc Shaiman, and lyrics by Shaiman and Scott Wittman, 

Hairspray offers a veritable cornucopia of divas in its portrayal of 1962 Baltimore.  Like 

Waters‘ film, the musical presents the story of Tracy Turnblad, an overweight high 

school girl, and her quest to first become a cast member of, and then racially integrate, 
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The Corny Collins Show, a local television dance program for teens.  The Corny Collins 

Show was based on The Buddy Deane Show, an actual teen dance program that aired from 

1957-1964 in Baltimore.  Like Corny Collins, The Buddy Deane Show was segregated, 

with special days regularly set aside for black teens, a typical practice for teen dance 

shows in the early 1960s.13   In 1963 a group of protestors integrated the show for a day, 

acquiring tickets for one of the African-American days without mentioning to the station 

that there would be black and white members of their group in attendance.  As one of the 

protest leaders, Danny Schechter, remembers it, ―The black students went into the studio 

first while the whites waited in the parking lot until the last minute.  With two minutes to 

air time, we rushed into the studio for the live show‖ (92).  Their approach worked; the 

show, for that day, was integrated.  A similar event occurs in Hairspray, with Tracy 

helping orchestrate the surprise arrival of her African American friends during a white 

day.  The two stories end differently, however; The Corny Collins Show, Hairspray asks 

its audience to believe, has been permanently integrated.  The Buddy Deane Show found 

itself unable to integrate, due in part to audience threats, and ended up going off the air a 

few months later.14  While based on actual events, Hairspray is more a history of a time, 

a place, and a social conflict than a direct re-telling of those events. 

 Hairspray’s interest in evoking time and place comes across even before the 

production officially begins.   Like most theatrical productions today, the Broadway 

                                                 
13 For more on this practice, see Wiltz.  By the mid-1960s, however, national television rock music shows 

like Shindig (1964) and Hullaballoo (1965) had changed this reality, ―featur[ing] African American 

performers in great numbers‖; according to Norma Coates, ―the rock and roll programs were as integrated 

as network television has been, before or since‖ (151). 
14 For a comparison of the ―real‖ story and the Hairspray version, see Wexler. 
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production of Hairspray opened with a pre-show announcement designed to encourage 

audiences to turn off cell phones and refrain from any other potentially distracting 

behavior.  Typically these are fairly generic, impersonal announcements that could easily 

be delivered at almost any production.  Hairspray’s announcement, although delivered in 

a typical, male, ―announcer‖ voice, was a bit different: ―Ladies and Gentlemen, we 

welcome you to this performance of Hairspray.  Hairspray takes place in Baltimore, in 

1962, a time before there were cellular phones and beepers, and we hope we can travel 

back to that time where there would be none heard during a performance.‖15  The 

announcement fills a dual function, encouraging the audience to turn off their phones 

while also setting the time and place of the production.  Clearly, Hairspray is invested in 

ensuring that its audience knows that they are going to be watching a historical musical, 

and one set in a specific, rather than a generic, location.  

 The pre-show announcement may be the last moment that a male holds real 

authority in the world of Hairspray.  The musical is built around an array of divas: the 

protagonist, Tracy; her mother, Edna; her ally, African-American DJ Motormouth 

Maybelle; and her antagonist, villain Velma Von Tussle.16  These divas perform deviance 

in a range of ways, as their various marginalized identity positions intersect with their 

gender.  Both Tracy and Edna, for example, are overweight, described in their character 

descriptions in the script as ―chubby‖ and ―hefty,‖ respectively (xv).  The relationship of 

                                                 
15 Performance descriptions are taken from my viewing of the archival recording of the original Broadway 

production of Hairspray, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New York Public Library 

for the Performing Arts. 
16 In addition, Velma‘s daughter Amber, Tracy‘s best friend Penny, and Maybelle‘s daughter Little Inez all 

represent divas-in-training. 
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fatness and divadom is not a new one; opera divas are often much heavier than traditional 

standards of beauty would allow.  Michael Moon writes that this has offered one point of 

connection for gay men, saying that ―the fat, beaming figure of the diva has never been 

entirely absent from our [gay men‘s] imaginaire or our fantasies of ideal bodies . . . the 

diva's body has never lost its representational magnetism for many of us as an alternative 

body-identity fantasy‖ (Moon and Sedgwick 13).  In the same article, Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick points out that while there may be dignity for the fat diva, there is nonetheless 

oppression for fat women in everyday life.  She links the experience of fatness to a range 

of other oppressions, arguing that for fat women in capitalist culture, it's ―like the black 

family looking to buy a house in the suburbs, the gay couple looking to rent an apartment 

. . . who and what you are means there‘s nothing here for you; your money is not 

negotiable in this place‖ (14).  While oppression does not work identically across 

different marginalized identity categories, her argument that there are significant points 

of contact between them is a useful one that resonates strongly with Hairspray, which 

clearly links (without equating) Tracy‘s struggle for acceptance as a fat girl with the 

struggle for integration.    

The linkage between size and queerness is also present in the show, although 

delivered through performance rather than text.  Following Waters‘ original, the creators 

of Hairspray wrote the role of Edna for a male performer; Harvey Fierstein originated the 

role.  Kirle, in fact, calls Hairspray ―an old-fashioned musical comedy that starred 

Harvey Fierstein in drag,‖ emphasizing the degree to which the drag element is central to 
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the musical (125).  In one telling moment early in Hairspray, Edna asks her husband to 

convince Tracy not to audition for The Corny Collins Show, saying ―They don't put 

people like us on tv – Except to be laughed at‖ (14).  Textually, the line is about weight, 

the visible link between the two women.  However, delivered by Fierstein, the line is also 

inherently about gay men, allying fatness with queerness as a marginalized identity 

subject to ridicule and discrimination in mainstream culture. 

Making Edna a drag role at once adds a certain obvious degree of queerness and 

potentially complicates the feminist potential of the diva.   Feminist theory has long had a 

conflicted relationship with cross-dressing.  As Moon and Sedgwick note, cross-dressing 

is often seen within feminist theory as either ―sinister – when men are seen as being 

empowered by a pretense of femininity they can doff at will, leaving their underlying 

gender identity and privilege untouched or even enhanced‖ or, in contrast, as a kind of 

―utopian‖ space for ―denaturalizing and defamiliarizing exposure of the constructed 

character of all gender.‖ Yet as they point out, the reality tends to be far more nuanced 

and complex; cross-dressing is not reducible to any singular meaning (16).  Moreover, 

the role of Edna is not (just) a case of cross-dressing, with a man in traditionally female 

clothing.  It is a drag performance, in which a male actor plays a female character.   

Moon and Sedgwick offer a useful description of drag that separates it from simple cross-

dressing, arguing: 

―drag‖ is inscribed not just in dress and its associated gender codes but in 

the body itself: in habitual and largely unconscious physical and 
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psychological attitudes, poses, and styles of bodily relation and response – 

not just on the body's clothed and most socially negotiable and 

discretionary surfaces.  In addition, it depends on, even as it may 

perpetually recognize, the already culturalized physical givens of the 

body, among them characteristics – size, color, gestural scale – that may 

have near-ineffaceable associations of power or stigma or both. (16-17) 

In other words, drag is not simply about clothing.  It relies on physical habits and traits, 

some consciously controlled and some not.  In the case of Hairspray, the performer in the 

role of Edna, and the specific choices they make, have everything to do with the 

meanings produced by the drag.17  Moon writes of Divine‘s (the performer who played 

Edna in Waters‘ film) drag performances that ―Divine's ‗loud and vulgar‘ (to use her 

terms for it) drag style flings the open secrets of drag performance in the faces of her 

audience: that unsanitized drag disgusts and infuriates many people, and that it is not 

wearing a wig or a skirt that is the primary sign of male drag performance but rather a 

way of inhabiting the body with defiant effeminancy‖ (18).  Divine was threatening to 

mainstream audiences not because she wore a dress, but because her queerness was ever-

present in her body and her performance choices.   

Originating the role of Edna on Broadway, Fierstein, a well-known gay performer 

and playwright, was perhaps most well-known for his 1982 Broadway play Torch Song 

Trilogy.  Fierstein both wrote and starred in the Tony Award winning play, in which he 

                                                 
17 Obviously audience reception is also critical, but that is beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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played the role of a gay Jewish drag queen.  He also wrote the book for the popular 

musical La Cage Aux Folles (1983), based on the film of the same name, which focuses 

on a gay male couple, one of whom is a drag queen.  Fierstein, then, already carries 

strong associations with gayness and drag, as well as significant experience with drag on 

the popular stage.  The ―physical givens of [his] body‖ include its substantial size and 

deep, distinctive, gravelly voice.  In his performance, Fierstein neither parodied 

femininity nor played it ―straight‖; he played Edna through drag, performing the 

character while also playing on his biological maleness at strategic moments (and never 

really trying to hide it at all).  For example, at one point Edna answers the phone to what, 

presumably, is a crank call.  She responds: ―Hello? What am I wearing? A housecoat, 

scuffies, and Supp-Hose‖ (49).  Fierstein dropped his voice quite low into the bass 

register for ―What am I wearing,‖ drawing on the comic potential of a male body being 

sexually harassed in this way and the ways in which a male voice would disconcert the 

caller.  This incongruity can serve a feminist function, as it emphasizes the degree to 

which women are subject to harassment that normative men are not.  The comfort 

Fierstein exhibits switching between femininity and masculinity also helps unsettle the 

gender binary, while his star persona (as well as cultural assumptions connecting drag 

and homosexuality) keeps homosexuality implicitly present even as the show, textually, 

features only heterosexual characters.  

 The show‘s interest in presenting Edna as a diva manifests most clearly in a 

moment of homage.  In the opening scene of Act II, most of the female cast is in jail after 
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a failed attempt to integrate The Corny Collins Show.  They sing a number entitled ―The 

Big Dollhouse,‖ performed behind bars.  At the end of the number, the chorus sings that 

―The big dollhouse ain‘t big enough for me / for me / for me‖; Edna then steps forward, 

parts the bars center stage, and belts out ―For me!‖ (83).  While the moment evokes diva-

dom simply through Edna‘s insistence on taking up space and singing loudly, any 

audience member with even a passing familiarity with Golden Age musical theatre will 

recognize the direct citation of one of the most famous moments in Gypsy, when Rose, at 

the end of ―Rose‘s Turn,‖ belts out ―This time for me / for me / for me / for me!‖18  Edna 

is already a diva, but this moment solidifies her status by identifying her with the 

quintessential musical theatre diva – and the quintessential musical theatre diva mother, 

at that. 

 In its drag citation of a famous diva, this moment also highlights the camp style 

that is Hairspray‘s primary mode of performance.  According to George Chauncey, the 

term ―camp‖ originated in the early part of the twentieth century as gay men‘s ―most 

distinctive, and characteristic, cultural style‖ (290).   Anthropologist Esther Newton 

argues in Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America (1972) that most examples of 

camp involve three main strategies, ―incongruity, theatricality, and humor,” all of which 

connect to queerness in some way (106).  As described by both Chauncey and Newton, 

pre-Stonewall gay male camp‘s incongruity functions as a disruption of the traditional 

gender binary, ―playing on the artificiality of social roles and mocking the conventions of 

                                                 
18The creators of Hairspray acknowledge that the moment is ―A tribute to Gypsy‖ (O'Donnell, et al., 

Hairspray: The Roots 122). 
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gender‖ (Chauncey 290).  While camp today often still functions as a subversion of 

gender norms, it has become less bound to this specific purpose over time.  Writing two 

decades after Newton, David Bergman notes that there is no clear consensus on a 

definition of camp, but offers a few  

areas where there is some agreement.  First, everyone agrees that camp is 

a style . . . that favors ‗exaggeration,‘ ‗artifice,‘ and ‗extremity.‘  Second, 

camp exists in tension with popular culture, commercial culture, or 

consumerist culture.  Third, the person who can recognize camp, who sees 

things as campy, or who can camp is a person outside the cultural 

mainstream.  Fourth, camp is affiliated with homosexual culture.  (4-5)  

His first point is reminiscent of Newton‘s criteria, particularly her reference to 

theatricality, while the fourth points to camp‘s roots in gay culture and the enduring 

connection between the two, although camp‘s affiliation with homosexuality is not, 

today, always a definitive link.  The third point connects with the fourth, I would suggest, 

to point out that while camp may not always be gay, it is always, in some fashion, queer; 

it relies on challenges to normativity through its ―exaggeration‖ and ―artifice.‖  

 Musical theatre‘s association with gay men, which I discussed in the introduction, 

has often led it to be read as, in some way, camp.  Yet most Golden Age musicals‘ 

performance modes are not intentionally campy, and can easily be read ―straight‖ by 

mainstream audiences.  Hairspray, in contrast, features significant, intentional artifice 

and exaggeration, both in Fierstein‘s drag performance and in the general performance 
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style of the piece.  Colors are bright in Hairspray; the performances are a little too 

theatrical for the semi-realism of the traditional book musical; Tracy‘s singing voice, as 

performed by Marissa Jaret Winokur, is a little more nasal than one would expect, a little 

heavier on the vibrato, a little excessive in its brightness.  Hairstyles are enormous and 

intentionally amusing.  In the final scene, for example, titled ―Miss Teenage Hairspray,‖ 

the Corny Collins female dancers sport huge, elaborate, and fantastical hairstyles; one has 

her hair sculpted into, essentially, a penis.  Hairspray also plays with incongruity, 

essential for creating the sense of ironic distance at the heart of camp.  Steven Cohan, in 

his discussion of camp and MGM musicals, recognizes the continued importance of both 

irony and theatricality, or artifice: ―Because camp depended so thoroughly on ironic 

humor for its cultural transactions, it is still most tangibly evident as an overly 

aestheticized or theatricalized style, the goal of which is to deliver the witty verbal or 

visual effect‖ (18).  When a drag diva sings Rose‘s famous line in a gravelly, obviously 

male voice to end a jailhouse chorus while holding apart her prison bars, incongruity and 

theatricality have certainly been brought together to a queer, campy, ―witty . . . effect.‖   

 Discussions of camp often focus on sexuality and gender while ignoring race.  

Patricia Robertson argues that ―Queer and camp representations though non-normative in 

terms of sex and gender, are still consistently defined through categories of racial 

difference and especially blackness‖ (394).  She notes ―the frequent analogies made 

between camp and blackness‖ which position camp as the equivalent of stereotypical 

representations of blackness, and points out both that the analogies are false and, 
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moreover, that the ability to turn to them points out ―the degree to which camp is 

assumed to be white,‖ and ―the way tropes of blackness operate in much white camp as 

an authenticating discourse‖ (394).  In other words, too often discussions of camp assume 

white practitioners and audiences, while ignoring the ways in which white camp often 

relies on ideas of blackness.    As an example Robertson discusses famous diva Mae 

West, who ―uses camp to theatricalize sex and gender roles to point up their 

constructedness, yet she depends on her maids‘ identities [black women] being stable to 

do so‖ (400).  The presumably stable identities of her black female maids allow West to 

perform against the grain of white femininity.  Yet Robertson also argues that we should 

consider alternate readings of African American performances as camp themselves, not 

just as reactions to or supports for it; exaggerated performances of ―blackness‖ can also, 

she suggests, be seen as camp if we are willing to move past our assumptions of 

whiteness and view them that way (405-7). 

 Arguably, Hairspray uses African American women to support white camp.  The 

number ―Welcome to the Sixties,‖ which features Edna and Tracy going to Mr. Pinky‘s 

Hefty Hideaway clothing store where Edna receives a makeover, is quite campy, 

particularly for Edna.  Edna exhibits the self-deprecating humor common to gay male 

camp, poking fun at her girth and her reluctance to leave the house.  Once she does leave, 

she requests ―a pit stop at the wiener stand‖ and then rides briefly on a wiener cart; the 

visual image of a drag diva riding a ―wiener cart‖ certainly provides a campy effect (52).  

The makeover transforms Edna‘s style into classic drag queen: a sparkly pink and blue 
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knee length dress with fur and feathers, a deep-v neckline, and hair up and styled.  

Emphasizing the moment‘s camp, its drag-fabulousness, Fierstein performs Edna‘s 

pleasure in her transformation by singing ―I‘m the cutest chickie / That ya ever did see‖ 

in an incongruously deep bass register (55).  Throughout the song, The Dynamites, ―A 

trio of ultra-glamorous black divas who emerge from a poster to be the magical hostesses 

of Tracy and Edna‘s whirlwind visit to the emerging Swinging Sixties,‖ accompany Edna 

and Tracy (xvi).  Three black women, who encourage Edna to embrace normative 

femininity as they sing of the value of ―a little touch of lipstick‖ and ―some high heeled 

shoes,‖ enable her camp (54).  Their slender female bodies perform femininity 

normatively, pointing out Edna‘s difference and increasing the legibility of her camp. 

The Dynamites, however, are divas whose presence in the show is fleeting; they 

are not central characters.  The African American diva who joins Tracy and Edna at 

Hairspray‘s center is Motormouth Maybelle, the DJ for ―Negro Day‖ on The Corny 

Collins Show and the mother of Tracy‘s friends Seaweed and Little Inez.  For Maybelle‘s 

initial appearance onstage, she makes a full diva entrance through beaded curtains stage 

right, wearing a sparkly cropped pantsuit and speaking in a noticeably loud voice.  Yet 

while these markers of excess and theatricality would be enough to suggest divadom – 

and a degree of camp – for white characters, they don‘t seem to be enough when worn on 

the body of a large African American woman. Perhaps this is because, as Deanna 

Shoemaker points out, ―women of color are already configured as ‗unruly‘ in relationship 

to white femininities,‖ and therefore ―women of color cannot necessarily achieve 
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unruliness in the same ways many white women can‖ (21, 29).   To all her diva-

characteristics, Maybelle adds a verbal element: she speaks primarily in rhyme.  This 

offers both another level of excess and clear evidence of the character‘s theatricality; no 

one naturally speaks in rhyme to the degree she does unless it is an intentional choice, a 

kind of performance.  This level of theatricality helps to ensure the audience will read her 

as a diva, as well as part of the musical‘s camp aesthetic. 

Against the three divas who represent marginalized communities (beyond simply 

being women), Hairspray offers an antagonist who is also a diva.  Velma Von Tussle is 

the station manager in charge of The Corny Collins Show and the mother of Tracy‘s on-

air foe Amber.  She is ―a rich, bigoted, bossy‖ woman who derides Tracy for her weight 

and is determined to prevent the television show from integrating (xv).  White, thin, and 

biologically female, visually Velma is the diva who gets femininity ―right.‖ Her song 

―(The Legend of) Miss Baltimore Crabs‖ highlights her excessive performance of 

normative femininity, as she recalls how she won a beauty pageant in her youth by 

―hit[ting] the stage / Batons ablaze / While singing ‗Aida‘ / And preparing cheese 

soufflés‖ (28).  It also highlights her deviance, as she also attributes her win to having 

―screwed the judges‖; nice, typically feminine women aren‘t supposed to use their 

sexuality so overtly.19  And, of course, the title itself sexualizes her in ―un-feminine‖ 

ways; while Baltimore is known for its steamed crabs, the phrase ―Miss Baltimore Crabs‖ 

                                                 
19 Although they are supposed to use their sexuality in more subtle ways, so perhaps this moment is at once 

excess and deviance. 
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also conjures up a sexually transmitted disease.  Velma is a hyper-sexualized, hyper-

ambitious version of hyper-femininity, and in this show, the evil diva.  

Hairspray builds its history of 1962 Baltimore around these divas and their 

interactions.  Like Gypsy, Hairspray features a mix of diegetic and non-diegetic songs; of 

the songs that don‘t take place as part of The Corny Collins Show, Tracy, Edna, 

Maybelle, and Velma are involved in all but one.  The lone song that doesn‘t include one 

of the four main divas does include diva-in-training Little Inez, however.  As always, in 

musical theatre the songs provide evidence of the balance of power within the show and 

the intended focus of audience interest.  Hairspray, and the historical narrative it crafts, 

focuses almost entirely on women.   

The tone is set from the opening number, ―Good Morning Baltimore.‖  In addition 

to setting the place of the show, this song defines Tracy‘s character; as the first character 

we meet, singing a version of the ―I Want‖ song, we know she is our protagonist.  The 

song sets up a number of key elements and conventions for the show.  Visually, it 

highlights the importance of big hair and the excess it represents, as the first thing we see 

is Tracy in bed, covered by a sheet up to her neck, her enormous hair dressed with a blue 

bow.  The song also sets up Tracy‘s weight as a plot point, not simply by showing it 

visually but by having her sing, in the very first verse, about being ―hungry for something 

that I can't eat‖ (3).  The lyrics, and her performance of them, also suggest her deviance 

from normative femininity in terms of class.  As she interacts with Baltimore on her way 

to school, Winokur as Tracy sings cheerfully, in her bubbly, bright voice with its 
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excessive, elongated Baltimore vowels, that  ―the rats on the street all dance round my 

feet,‖ and acknowledges ―the flasher / who lives next door‖ and ―the drunk on his 

barroom stool‖ (4).  Tracy‘s comfort and ease in this lower-class world marks her as 

outside of normative femininity.  Musically, Tracy is accompanied by backup singers, as 

a pop diva might be.  Throughout the show, the non-diegetic numbers include backup 

singers, which makes sense given that, as I just noted, they all feature a diva (or diva-in-

training).   

The musical as a whole is built around two narratives, both of which center on the 

divas and particularly on Tracy.  First is Tracy‘s determination to achieve success and 

fame, introduced in ―Good Morning Baltimore‖ as she sings that ―when I start to dance / 

I‘m a movie star . . . . some day when I take to the floor / The world‘s gonna wake up and 

see / Baltimore and me‖ (5-6).  Throughout the show, despite her passionate desire to 

become Corny Collins Show heartthrob Link‘s girlfriend, Tracy‘s desire for professional 

success remains paramount.  When she sings with Link after becoming a success on the 

television show she tries to fit into proper femininity by emphasizing her love for Link at 

the expense of her career, but she can‘t quite do it:  ―Once I was a simple girl / Then 

stardom came to me / But I was still a nothing / Though a thousand fans may disagree / 

Fame was just a prison / Signing autographs a bore / I didn't have a clue / Till you came 
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banging on my door‖ (99, emphasis mine).  She spends far more time singing about her 

fame than about her love – a typical diva response.20  

The second, arguably more important narrative, and the one most tied to the 

show‘s queer historiography, is the attempt to integrate The Corny Collins Show.  Again, 

Tracy is the initial force propelling this story.  From her first appearance Tracy, while 

clearly white, is figured as a kind of interracial space in segregated Baltimore.  In ―Good 

Morning Baltimore‖ her back-up dancers are both black and white; Tracy stands in the 

center, with black dancers on one side and white on the other.  Throughout the show 

Tracy connects with both white and black characters, and she speaks in favor of 

integration at every opportunity.  Tracy spearheads the initial integration effort with 

Maybelle.  When the first attempt ends in failure (with everyone arrested at the end of 

Act I, leading to ―The Big Dollhouse‖ number), Tracy considers giving up but Maybelle 

rallies her, along with the rest of their group.  Putting women at the center of the 

integration effort marks a significant departure from the historical events that inspired 

Waters.  In that case, the leaders of the protest were male, and did not include the African 

American DJ, who was also male.  Making the main characters women, and divas at that, 

allows the history to be more obviously about a range of marginalized identities, rather 

than simply about race.21   

                                                 
20 Leonardi and Pope note that particularly in texts by women, which they see as friendlier to the diva then 

tests in the ―masculinist tradition,‖ divas ―are dedicated to their work, sometimes to the exclusion of sexual 

relationships‖ (18).  While Hairspray was written by men, it nonetheless resonates with this description. 
21 This is in no way meant to minimize the importance of race, but to emphasize that multiple identity 

categories are always in play. 
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Maybelle and Tracy‘s insurrection can be seen as a moment of what Lauren 

Berlant has termed ―diva citizenship.‖  Berlant defines diva citizenship as ―a moment of 

emergence that marks unrealized potentials for subaltern political activity.  Diva 

citizenship occurs when a person stages a dramatic coup in a public sphere in which she 

does not have privilege.  Flashing up and startling the public, she puts the dominant story 

into suspended animation‖ (223).  In many ways, diva citizenship is a pedagogic act, a 

way of speaking from the subaltern position to the dominant position in an effort to help 

them understand the injustices suffered by those in the marginalized community.  While 

Berlant focuses on diva citizenship in the context of racial-sexual injustice / violence 

against African American women, I believe the outlines of her concept can be usefully 

applied to the lower-stakes world of Hairspray.  Using divas to stage the coup, rather 

than men, helps emphasize the degree to which those seeking justice do not have 

privilege in the public sphere, particularly since their antagonist is also a woman.  

Hairspray’s diva citizenship works on a narrative level, as fat women, black and white, 

force recognition of the injustice of segregation.  Unlike most diva citizenship moments, 

it succeeds in actually making change as the show is, in fact, successfully integrated; we 

can attribute this change to musical comedy‘s demand for a happy ending. 

There is also a moment of diva citizenship in which the audience is the 

majoritarian community under direct address.  In order to rally the troops for their 

second, successful integration effort Maybelle sings the anthem ―I Know Where I‘ve 

Been,‖ a moment of testimony to the struggles she, and the African American 
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community, have faced.  The African American ensemble members sing backup for her, 

gathering center stage around the three white characters (Tracy, Link, and Tracy‘s best 

friend Penny, who is dating Seaweed).  Maybelle steps away from the group to embrace 

her daughter, then turns to her son, emphasizing that she is seeking justice for her 

children and the next generation; it is a struggle greater than herself.  By the end the 

white characters have joined the song, physically linked into the group as Inez takes 

Link‘s hand, Seaweed embraces Penny, and Maybelle holds Tracy‘s shoulders.  Yet 

while the white characters are clearly allies, they are not the focus.  This is a song about, 

and sung by, African Americans.  In some ways, the white characters can be seen as 

standing in for the (mostly) white Broadway audience who watch this number and may, 

hopefully, feel called to some kind of increased understanding of African Americans‘ 

struggles with systemic racism, both in Hairspray‘s historical moment and in the present 

moment of performance. 

 As my reading of this number may suggest, I believe that there is a progressive 

impulse at work in Hairspray.  Yet as all these divas collide, the question of how 

productively progressive the show‘s historiography can be is a complex one.  Certainly, 

the degree to which Tracy‘s success comes via an act of appropriation is disturbing.  

Paredez suggests that many ―pop divas‖ appropriate ―black, brown, or queer expressive 

practices‖ to create their ―fabulousness factor,‖ and this is certainly true of Tracy (160).  

After initially being rejected by Velma due to her weight (and, secondarily, her pro-

integration views), Tracy finally gets on The Corny Collins Show by showing Corny 



 152 

himself a dance move during a school dance he‘s hosting.  The dance step – and the line 

she accompanies it with – come directly from Seaweed; he teaches it to her when they 

meet in detention.   Tracy admits to learning the step in detention, but doesn‘t say from 

whom.  Rather than object to this bit of cultural theft, Seaweed actually cheers her on, 

calling out ―Hey, hey, hey! Check her out everybody!‖ (37). As Seaweed, Corey 

Reynolds plays the moment sincerely, with no hidden resentment or irritation.  On the 

one hand, this moment usefully performs the ways white culture has historically stolen 

from black culture, bringing the theft to audience attention.22 On the other hand, it makes 

the African American character complicit in and supportive of the theft, and the white 

character really a good-hearted liberal who wants nothing more than for her African 

American friends to succeed too.  This softens the historical reality, making it 

comfortable for audiences while downplaying the real problems with these kinds of 

cultural appropriation.   

 The choice to make Tracy the character who uses the step and succeeds does help 

highlight the realities of white privilege: despite her marginalization due to size and, to an 

extent, gender, she can still get herself center stage, while a person of color simply 

cannot.  Later in the show, Tracy more directly acknowledges that Seaweed is the source 

of her success.  When she meets Maybelle, she tells her, ―I'm only there [on The Corny 

Collins Show] because of your son.  Why can't we all dance together like this on TV?‖ 

                                                 
22 Hairspray also references white appropriation of African American culture through acknowledgment 

that the white kids on the show are dancing to African American music, while keeping African American 

performers off-screen. 
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(67).   Her gratitude to Seaweed, and her recognition of the injustice that her success 

represents, helps motivate her refusal to back down from her integration plan even if it 

might hurt her chances at stardom: ―I never would have gotten on the show without 

Seaweed.  No, it's payback time‖ (72).  This emphasis on not only acknowledging her 

debt, but attempting to pay it by working to change the system that unfairly advantages 

her, is redemptive.  Yet it also lets her off the hook, and makes it easy for white audience 

members not to feel too guilty about the white privilege they share in, as the only white 

characters on the show to show intentional racism are clearly evil, particularly Velma.  

The majority of white characters are in favor of doing the right thing. 

 However, Hairspray does subtly illustrate the mild racism of even the 

―good‖/―liberal‖ characters. When they first go to Maybelle‘s, Penny declares herself 

―very pleased and scared to be here.‖  Her fear, of course, plays on racial anxieties.  

Tracy, on the other hand, is not afraid, but thinks it ―is just so Afro-tastic‖ (67).  Her 

absurd response, much like her response to the invitation – ―it feels so hip‖ to be invited 

to an African American‘s home –  demonstrates  that Tracy, too, sees black people as 

different, as Other; she may like them, but she doesn‘t precisely see them as equals. 

Hairspray also points out the physical dangers of interracial romance through Penny and 

Seaweed‘s relationship.  For the most part their relationship is lighthearted, with Penny in 

many ways filling the soubrette role of traditional musical theatre – a comic, highly 

sexualized sidekick and best friend.  Yet a moment of repetition emphasizes, not just that 

society frowns on interracial relationships, but that it is the black man who is physically 
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at risk.  When Penny escapes her disapproving mother and runs off with Seaweed, they 

go to Maybelle‘s.  She approves of their relationship, but warns Penny that ―you two 

better brace yourselves for a whole lot of ugly comin‘ at you from a never ending parade 

of stupid‖ (106).  When Penny responds, ―That‘s okay.  My mother‘s gonna kill me 

anyway,‖ Inez comes back with, ―No she won‘t.  She‘ll kill him!‖ (106).  A few moments 

later, after Tracy and Link arrive fresh from Tracy‘s escape from prison, Tracy tells 

Penny that Penny‘s mom will kill her for running off with Seaweed; once again, Inez 

chimes in: ―No! She‘ll kill him!‖  The stage directions note that she is ―impatiently 

correcting again‖ (107).  While the moment is humorous, it also points out quite directly 

that there were real risks in 1962 for black men who dated white women, including, 

literally, death (risks that may have lessened, but not disappeared, by the present-time of 

Hairspray‘s 2002 performance).  

   From the perspective of gender Hairspray is a feminist project, as the divas both 

make women central and emphasize a range of non-normative femininities.  Additionally, 

Hairspray‘s camp aesthetic, particularly as performed by Fierstein as Edna but by the 

other divas as well, helps to denaturalize femininity for the audience.  In one striking 

moment, Fierstein‘s performance choice counteracts the text to emphasize the degree to 

which normativity, particularly around gender, is suspect in the world of Hairspray.  

After seeing Tracy on television for the first time and learning from Penny that ―she‘s 

going to be a regular‖ on The Corny Collins Show, Edna responds with a seemingly 

pleased, ―Imagine, my little girl, regular at last‖ (41). Initially smiling, Fierstein then 
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suddenly freezes his face, eyes cast up and mouth tight, in what looks like an expression 

of exaggerated disgust.  Fierstein‘s performance suggests that perhaps being a ―regular‖ 

girl is not, in fact, something to aspire to. 

On the surface, the show may seem less invested in challenging 

heteronormativity.  There are no officially gay or lesbian characters, and certainly, 

Tracy‘s passion for Link is a key plot element.  Yet the show‘s very enthusiasm for 

heterosexuality in some ways undermines it.  Discussing the character of Glinda in 

Wicked, Wolf suggests that although the character performs stereotypical femininity, ―the 

character is so over the top that she sustains a critique of those behaviors even as she 

plays them out‖ (―Wicked‖ 46).  Similarly, Tracy‘s over the top performance of 

heterosexuality offers a way of critiquing it and making it strange.  For example, in her 

initial encounter with Link during her failed audition, Tracy‘s attraction to him is so 

intense that it literally stops time: when he bumps into her, Tracy freezes.  After he 

apologizes, everyone except Penny becomes frozen as well.  A chime sounds, and then 

voice shaking, still frozen, Tracy sings ―I can hear the bells‖ (23).  She emerges from her 

frozen state to sing an extensive fantasy of her romance with Link – from its beginning to 

their romantic reminiscing in heaven – and all the other characters become props for her 

fantasy, participating in it during this moment out of time.  The level of excess is 

incredible, and more than a bit silly, making Tracy‘s heterosexual passion, in all its 

normativity, seem a bit silly as well.    
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The finale of Hairspray, the full-company celebration number ―You Can‘t Stop 

the Beat,‖ also challenges heteronormativity even as it textually extols the pleasures of 

heterosexuality.  Like most book musicals, Hairspray ends with its heterosexual 

couple(s) together, in a number that also solidifies the community.  Yet there are key 

differences in Hairspray‘s version of this number.  First, while the couples who come 

together are heterosexual, they are not precisely normative: Edna is played by a man; 

Penny and Seaweed are an interracial couple; Tracy is overweight and more interested in 

her own life than her romance.23 Second, ―You Can‘t Stop the Beat‖ does not bring the 

couples together or change their status in any way – the couples start and end the song 

with the same degree of romantic connection.  It does, however, bring about a change in 

the status of one of the women, as a diva is born.  The song is structured in four main 

parts, each led by a diva, with Penny now counted among them.  She enters the stage in 

blue fringe, looking newly adult, and sings in a newly adult voice as well.  During the 

scene that cuts the number in half after her verse, Penny proclaims her independence to 

her overprotective mother in Hairspray‘s second major homage to Gypsy, echoing 

Louise‘s transformation into the diva Gypsy: ―I‘m a pretty girl, mama‖ (122).  Rather 

than bringing couples together, Hairspray‘s queer spin on the closing number brings 

another woman center stage to claim her place as a diva.  Edna‘s contribution to the 

finale also emphasizes queerness, as she emerges, dressed in a red ball gown, from the 

                                                 
23 While she agrees that Link is more important than winning the title of Miss Teenage Hairspray, she 

quickly notes that ―I also want a graduate degree in musicology with a minor in ethnic studies.  And I want 

to be the first one to say, The Corny Collins Show is now and forevermore officially integrated‖ (121).  

Romance is important, but not to the exclusion of the woman‘s education and career goals, or her interest in 

social justice. 
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giant hairspray can created by her husband Wilbur to sing that ―you can‘t stop my 

happiness / ‗cause I like the way I am / and you just can‘t stop my knife and fork / when I 

see a Christmas ham / so if you don‘t like the way I look / well, I just don‘t give a damn!‖ 

(123). While the reference to food allows the pretence that the ―the way I am‖ refers to 

Edna‘s size, Fierstein‘s performance, as it has throughout the show, emphasizes that the 

lines are also most assuredly about drag.  When Edna goes on to sing the chorus, 

affirming that ―ever since this old world began / a woman found out if she shook it she 

could shake up a man / and so I‘m gonna shake and shimmy it / the best that I can today,‖ 

the heteronormative lyrics become decidedly queer (123). 

The number also queers ideas about history when Maybelle takes her turn leading 

the song.  While all of the verses relate to social progress (as the refrain ―you can‘t stop 

the beat‖ suggests), hers is by far the most explicitly focused on systemic issues of racial 

equality.24  Her lyrics, at first glance, suggest a progress narrative in which racial justice 

is just around the bend, presumably having arrived by the present moment of 

performance in 2002: 

You can‘t stop today 

As it comes speeding down the track 

Child, yesterday is hist‘ry 

And it‘s never coming back 

‗Cause tomorrow is a brand new day 

                                                 
24 Penny also addresses race, but through her relationship to Seaweed. 
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And it don‘t know white from black (124) 

This image of history as a kind of train, ―speeding‖ easily towards the future, fits with 

traditional notions of history as a teleological progress narrative.  Yet the lyrics, in 

performance, undo themselves; if history ―is never coming back,‖ then what has the 

audience been doing for the past two hours – what is it still doing as she sings – as this 

very musical re-performs a world from four decades before?  Additionally, perhaps 

―tomorrow is a brand new day [that] don‘t know white from black,‖ but certainly that‘s 

not the world audiences in 2002 lived in.25  Maybelle‘s lyrics in performance encourage 

the audience to question precisely the rosy vision of progress they describe, no matter 

how appealing it may be.  By extension, this section also suggests the failure of the 

normative historiographic assumptions that undergird this progress narrative.  ―You Can‘t 

Stop the Beat,‖ while ostensibly supporting both heteronormativity and historiographic 

norms, in fact undercuts them both.   

CONCLUSION 

In the end, Hairspray, like Gypsy, enacts a queer historiography that operates in 

generally progressive ways, adding race to the gender challenges posed by the earlier 

musical.  In both shows, divas queer femininity; given that these are historically focused 

musicals, they not only do so in their present moments of performance, but they also 

denaturalize audience expectations of appropriate femininity in the 1920s and 1930s, and 

1962 Baltimore.  Rose, Gypsy, Tracy, Edna, Maybelle, and even Velma are forces of 

                                                 
25 Nor, narratives of the ―post-racial‖ Obama era notwithstanding, is it the world we live in today. 
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nature, performing their disruptive, non- (and sometimes, anti-) normative femininities in 

unmistakable ways and forcing audiences to reckon with them.  More than that, they 

encourage audiences to embrace those queered femininities, as embodied reception calls 

audience members to take on the diva roles themselves. Both Gypsy and Hairspray focus 

on women, and are queer in their counternormativity, even though they feature no 

textually gay or lesbian characters.  In the next chapter, I will look to two musicals that 

focus on characters who are gay and lesbian, William Finn‘s Falsettos and Elegies. 
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Chapter 3: Reimagining Traumatic Histories in Falsettos and Elegies 

In this chapter, I discuss two musicals by the gay Jewish composer/lyricist 

William Finn, Falsettos (1992) and Elegies: A Song Cycle (2003), that offer histories of 

trauma and loss.  Specifically, both musicals address the AIDS crisis, and Elegies also 

addresses the events of September 11, 2001.  Unlike the other musicals I have discussed, 

both of these shows feature overtly gay, lesbian, and queer characters.  Queerness, in both 

Falsettos and Elegies, is explicitly present in the content of the histories offered as well 

as the ways in which those histories are written; these are both histories of queer people 

and histories written queerly, in the counter-normative sense of that term I have been 

using throughout this work.   

A sung-through musical, Falsettos tells the story of Marvin, a gay man, and his 

extended family – his ex-wife Trina, their son Jason, Trina's husband / Marvin's former 

psychiatrist Mendel, Marvin's lover Whizzer, and Cordelia and Charlotte, ―the lesbians 

from next door.‖  The first act, set in 1979, focuses on the first five characters as they 

negotiate (with comic glee, as well as the more predictable angst) what family means in 

their particular context.  The second act, set in 1981, initially revolves around Jason‘s 

impending bar mitzvah, a narrative gradually overshadowed by Whizzer's battle with 

AIDS.  Elegies is, as its title suggests, an entirely musical performance grouped around 

the theme of loss, specifically losses in Finn‘s life.  Addressing a variety of losses, all in 

some way personal to Finn, Elegies also features ―another deeper subtext, and it is a 
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vision of New York as a city reeling from continual trauma: first the AIDS epidemic that 

took many of the composer's friends, then the shock of Sept. 11‖ (Holden). 

The traumas these musicals address are rife with political meanings, particularly 

for people from marginalized communities (including gays and lesbians).  AIDS, in 

particular, has certainly been fraught terrain; representations of the crisis and its history 

carry enormous weight, since as Douglas Crimp notes, ―AIDS does not exist apart from 

the practices that conceptualize it, represent it, and respond to it.  We know AIDS only in 

and through those practices‖ (―AIDS‖ 3).  Similarly, the struggle to determine the 

narratives that will become the history of the events of 9/11 began almost immediately, 

and will continue, I‘m sure, for a long time to come.  In addressing both AIDS and 9/11 

from his own queer perspective, I argue that Finn‘s approach is to offer histories that 

operate as what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has termed ―reparative readings‖ of history, a 

choice that allows his musical histories to function in progressive ways. 

In her essay ―Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,‖ Sedgwick argues for 

the importance of moving beyond what she sees as a dependence on paranoia in critical 

theory, particularly queer theory.1  In paranoid reading, a primary goal is the revelation of 

all possible relevant injustices and oppressions, in order to rouse opposition as well as to 

provide protection from any unpleasant surprises, ensuring ―that bad news be always 

already known‖ (Sedgwick ―Paranoid Reading‖ 10).  This relates to what Sedgwick 

                                                 
1 Her focus is on readings, primarily, which has a double valence in my own project.  My concern here 

focuses on these two musicals as readings of the past events or phenomena they address in their performed 

histories.  One could also make an argument about how an audience member reads the performance text, 

but that is not my focus in this work. 
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considers to be ―the dogged, defensive narrative stiffness of a paranoid temporality . . . in 

which yesterday can‘t be allowed to have differed from today and tomorrow must be 

even more so‖ (―Paranoid Reading‖ 25-26).  Paranoid readings, she suggests, limit 

possibility, as the need to avoid negative surprises in some ways renders negativity 

inevitable.   Sedgwick is critical of  the ―faith in exposure‖ this approach relies on, which 

―acts as though its work would be accomplished if only it could finally, this time, 

somehow get its story truly known‖ (―Paranoid Reading‖ 17).  This assumption, of 

course, requires one to ignore the very real possibilities that the story was already known, 

or that the audience for that story, once aware of the situation, might remain uncaring or 

unable to help. 

Reparative reading takes a different approach to exposure and to surprise.  

According to Sedgwick,  

To read from a reparative position is to surrender the knowing, anxious 

paranoid determination that no horror, however apparently unthinkable, 

shall ever come to the reader as new: to a reparatively positioned reader, it 

can seem realistic and necessary to experience surprise.  Because there can 

be terrible surprises, however, there can also be good ones.  Hope . . . is 

among the energies by which the reparatively positioned reader tries to 

organize the fragments and part-objects she encounters or creates.  

Because she has room to realize that the future may be different from the 

present, it is also possible for her to entertain such painful, profoundly 
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relieving, ethically crucial possibilities as that the past, in turn, could have 

happened differently from the way it actually did.  (―Paranoid Reading‖ 

24-25)  

Reparative readings, then, allow for possibility.  They are not denials of injustices, past, 

present, or future; they are, however, readings that don‘t see the exposure of those 

failures as determinative of all possible encounters.  The unexpected response is possible, 

and things can, in fact, happen differently.  In her description here, Sedgwick is focusing 

on the role of surprise and hope in future-oriented work.  In my consideration of Falsettos 

and Elegies, I apply her principle in reverse; that is, by presenting a vision of the past that 

exposes what was while demonstrating what could have been, these shows allow for the 

possibility of more just, ethical futures.  As Tavia Nyong‘o suggests in his discussion of 

queer art and performance, reenactment, the performance of the past in the present 

moment, has the potential to operate in this way:  ―if reenactment risks reifying the past 

as it was, the transmission of affect permits us to reimagine as well as to repeat, inserting 

new subjectivities and new desires into familiar landscapes‖ (45).  While not the kind of 

large-scale reenactment Nyong‘o considers, I believe that the affective experience of 

engaging with the past through musical theatre operates similarly, allowing for the 

possibility of showing both what was and what might have been (and, by extension, 

might still be).  Falsettos and Elegies take advantage of this fundamentally reparative 

possibility, performing histories of trauma and marginalization in ways that at once 
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acknowledge the injustices of the past while also performing other options, other 

possibilities, thereby opening up hope for the present and future. 

 Before moving on to discuss the musicals themselves, I want to briefly address 

the notion of ―trauma.‖  Trauma studies scholar Cathy Caruth suggests that ―traumatic 

experience‖ centers in some way on ―the inability to fully witness the event as it occurs, 

or the ability to witness the event fully only at the cost of witnessing oneself‖ (Trauma 7).  

In other words, a traumatic event is one that cannot be completely engaged in the moment 

of encounter, an experience too negative to fully comprehend in relation to oneself.  

Drawing on Caruth, as well as other scholars of trauma, Irene Kacandes argues that ―In 

fundamental ways trauma is connected to incomprehensibility,‖ be it an inability to fully 

experience an event or to clearly name or describe it (171).  This definition helps to point 

out the difficulty of creating histories of traumatic events.  When the event itself resists 

understanding, how do we convert it into a narrative? This fundamental historiographic 

problem, as I will discuss, is one that Finn contends with in both shows, albeit with 

particular transparency in Elegies.  

Although Caruth acknowledges that trauma is a term without a clearly agreed 

upon meaning, she asserts that ―In its most general definition, trauma describes an 

overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the response to the 

event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations 

and other intrusive phenomena‖ (Unclaimed Experience 11).  This definition, like much 

of the work in trauma studies, folds together both the experience of the traumatic event(s) 
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itself and what has come to be defined as post-traumatic stress disorder, in which a 

trauma victim compulsively re-lives the event they cannot consciously remember fully.  

This conflation is problematic when attempting to understand events (like AIDS and 

9/11) where the trauma is more diffuse.  It also pathologizes trauma, presuming that the 

―overwhelming‖ and somehow incomprehensible negative event will inevitably cause 

clinically recognizable symptoms requiring some sort of treatment or ―cure.‖  Ann 

Cvetkovich, in contrast, takes a more everyday, less pathologizing approach to what 

trauma can mean.  She takes as her working definition of trauma ―a social and cultural 

discourse that emerges in response to the demands of grappling with the psychic 

consequences of historical events‖ (An Archive 18).  She also points out that while 

creating a history around trauma is difficult, it is nevertheless a common process, since 

―Trauma histories are frequently taken up as national urgencies, histories that must be 

remembered and resolved in order for the nation to survive a crisis or sustain its 

integrity‖ (An Archive 36).   

Discussing AIDS, in particular, Cvetkovich notes that it has ―achieved the status 

of . . . national trauma, standing alongside the Holocaust, the Vietnam War, World War I, 

and other nation- and world- defining events as having a profound impact on history and 

politics‖ (An Archive 160).  Among those other ―nation-defining events,‖ we can include 

9/11.  AIDS‘s inclusion in this list, however, was not uncontested.  Due in large part to 

homophobia, it took significant time and effort to move AIDS from a trauma perceived as 

affecting a sub-culture to an acknowledged national trauma (Cvetkovich An Archive 160-
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61).  The relationship of marginalized people to national traumas is never simple.  Both 

Falsettos and Elegies insist on writing a queer presence back into these national 

narratives. 

In doing so, both shows attempt to reconsider ideas about what losses of the past 

can be acknowledged and grieved, particularly in relation to queerness.  Erasing queer 

bodies from national histories of any kind is obviously problematic, but removing them 

from traumatic histories, which typically call forth a kind of public grieving, has 

particularly disturbing implications.  Removing queer people from the ranks of the 

grievable arguably represents a larger erasure.  As Sarah Ahmed, drawing on Judith 

Butler‘s work, suggests, ―queer lives have to be recognized as lives in order to be 

grieved.  In a way . . .  queer losses cannot be admitted as forms of loss in the first place, 

as queer lives are not recognized as ‗lives to be lost.‘  One has to recognize oneself as 

having something before one can recognize oneself as losing something‖ (156).   Writing 

queer losses into history, then, implies a wider intervention; acknowledgment of loss in 

the past implies lives worth recognizing in the present.  As Scott Bravmann points out,  

History helps circumvent the censorship, denial, and amnesia that have 

continued to inform so much of lesbian and gay existence.  Public 

celebrations such as the commemorations of the Stonewall riots, the 

annual Harvey Milk memorial march in San Francisco, and various AIDS-

related memory projects such as the Names Project Quilt provide gay men 
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and lesbians with powerful collective forms of historical recollection that 

animate the present in a variety of complex ways. (4) 

Notably, the examples Bravmann cites are memorializations of arguably traumatic 

events: riots following systemic and often violent oppression; assassination; AIDS.  The 

imperative for queer people to write ourselves back into history in meaningful ways, as 

lives worthy of recognition and grief, seems particularly strong in relationship to 

moments of violence, of loss – of trauma. 

 At this point, I will turn to William Finn‘s two musicals, which take up this very 

project, in order to demonstrate how both – albeit in different ways – enact progressive, 

reparative historiographic projects.  I will begin by discussing Falsettos, and the fraught 

politics of its AIDS historiography.  I will then consider Elegies, with its melancholic 

project of holding on to the lost, and its intervention not only into AIDS and 9/11 but also 

into what constitutes a history worth public attention.  

FALSETTOS 

In many ways, Falsettos represents  a more affective than ―factual‖ history of the 

earliest years of the AIDS crisis, with an ending that opens up ways things might have 

been (and might therefore still be) different.  Rather than feature recognizable personages 

or specific events from the past, Finn (and his collaborator, co-book writer and director 

James Lapine) cast Falsettos’ history as fiction, continuing the story of Marvin and his 

family begun in a trio of one-act musicals: In Trousers, March of the Falsettos, and 

Falsettoland.  Falsettos is a combination with some revisions of the latter two shows, 
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with March . . .  serving as the first act and Falsettoland as the second.  March of the 

Falsettos, directed by Lapine and featuring Michael Rupert as Marvin, Stephen Bogardus 

as Whizzer, and Chip Zien as Mendel, premiered off-Broadway at Playwrights Horizons 

Theatre in 1981.  Nine years later, Falsettoland, also directed by Lapine and featuring 

Rupert, Bogardus, and Zien, premiered.  While March was performed only a few years 

after its story was set (1979), and seemed relatively contemporaneous with its creation, 

Falsettoland was more obviously history; Finn was looking back on the earliest moments 

of the AIDS crisis (1981) from the vantage point of 1990.  Graciela Daniele directed a 

combined, but largely unrevised, evening of the two shows at Hartford Stage in 1991.   

Her production, without any of the original performers from Playwrights Horizons, was 

slated to move to Broadway, but fell through.2  This allowed a Lapine-helmed production 

starring the three men, rewritten into a more cohesive whole, to open on Broadway as 

Falsettos on April 29
th

, 1992. 

As performed in the Broadway production, Falsettos features a blend of realistic 

and stylized elements, encouraging audiences to identify with the characters and their 

story while still retaining a certain degree of distance (beyond the distancing inherent in 

the musical form).3  The characterizations are the most realistic element; Marvin and his 

extended family are complex people, fully inhabited by the performers in nuanced 

portrayals.  The design scheme is far less realistic.  A few rolling pieces of furniture, free-

                                                 
2 For more on Falsettos complicated road to Broadway, see Bell, 18-31.  
3 Performance descriptions are taken from my viewing of the archival recording of the original Broadway 

production of Falsettos, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New York Public Library 

for the Performing Arts. 
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standing doors, a hospital curtain: simple, iconic pieces sketch the outlines of spaces.  

There is a red bordered rectangle painted high on the back wall that contains a scrim, 

occasionally backlit to reveal the band elevated behind that wall.  Movement in the piece 

often appears slightly choreographed, although there is little to no traditional dance.  

Falsettos also incorporates an enormous amount of direct address.  This show does not 

rely on a fourth wall, as characters both live their story and overtly share it with the 

audience. 

Falsettos’ story begins with Marvin reviewing for the audience his choice to 

divorce his wife, Trina, and begin a relationship with Whizzer.  As Act I progresses, we 

see Marvin‘s efforts to create a cohesive family with Trina, their son Jason, and Whizzer.  

Disrupting these efforts are Trina‘s resentment, Jason‘s frustration and confusion, and 

Whizzer‘s ambivalence about having a committed, monogamous relationship, as well as 

Marvin‘s immaturity.  Trina‘s burgeoning relationship with Marvin‘s (soon-to-be-former) 

psychiatrist, Mendel, further complicates Marvin‘s master plan for a ―tight-knit family.‖  

By the end of Act I Trina and Mendel are married, Whizzer and Marvin have split up, 

and although Marvin is clearly not happy with these events, he has at least managed to 

repair his relationship with his son.  The conclusion of the act is Marvin‘s heartfelt song 

to Jason, ―Father to Son,‖ where he shares with Jason some of the mistakes he‘s made 

and lessons he has learned; the final image of Act I is Jason and Marvin embracing. 

The second act begins two years after the events of Act I.  It opens with a brief 

review of the previous events as well as some information on what has happened to the 
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characters since: Trina and Mendel are still married, Marvin is still single, and now the 

family has two new friends, a lesbian couple (Dr. Charlotte, an internist, and Cordelia, a 

kosher caterer).  For roughly the first half of Act II, the focus is on the everyday and the 

domestic; during this section, Marvin and Whizzer reunite after Whizzer, at Jason‘s 

invitation, attends Jason‘s little-league game with the whole extended family.  The 

primary drama centers on fights about Jason‘s impending bar mitzvah.   

The bar mitzvah plotline rapidly takes a backseat in the second half of Act II, 

however, as AIDS enters the scene.4  Immediately following Marvin‘s tender love song 

―What More Can I Say,‖ sung in bed to a sleeping Whizzer, Dr. Charlotte informs the 

audience, and Cordelia, that ―Something Bad is Happening‖ to ―bachelors‖ she sees in 

the hospital, and that ―a virus has been found‖ (141-43).  In the following number, 

―Second Racquetball,‖ Whizzer collapses on the court.   The remainder of the act follows 

his rapid decline and death.  The bar mitzvah plotline culminates in Whizzer‘s hospital 

room, where Jason chooses to hold the event since Whizzer is too ill to attend any other 

way.  At the end of the bar mitzvah, Whizzer passes away.   

 Falsettos, then, is a musical that is, in part, about a gay man‘s death from AIDS.  

This reflects the normative narrative around the syndrome, particularly in the early 

1990s; drawing on John Clum‘s statement that ―AIDS entwines us in a series of 

equations‖ beginning with ―AIDS = homosexuality‖ (Still Acting 40), I would suggest 

that the overall narrative can in large part be represented by the equation AIDS = Gay = 

                                                 
4 It is worth noting that at no point in the musical is the word ―AIDS‖ uttered.  Nevertheless, it is 

abundantly clear that that is, in fact, the nameless disease afflicting Whizzer.  For more on this, see Schultz.  
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Death.    I will begin by discussing the first part of that equation, AIDS = Gay, the ways 

in which Falsettos enacts it, and the consequences of those choices.  Following that, I 

will consider how Falsettos addresses the final element, death.   

 As David Román notes, ―since the earliest days of the epidemic, gay men have 

been identified nearly irreversibly with AIDS‖ (Acts xxii).  This association certainly 

persisted into the 1990s, when Falsettos ―presented [AIDS] as a horrible thing that 

happens to nice people who happen to be gay men‖ (Clum Something 271).   Writing in 

1994, Douglas Crimp addressed this presumed connection: 

 As everyone knows, what is now called AIDS was first reported in the 

United States among otherwise healthy gay men . . . .AIDS was very soon 

seen in people who had never engaged in homosexual sex, but the link 

between homosexuality and AIDS has nevertheless persisted with amazing 

tenacity.  Lip service might be paid to such statements as ‗AIDS is not just 

a gay disease‘ . . . but still, if you ask most Americans who gets AIDS, 

they‘ll answer, Homosexuals.  There are many reasons for this, some more 

logical than others.  To this day the majority of people with AIDS in the 

United States are gay men, even if the overall percentages have steadily 

declined.  An even greater majority of images of people with AIDS seen in 

the media are of gay men. (Melancholia 258) 

As Crimp‘s statement makes clear, AIDS‘s initial association with gay men has persisted 

despite the fact that, as more information about AIDS became available, it rapidly 
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became clear that there is no inherent link between (homo)sexuality and AIDS.   His 

point that the media has perpetuated this equation is an important one, as representation 

both responds to and reinforces the perception of AIDS as a gay disease.  It is important 

to note, as well, that this association goes back to the earliest moments of the epidemic.  

In fact, it preceded the official naming of ―AIDS,‖ which was initially called GRID (Gay 

Related Immune Deficiency).  As Marita Sturken points out, this fact ―underscores 

[AIDS‘s] initial and powerful association with gay men and their sexual habits and 

attitudes‖ (150).  This association of homosexuality and illness, of course, is hardly a new 

phenomenon. Writing in 1993, James W. Jones points out that ―the link of same-sex love 

and disease, be it physical or psychological, although weakened over the course of the 

1960s and 1970s, never evaporated.  AIDS has revivified it in the popular, heterosexual 

mind and within gay culture‖ (103).   

 Finn and Lapine make no effort to escape this equation, representing AIDS as 

inextricably linked to gay men.  Notably, it is Whizzer, the ―gayest‖ of Falsettos’ men – 

not a heterosexual like Mendel or a former heterosexual like Marvin – who serves as the 

embodiment of AIDS.5  Whizzer is also the most promiscuous character, particularly in 

the first act when we are told that, despite his relationship with Marvin, he ―screws too 

much to see / what a joy is chastity, / what a joy is saving his joys for one man‖ (26).  As 

                                                 
5 Schulz offers a slightly different read on why Whizzer is the character with AIDS.  While he also sees this 

as isolating AIDS from "the heterosexual components of the family,‖ he reads it as a way of maintaining 

easy, comfortable access to the piece for straight audiences, rather than as a reinforcement of AIDS as a 

gay disease (78).  I would suggest that his reading, while potentially valid, does not in fact negate the fact 

that in Falsettos AIDS is, nonetheless, presented to the audience as a gay disease. 
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Cindy Kistenberg notes, an emphasis on promiscuity has been part of the assumed 

connection between gay men and AIDS from the earliest years of the epidemic: ―In the 

early 1980's, when it was realized that those falling ill were ‗known homosexuals,‘ 

researchers began looking into the specific practices of gay men to determine why.  The 

cause receiving most of the attention was promiscuity.  As a result, promiscuity became 

viewed as the cause of AIDS‖ (11).  Whizzer‘s final solo, ―You Gotta Die Sometime,‖ 

furthers this narrative as he ruminates on the cause of his impending death.  He sings 

bitterly that ―I don‘t smoke, don‘t do drugs, / and then comes the bad news . . . it‘s the 

chink in the armor, / the shit in the karma‖ – his sexuality and promiscuity – that has 

caused his illness (145).6   

AIDS also threatens Marvin‘s health, although Falsettos leaves his sero-status 

somewhat ambiguous.  A reprise of ―Something Bad is Happening‖ functions as Dr. 

Charlotte‘s warning to Marvin that his own illness and death might also be imminent.  As 

the brief sequence begins, the curtain that sometimes hides Whizzer‘s hospital bed is 

open.  Dressed in the doctor‘s uniform that points out her status as a medical authority, 

she sings to Marvin that: 

Something bad is happening. 

Something very bad is happening. 

Something that kills. 

Something contagious. 

Something that spreads 

From one man to another. (144) 

 

                                                 
6 For further discussion of the portrayal of Whizzer as promiscuous, and its relationship to his role as the 

person with AIDS, see Anderson, 154-56. 
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 While the melody of the reprise remains the same as the original, the quality of the 

singing and the orchestration seem at once more mournful and less ominous.  The choice 

of words, ―spreads from one man to another,‖ could, given the degree to which masculine 

language typically stands in as universal, simply mean that AIDS is contagious.  Yet the 

tete-a-tete feel of the scene, combined with audience assumptions about AIDS and its 

transmission, makes what Finn is saying through Charlotte abundantly clear:  AIDS is an 

STD, one linked with gay men, and so Whizzer‘s lover is likely to be facing his own 

death.  Rupert plays the moment stoically, not really looking at Dr. Charlotte.  Only when 

she sings the final, crucial bit of information – that this is ―Something that spreads from 

one man to another‖ – does he respond with a slight gasp, followed by a muttered ―oh, 

fuck.‖  Charlotte puts her hand on his shoulder, an attempt at support and comfort he 

allows for just a breath before walking away, offstage left (away from Whizzer in his 

hospital bed).  This moment performs the traumatic nature of AIDS, as Marvin is unable 

to contend with what Dr. Charlotte is telling him; he refuses to engage it, although that 

denial will not make it any less real. 

In contrast to Marvin‘s experience, Falsettos figures neither Trina nor Mendel as 

physically threatened by AIDS.  This is particularly striking given the explicit attention 

paid to Trina‘s exposure to STD‘s via Marvin‘s promiscuity in the first act.  In Trina‘s 

first encounter with Mendel she recounts for him how Marvin told her that he had 

syphilis, and ―maybe darling so do you,‖ at which point she sings, from the present, that 
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she is ―probably diseased‖ (19).  Other STD‘s can threaten the heterosexual woman, but 

Falsettos sets AIDS apart; it belongs only to the gay men. 

By participating in this equation of AIDS = Gay, Falsettos contributes to a 

discourse that is troubling on numerous levels.  First, as Kistenberg points out, 

associating AIDS so closely with gay men ―allow[s] other groups significantly affected 

by AIDS to be ignored.‖  She notes that ―others affected by AIDS – persons of color, IV 

drug users, and women (often those of lower socioeconomic status) – have remained 

largely invisible‖ in relation to the epidemic (13).  Similarly, Sturken notes that ―The 

profile of AIDS as a gay disease eclipsed the epidemic in the inner cities for years‖ (157).  

The lack of acknowledgment both Kistenberg and Sturken refer to is troublesome in that 

as long as a group is not seen as ―affected‖ by AIDS, there can be little effort at 

prevention, or resources devoted to treatment.  On a related note, if straight people are 

encouraged to see AIDS as a gay disease, it becomes significantly easier to assume that 

they cannot be at risk.  Discussing the ways in which the association of gayness and 

homosexuality allows heterosexuals to assume that they are somehow immune to AIDS, 

Crimp states: ―‗AIDS is not my problem.‘  This simple statement (or thought) is without 

question the most widespread, the most tenacious, and the most dangerous formulation in 

this pandemic.  Indeed, I think it would not be wrong to suggest that the statement ‗AIDS 

is not my problem‘ is as responsible as anything for the fact that so many people 

worldwide have been infected with HIV‖ (Melancholia 259).   
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While attention to AIDS within the gay community enabled its mobilization to 

fight the syndrome, that attention came at a high cost.  The ―dominant culture‘s 

construction of AIDS … positioned all gay men as inherently diseased and subsequently 

a threat to the family,‖ encouraging what Román argues was an unconsciously 

internalized belief among gay men that ―for gay men, AIDS is inevitable‖ (Acts 228).  If 

AIDS is inevitable, why bother trying not to get it? Setting up this kind of inevitability 

narrative, particularly one tied to only one risk group, was dangerous in 1992, when 

Falsettos was initially produced; it remains dangerous today, as AIDS is in no way 

―over.‖  As Sturken points out, ―The politics of remembering AIDS can never be 

detached from the fact that the epidemic is still killing people‖ (176). 

The association of AIDS and homosexuality also enables further marginalization 

of the gay male community.  Writing about TV dramas dealing with AIDS that adhere to 

the ―problem play‖ model, James Jones suggests that ―they perpetuate what problem 

plays throughout this century have done: they reinforce the category of homosexual (here 

the homosexual with AIDS) as Other.  His presentation as a victim portrays him as a 

supplicant for sympathy.  Sympathy can only be granted by someone who stands outside 

the victim's predicament‖ (109).    Jones suggests the problem play approach is demanded 

of a form aiming for a mass audience, a goal shared by Broadway musicals, pointing out 

the ways in which commercial imperatives influence the construction of AIDS histories.  

While I don't see Falsettos as precisely a ―problem play‖ in the traditional sense – it isn't 

about arguing for tolerance, or addressing the societal ―problem‖ of sexuality or disease, 
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at least not internally – I do think its determined linkage of gay men and AIDS helps 

create a certain amount of the response Jones decries.  Mainstream, heterosexual 

audience members (and, perhaps, lesbians as well), can sympathize with Whizzer without 

being required to recognize the possibility of standing in his shoes.  Jones argues that the 

inherent risk in this approach is the ease with which ―the sympathetic listener‖ can ―turn 

away‖ from the person with AIDS (PWA) (109).  While this risk certainly exists in 

Falsettos, I will argue later in this chapter that the ending of the show in fact argues 

powerfully against just such a response. 

In addition to its perpetuation of the AIDS = Gay narrative, Falsettos further 

follows normative scripts around AIDS, particularly representations of the early years of 

the epidemic, by adding a final term: AIDS = Gay = Death.  Describing plays from the 

mid-1980s, Román notes that ―Early AIDS plays written in a linear narrative with realist 

conventions end in the death of the character with AIDS and often with the revelation of 

a new person with AIDS among the supporting characters‖ (Acts 235).  Although 

Falesttos is not precisely realist in its performance style, it still enacts this model, 

offering a narrative that leads the PWA in a linear and unrelenting fashion towards 

death.7   While this choice might seem historically accurate – after all, AIDS, particularly 

in the early years, was often rapidly fatal – Román points out that this is not precisely the 

case.  In fact, ―many gay men in the early 1980s began to offer tactics for survival.  

Unfortunately, these strategies were not always accepted or even acknowledged within 

                                                 
7 And, as I have noted, revealing Marvin‘s potential infection. 
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the official narratives of AIDS‖ (Acts xx).  Michael Callen, who Román cites as a 

foundational figure in the conception of AIDS as something that could be survived, if not 

forever, then for a significant period of time, was not diagnosed until 1982, just after the 

setting of Falsettos.  Nevertheless, Callen‘s ideas were part of the discourse around AIDS 

by the time Falsettos was written and performed.  Finn and Lapine occasionally take 

other chronological liberties with events surrounding AIDS, most notably in Dr. 

Charlotte‘s announcement that ―a virus has been found,‖ an event which didn‘t take place 

until 1984.  The option, then, to script a narrative that embraced ideas that came slightly 

later and tell a story of survival, rather than inevitable, rapid fatality existed for Finn and 

Lapine.  They chose not to take it. 

Whizzer‘s decline and death fills the second half of Act II; from the moment 

following his collapse to the moment of his death, he is hospital bound and increasingly 

weak, barely leaving his hospital bed.  In part, this choice enables him to become the 

embodiment of AIDS onstage.  As Sturken points out, ―Throughout history, infected 

people have often been depicted as vessels containing a disease, as extensions of it.‖  The 

representation of the PWA as ―becom[ing] AIDS, irrevocably altered by its presence‖ is 

very much a part of this tradition (148).  Whizzer must be obviously ill in order to 

represent ―AIDS‖ to the audience; if he weren‘t, it would be more difficult to read him as 

a PWA.  Of course, circular logic is at play here.  The fact that reading Whizzer as a 

PWA requires him to be visibly dying relies on the logic that once an individual is 

infected, their death is imminent. 
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Whizzer faces his impending death head on in his Act II solo ―You Gotta Die 

Sometime.‖8  Whizzer envisions death as a kind of lover, a bit frightening in his passion 

and yet somehow desirable, as well:  

I hope in the end,  

[Death] takes me in his arms and lets me hold his face.  

He holds me in his arms and whispers something funny.  

He lifts me in his arms and tells me to embrace  

His attack  

 ….  

He puts his arms around my neck and walks me to the bed.  

He pins me up against the wall and kisses me like crazy. 

The many stupid things I thought about with dread  

Now delight. (145-6) 

 Despite his fear and his anger at being struck down ―in [his] prime,‖ Whizzer has given 

up thoughts of fighting for life and now seeks only ―the balls to orchestrate a graceful 

leave,‖ to meet death with dignity (145, 146).  Musically, this number is highly 

percussive with a strong downbeat, giving the effect of a march towards death. As 

                                                 
8 It is telling that in his glowing review of Falsettos, New York Times drama critic Frank Rich posits that 

Whizzer is ―the most heroic‖ of the men in the play and refers to ―You Gotta Die Sometime‖ as ―extending 

the spectrum of ‗Falsettos‘ to defiance and political rage.‖  (―Broadway Boundary‖).  I would argue that 

Rich sees Whizzer as heroic because of his status as an AIDS victim, and views his intensely personal song 

as political for the same reason.  This offers an interesting perspective on AIDS discourse at this moment in 

1992; according to the mainstream press, death (or its inexorable approach) somehow codes AIDS victims 

as essentially both ―heroic‖ and ―political.‖  And, as Marita Sturken points out, ―The imaging of people 

with AIDS as heroic places a burden on those who do not seek a higher meaning in their disease‖ (170). 



 180 

Whizzer, Stephen Bogardus performs the entire song directly to the audience, sharing the 

experience with them. Over the course of the song Bogardus laboriously exits the bed and 

makes his way to a chair, only to sit for a while before returning to the bed with equal 

effort.  Bogardus based his portrayal of Whizzer‘s ―physical condition‖ as ―wasted and 

having no energy‖ on inadvertent personal research: he watched a friend die of AIDS just 

prior to one of the workshops on what would become Falsettoland, and ―over a six-week 

period I saw him wither away to nothing‖ (qtd in Bell 26).   

Even as Bogardus‘s movement makes the physical ravages of AIDS painfully 

apparent, however, his vocal performance challenges this portrayal.  ―You Gotta Die 

Sometime‖ is not a wistful ballad; it is a vocal tour de force that showcases the 

performer‘s stamina and power.  Bogardus delivers the song fully and with perfect 

control.  This contradiction offers a moment where the musical nature of the piece 

complicates its message: we see a weak, dying man, but we hear a singer at the height of 

his powers.  As a musical, Falsettos can simultaneously offer the audience both the 

stereotype of the PWA as weak, ravaged and defined by his illness, and also as somehow 

surviving, even thriving.  While the narrative shuts down the latter interpretation (by the 

end of the next song, Whizzer has passed away), the audience has nevertheless 

experienced it, and a potentially reparative moment has been evoked through the sounds 

of an alternate history, a different possibility of what might have been, or might yet be. 

In its narrative, however, Falsettos fails to imagine any possibility of living with 

AIDS rather than dying from it.  ―Another Miracle of Judaism,‖ a brief solo sung by 
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Jason after AIDS has entered the stage, makes this quite clear.  In the song, Jason reprises 

an earlier melody to address the current difficulties surrounding his Bar Mitzvah. Before 

Whizzer‘s collapse, ―selecting girls for one‘s bar mitzvah‖ who arouse his burgeoning 

heterosexual lust but will not ―laugh at [his] father and his friends‖ is his biggest 

challenge (99-100).  The very lightness of the earlier lyric makes the reprise all the more 

poignant, as it consists of Jason attempting to bargain with God for Whizzer‘s life. Even 

13-year-old Jason recognizes that Whizzer‘s death is all but assured, as his new lyrics 

make clear.  He wants God to ―please make [his] friend stop dying,‖ implicitly 

recognizing that his death is, in fact, already in progress (143).  This language is 

particularly striking since the lyric was actually changed from the version in 

Falsettoland, where Jason requests that God ―please make [his] friend get better,‖ a 

construction that implies illness, but not certain doom.9  He also sings that ―It won‘t be 

easy‖ (143).  In this moment, Jason acknowledges that Falsettos figures death as so 

inevitable once AIDS is present that even God will have trouble intervening.   

How, then, does the choice to make AIDS = Death in Falsettos affect the history 

it is able to offer?  Raymond Schultz argues that by placing the show a decade in the past, 

before much was known about the syndrome that would come to be known as AIDS, 

Finn creates a sense of knowingness for his viewers by following the normative narrative, 

while denying knowledge of that narrative to the characters.  Schultz claims that ―While 

the characters wonder when or if Whizzer will recover and insist in a continuing refrain 

                                                 
9 References to lyrics from earlier versions are taken from the cast album unless otherwise noted. 
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that ‗Everything will be all right,‘ the contemporary reader – gay or straight – knows 

differently‖ (63).  In Schultz‘s reading, the history Finn offers is one of ignorance and 

confusion.  Yet careful attention to the actors‘ performances in the moments Schultz cites 

suggests a different perspective.  The refrain of ―Everything will be alright,‖ for example, 

begins before AIDS enters the story, as a kind of cheery, mildly exasperated mantra the 

characters use to deal with minor upsets in their lives.  After Whizzer falls ill, the phrase 

becomes more legato, almost mournful; it sounds like a wish, not a belief.  Similarly, 

while the text may claim confusion when Mendel explains to Jason, as they attempt to 

decide if they should ―cancel the bar mitzvah,‖ that ―we can‘t be sure when he‘ll get 

better, when or if he'll ever get better,‖ through Zien's performance the subtext comes 

through quite clearly: Whizzer will not get better; he is dying.  As Jason, Jonathan 

Kaplan‘s response makes this even clearer, as he radiates pain, fear, and fury when he 

runs offstage at the end of the number.  Falsettos’ history as performed implies that the 

characters, like the audience, can tell that death is imminent, almost from the moment of 

his collapse; their efforts to claim ignorance read as willful self-deception, not genuine 

confusion.  This further reifies the idea that AIDS and death are inextricably linked, 

particularly in the early days of the epidemic the show re-presents.    

Reinforcing this narrative is problematic for those interested in AIDS history.  

Certainly, by choosing to portray an AIDS narrative centered on death rather than life, 

Falsettos could be viewed as ―participat[ing] in the demoralization associated with the 

AIDS-equals-death equation ubiquitous in the cultural logic‖ (Román Acts 52).  It isn‘t 
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that simple, however.  Sturken, discussing ACT UP‘s objections to a 1988 photography 

exhibit that showed the physical ravages of AIDS, notes that ―The demand for 

exclusively positive images of people with AIDS in itself constitutes a problematic 

assertion.  What does it mean to require the ‗positive‘ in the context of an epidemic in 

which the reality is that people are dying, often quite painfully?‖ (155). Her comments 

point out that the rejection of ―negative‖ portrayals of AIDS and its history is also a 

politically fraught act, one that risks denying the lived experience of many individuals.  It 

is indisputable that the facts of AIDS history are more complex than the equation that the 

show reinforces; there was room for Finn and Lapine to craft a more uplifting narrative.  

Yet their story reflects the experience of many gay men with AIDS, particularly in the 

historical moment in which the play takes place.   

Many scholars have required an overt challenge to normative narratives around 

the syndrome in order for a representation to qualify as progressive.  In her study of 

AIDS and performance, Kistenberg ―look[s] at performances emerging out of the AIDS 

crisis in terms of their tendency to reproduce existing systems of power and authority by 

perpetuating dominant representations of AIDS or as provoking critical analysis, i.e., 

challenging these dominant representations by ‗re-signifying AIDS‘‖ (6).  In the case of 

Falsettos, I believe no such simple distinction can be made.  Certainly, as I have 

demonstrated, the show ―perpetuat[es] dominant representations.‖  But there are powerful 
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affective reasons, beyond commercialism, to do so.10  Falsettos‘ history may be 

―negative,‖ but that doesn‘t make it inherently worthless, even to those interested in a 

more progressive vision.  In Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History, 

Heather Love argues that contemporary scholars need to reckon more fully with negative 

or painful affects in gay history, however troublesome they seem to us today.  While 

recognizing the impulse in queer studies to reclaim past negatives for ―positive political 

purposes,‖ Love is ―concerned that queer studies, in its haste to refunction such 

experiences, may not adequately be reckoning with their powerful legacies.  Turning 

away from past degradation to a present or future affirmation means ignoring the past as 

past; it also makes it harder to see the persistence of the past in the present‖ (18-19).  In 

other words, trying to reclaim the negative aspects of gay history – like the troublesome 

equations around AIDS – can inadvertently force us to neglect the real emotional weight 

those moments and experiences carry.  Given that a gay man who has lost numerous 

friends to AIDS crafted Falsettos, we might consider it in this light.  What are the 

potential values of the affectively negative – and politically troubling – history Falsettos 

offers of gay men‘s early experiences of AIDS? 

First, AIDS was (and is) a national trauma, and for many gay men, especially in 

the earliest moment of the epidemic presented by Finn, a particularly personal one.  The 

choice to have a gay man fall victim to AIDS allows this trauma to be performed for, and 

hopefully recognized by, a large audience. ―Who Would I Be,‖ the final duet between 

                                                 
10  Certainly, as a Broadway show, Falsettos was a commercial product, and subject to those demands; at 

the same time, commercial imperatives alone cannot explain any show, let alone one that originated off-

Broadway. 
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Marvin and Whizzer, sung after Whizzer‘s death, offers an example of how Falsettos 

performs this trauma.  Just before the song begins, Whizzer has exited, signaling his 

death.  The rest of the company then exits as well, leaving Marvin alone, downstage left, 

on a stage cleared of furniture.  The song is a ballad, in which Marvin attempts to deal 

with his loss. Rupert‘s dynamics range from soft and wistful to a full-throated belt; the 

former sounds of resignation and fatigue, while the latter highlights the power and 

passion of his grief.  Throughout the song, although his delivery is strong and clear, 

Rupert‘s vocal quality suggests emotional exhaustion – an affect typical of trauma.  As he 

sings alone he takes off his yarmulke from the bar mitzvah, then becomes very still.  

Whizzer appears, now out of his robe and dressed, to turn the song to a duet.  Rupert, 

seeing him, plays the moment as if frozen, barely even looking at the man he has loved 

and lost – again, a common affect for trauma victims.  Whizzer then comes towards 

Marvin, who initially walks away; having gained some physical distance, he turns back to 

look at Whizzer and they are finally able to sing fully to one another, sharing their loss. 

Textually, the song also presents their situation as traumatic.  The lyrics feature 

numerous questions, often met with the refrain that ―there are no answers.‖  Recurring 

throughout the song, this phrase emphasizes the idea that there is no real way to make 

sense of what has happened, at least as it is happening in this moment: the hallmark of 

trauma.  Certainly, the refrain refers to the traumatic loss of a loved one; Marvin, for 

example, wonders how he ―would . . . know what love is‖ without Whizzer (152).  Yet 

the song is about more than just their romance.  It is carefully structured to remind the 
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audience that the loss they are suffering was caused by a particular, incomprehensible 

thing – AIDS.  The repetition of the fact that ―there are no answers‖ also comes in 

response to Marvin‘s question: ―Once I was told / That all men get what they deserve / 

Who the hell then threw this curve? / There are no answers‖ (152).  Marvin has ―no 

answers‖ for the many ways his time with Whizzer changed him, but he also has no 

answers for the syndrome that claimed his lover and might also claim him.  Similarly, 

both men sing together that ―Once I was told / that good men get better with age‖; 

Marvin responds a little sardonically that ―we‘re just gonna skip that stage. / There are no 

answers‖ (154).  According to this lyric, Whizzer is not the only one who will ―skip‖ 

aging.  While the ―we‘re‖ implies Marvin‘s infection, it can also be read as a wider ―we,‖ 

speaking more broadly to the experience of being a gay man in the early days of AIDS 

and thereby emphasizing the scope of this trauma. 

Falsettos at once reinforces and challenges some key ideas about the early years 

of AIDS.  Douglas Crimp, writing in 1988, noted that media representations of AIDS 

tended to reinforce the idea that ―people with AIDS . . . are ravaged, disfigured, and 

debilitated by the syndrome; they are generally alone, desperate, but resigned to their 

‗inevitable‘ deaths‖ (Melancholia 86).  This conforms, in many ways, to the portrayal of 

Whizzer once he falls ill.  As I have already discussed, he is ―ravaged‖ and ―debilitated‖; 

certainly not pleased to be dying, but ―resigned‖ to that reality.  There is one key 

departure from the model, however: Whizzer is not alone.  Much of the time he is in the 

hospital he is surrounded by a community of support; even Trina, the woman Marvin left 
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for him, comes to offer her assistance and care.  When he is alone onstage, during ―You 

Gotta Die Sometime,‖ the choice to have him sing directly to the audience creates a sense 

that he is still surrounded by people who care about him.  This overt acknowledgment of 

the audience makes us, in that moment, his community as well.  As he sings to us and we 

respond – with tears, perhaps, or by leaning forward in our seats, or through our applause 

at the end – we confirm once again that in this case, the PWA is not suffering alone. 

In its final moments, Falsettos offers its most thorough rejection of the notion of 

the PWA as abandoned and solitary.  The end of the play departs, in productive ways, 

from how things ―really were,‖ modeling instead a vision of community and support for 

PWAs.  As Marvin, likely also a PWA, grieves his lover, the show offers an experience 

of what it might feel like to turn towards, rather than away from, him.  As Whizzer sings 

his final lines with Marvin in ―What Would I Do,‖ he begins to exit, walking offstage.  

He bypasses the available door, instead walking downstage left of it, subtly reminding the 

audience that he isn‘t merely leaving a room, he is leaving life.  Marvin starts to follow 

his lover, but Jason enters and stops him.  Jason, Trina, and Cordelia embrace Marvin 

center stage as Mendel, standing close to the audience in the downstage right corner, once 

again breaks the fourth wall to sing the closing lyrics directly to the audience: 

Homosexuals. 

Women with children. 

Short insomniacs. 

We‘re a teeny tiny band. 
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Lovers come and lovers go. 

Lovers live and die fortissimo. 

This is where we take a stand. 

Welcome to Falsettoland.  (154) 

As Virginia Anderson points out, ―The change in lyric from ‗And a teeny tiny band‘ [at 

the opening of the act] to ‗We‘re a teeny tiny band,‘ suggests a ‗we‘ beyond the group on 

stage but instead across the footlights; the ‗we‘ to which Mendel refers has political 

implications‖ (158). As Mendel, Chip Zien‘s voice rises in volume and intensity on the 

next to last line, drawing attention to his repetition of the word ―we‖ and emphasizing 

that the ―we‖ includes not simply the characters onstage but the audience as well.  Both 

Anderson and I see this moment as a call to action, one she reads as encouraging the 

audience to counter homophobic representations in the media in the present moment of 

the production.  I am more interested, however, in how Mendel‘s call restages the past as 

well as the present, not only calling the audience to action now but also encouraging them 

to recognize that a larger ―we‖ could have taken action in 1981 as well. 

Finn‘s choice to use Mendel as the messenger for this progressive re-imagining 

serves a few key purposes.  First, it echoes the opening moments of the act, thereby 

allowing the repetition with a difference that Anderson notes.  Additionally, the song ―A 

Day in Falsettoland‖ (which takes place relatively early in Act II, before the AIDS 

narrative commences) opens with Mendel seeing a patient.  Frustrated by the patient‘s 

complaints about people ―asking for a handout,‖ Mendel sings out a nostalgic homage to 
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the sixties, when ―everyone had heart . . . we were all a part of the same team.‖  Baffled 

by those ―yuppie pagans.  Modeled on the Ronald Reagans‖ he sees in his practice, and 

horrified by the possibility that the apathy and self-interest they represent could ―be the 

new world we started,‖ he concludes that ―now the world is too pathetic, and I don‘t get it 

at all‖ (121-22).  This earlier song positions Mendel as lamenting the loss of community 

engagement in early 1980s America. Explicitly relating that loss to Ronald Reagan has 

particular resonance, given Reagan‘s widely denounced apathy towards the AIDS crisis.  

Crimp, for example, recalls the early years of the epidemic as follows: ―remember, this 

was when Ronald Reagan was President and wouldn't even utter the word AIDS, much 

less spend any government money on it‖ (Melancholia 24).  Finally, while the neurotic, 

slightly manic Mendel is hardly a paragon of normative masculinity, he is nonetheless the 

only straight adult male character, a status that gives him a certain authority in U.S. 

culture.  By having the ―normal‖ man proclaim that ―This is where we take a stand‖ 

against AIDS, Finn challenges the idea that AIDS is solely a gay issue and puts straight 

male power to work supporting PWAs, instead of ignoring or denouncing them.   

As Mendel sings his final line, Dr. Charlotte enters slowly, once again in her 

doctor‘s garb.   She and Mendel join the rest of the company in embracing Marvin as the 

light slowly tightens in on the tight cluster of people before fading to darkness.  The fact 

that an embrace stops Marvin from following his lover into death is particularly telling.  

Throughout an essay on the response to Magic Johnson‘s 1991 disclosure of his HIV+ 

status, Crimp points to the ways in which Johnson‘s avowed heterosexuality made him a 
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palatable image of AIDS, one who could be ―revered and physically embraced‖ and 

accomplish political goals around AIDS that gay PWAs were simply unable to achieve 

(212).  Crimp acknowledges his own frustration with the absence of the ―spectacle of 

someone who is HIV-positive‖ and gay ―being physically embraced‖ as Johnson was; 

Falsettos imagines just such a spectacle and stages it, publicly (212).11 

Through this ending, the actors sing and play out an alternate history, one that 

replaces the social apathy and hostility towards AIDS that characterized the time when 

the play was set with a coming together of community that performatively stops Marvin 

from leaving the stage and following his lover into the land of ghosts.  In the essay 

―Mourning and Militancy,‖ originally written in 1989, Crimp points out the historical 

reality of the societal response to AIDS, at least as experienced by many gay men: 

―Throughout the turmoil imposed by illness and death, the rest of society offered little 

support or even acknowledgment.  On the contrary, we are blamed, belittled, excluded, 

denied‖ (Melancholia 146).  In Falsettos, we see acknowledgment and support, not only 

from the other characters, but implicitly from the mainstream society represented by the 

Broadway audience.  By telling the story this way, Finn and Lapine choose not to take, to 

use Sedgwick‘s term, the paranoid approach.  In the closing moments, rather than expose 

all that was wrong, they take the reparative approach and represent for us how the past 

―could have happened differently.‖  In that moment, it does happen differently.  As an 

                                                 
11 Of course, we don‘t know for sure that Marvin is HIV+, but that reading is readily available and even 

probable. 
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audience, we are surprised as Falsettos takes our cultural memory and turns it on its head, 

queering it by replacing it with something else, something hopeful and positive.   

Delivering this reparative reading through the ―simultaneity, [and] present-

tenseness‖ of performance gives it particular power, as the ending of Falsettos 

encourages the possibility of what Jill Dolan terms a ―utopian performative‖ for its 

audience (Utopia 13).   Dolan defines utopian performatives as momentary experiences 

in live performance that ―make possible an affective vision of how the world might be 

better‖ (Utopia 6).  Utopian performatives, rather than illustrating how the world should 

be, help audiences to practice for a moment how different ways of being in the world 

might feel.  Over the course of Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theater 

(2005), Dolan points out a number of conditions that encourage utopian performatives.  

These include intersubjectivity, a performer‘s charisma and generosity, staging 

conversations across difference, an emphasis on intense, active listening, and fluid 

temporalities.  In Falsettos, the generous performances of the charismatic actors in this 

immensely vocally (and physically) demanding show, as well as their direct engagement 

with the audience, help create the potential for a utopian performative.  Musical theatre‘s 

highly affective nature also encourages this possibility.  As Stacy Wolf points out, ―the 

utopian impulse of musical theatre plays up a visceral expression of emotion‖ through 

―visual, aural, and kinesthetic pleasures‖ (―Something‖ 322, 314).   

While Falsettos is not activism in a traditional sense – it does not do something 

concrete, like change a law or demand funding for research or treatment – the reparative 
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reading it offers, in the form of a utopian performative, nevertheless does important 

cultural work.  The experience of a utopian performative allows Falsettos’ audiences not 

simply to recognize the possibility that the past, and by extension the future, could be 

better, but to experience, albeit for a fleeting moment, what that ―better‖ might feel like.    

Dolan suggests that traditional notions of political efficacy aren‘t particularly useful in 

thinking about utopian performatives, which perhaps ―create the condition for action‖ 

rather than actions themselves (Utopia 169).  The experience of the moment, ―even if it 

doesn‘t change the world, certainly changes the people who feel it‖ (Utopia 19); each 

person who has experienced that change takes their new awareness into daily life, and 

becomes more likely to contribute to larger societal changes.  Like Dolan, I have ―faith 

that emotions‖ and affective experience ―might move us to social action‖ (Utopia 15).   

Through the affective, reparative history it offers, Falsettos, even in its more negative 

moments, joins a wide range of other AIDS performance in ―creat[ing] new ways of 

imagining community in the face of crisis‖ (Román Acts 284).  By allowing its audience 

to experience, for even the briefest of moments, a past and present where community can 

stop death and everyone – gay, straight, male, female, adult, child, performer, character, 

and audience – takes a stand against AIDS, Falsettos encourages them to work towards a 

more just and progressive future. 

ELEGIES 

 While Falsettos focuses on re-writing some of the normative historical narratives 

around AIDS, Finn‘s 2003 musical Elegies: A Song Cycle offers a broader re-imagining 
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of what losses can be publicly acknowledged and grieved.  First performed at the Mitzi E. 

Newhouse Theater at Lincoln Center, Elegies was directed by noted director-

choreographer Graciela Daniele and featured five performers: Christian Borle, Betty 

Buckley, Carolee Carmello, Keith Byron Kirk, and Michael Rupert.12   A collection of 

songs without a strong book or any plot to speak of, the piece is nonetheless, as Andre 

Bishop notes, ―innately theatrical‖ and ―Daniele staged it for all its theatricality: the five 

singers moved and occasionally danced under vivid stage lighting.‖  Over the course of 

the evening, the performers embody and/or narrate the lives of a sizeable array of 

characters, from an English teacher, to Finn‘s mother Barbara, to the architect who 

designed the Twin Towers, to Joe Papp, to Finn himself.  Elegies addresses a wide range 

of histories, from the most obviously public (the events of 9/11/01) to the seemingly 

personal (the death of Finn‘s mother).  With its focus on history from the perspective of 

one individual, Elegies challenges normative historiography in a few significant ways. 

These challenges are queer in their destabilization of normative assumptions about 

history‘s operations and narratives; they are also queer in that the personal histories given 

public hearing are those of an individual who, while white, male, and middle class, is also 

Jewish and gay.  The last category, in particular, is one with a difficult relationship to 

history, as ―[r]epression and marginalization have often been the lot of historians of 

homosexuality as well as of homosexuals themselves‖ (Chauncy Jr., Duberman and 

Vicinus 1).  Elegies‘ challenges are made not in the ―paranoid‖ mode of exposing past 

                                                 
12 Elegies was actually performed on Sunday and Monday nights on the set of the production then taking 

place on the Newhouse stage (Bishop). 
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exclusions and false assumptions, but in a more reparative mode focused on showing 

alternatives, without denying the role of the normative. 

 I will discuss three main areas in considering Elegies’ queer, reparative 

historiography.  First, I will address the show‘s disruption of traditional ideas of identity.  

In fact, there is no fixed identity in Elegies; while we know we are watching Finn‘s 

histories, we are invited to engage with those histories through complicated, multi-vocal 

performances that remind the audience that no history, however personal, is disconnected 

from the larger world.  Second, I will interrogate Elegies presentation of melancholia as 

an ethical response to loss, a choice that allows the show to challenge, though not 

eliminate, the imagined rupture between past and present so central to normative history.  

Finally, I will argue that by incorporating a range of losses into a profoundly public 

performance, Elegies (often quite literally, given the particular losses it reclaims) queers 

ideas about what kind of losses are worthy of public memorialization: in other words, 

what losses can be acknowledged as such in history.  In addressing this final point, I will 

discuss how, through its specific performance strategies, the show is able to offer a 

normative history of 9/11 alongside a more nuanced one that implicitly acknowledges a 

much wider body of losses, enacting what can be seen as a reparative reading of that 

traumatic event from a queer perspective.   

 There is no simple actor-character congruence in Elegies.  The five performers all 

play multiple roles over the course of the evening, although Finn does not often make it 

easy to decipher the identity of a given character.  Only two songs feature a character 
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naming him or herself: William Finn in ―The Ballad of Jack Eric Williams,‖ a song in the 

form of a communication that he signs by singing out his full name, and his mother 

Barbara Finn, who identifies herself in ―14 Dwight Ave., Natick, Massachusetts.‖  

Careful attention and contextual clues suggest the narrator‘s identity in most other songs, 

but some openness remains.  In a few songs, most notably ―Infinite Joy,‖ it is impossible 

to say with any certainty who the character is meant to be.  Additionally, while the actors 

play multiple characters, characters are also played by multiple actors: Borle, Carmello, 

Kirk, and Rupert all portray Finn at some point in the evening, and, depending on how 

one chooses to read ―Infinite Joy,‖ it is possible that Buckley does as well.  This points to 

a further complication, Finn‘s (and Daniele‘s) lack of adherence to traditional identity 

categories in parceling out roles. Of the five singers, two are female and three are male.  

Four are white, while one of the men, Kirk, is African American.  Kirk is actually the 

first of the performers to sing as Finn during the show, in the number ―Mister Choi and 

Madame G.‖  The performers are also of varied ages, appearing to range from mid-to-late 

twenties to late fifties.  Their sexual identities and religions are unmarked.  The identity 

of ―William Finn,‖ a white, Jewish, gay man in his fifties, then, is performed by several 

people over a range of varied identity positions, some congruent with the ―real‖ 

individual, some visibly incongruent.  This destabilizes our ability to make assumptions 

about characters, and by extension, about identity and individuality.   

 Elegies also directly challenges ideas of individuality through its multivocality.  

At several points in the score, multiple characters harmonize on what is ostensibly one 
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character‘s narrative.  Finn begins this technique in the first narrative number, ―Mr. Choi 

and Madame G.‖  While Kirk, as I just mentioned, takes the lead role in the song, 

Carmello and Borle, who also sing as Finn, join him midway through in singing the 

chorus.  Certainly, the use of ensemble singing in a musical is hardly unusual.  What is 

unusual, however, is that this is not a conventional trio or ensemble number.  While some 

of Carmello and Borle‘s music is typical ―backup,‖ in other places the song becomes a 

solo with three voices.  The fact that the lyric on which the three singers harmonize 

includes the phrase ―I see their reflections in my face‖ highlights for the audience that 

while we are listening to one person‘s story, there is a broader notion of the personal 

operating as well (11, emphasis mine).  As three individuals of different ages, races, and 

genders sing one person‘s story, the specific bleeds into a kind of nuanced universality.   

This use of multivocality recurs throughout the evening, including the song 

―Monica and Mark,‖ which offers an excellent example of the ways in which Elegies 

destabilizes our understanding of identity in even the most personal historical narrative.  

―Monica and Mark‖ features all three of the male performers looking back on the 

relationship between Finn and his partner, Arthur, and a woman named Monica and her 

husband Andy, a relationship that began with a joint death-vigil for their friend Mark 

Thalen.  While all three men sing individually, as well as in harmony, between them they 

play only the roles of Finn and his partner.   Rupert, over the course of the show the 

performer most associated with Finn in the present moment, begins the song.  While 

Borle and Kirk sit center in two chairs, Rupert walks the stage, narrating: ―In the hospital, 
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waiting for Mark to get better / Arthur and I met his good friends Andy and Monica / 

Whom we had heard about for years.‖13 Rupert, with occasional interjections from Kirk 

and Borle, tells the story of how the two couples met on the afternoon Mark died of 

AIDS.  After Kirk and Borle take turns narrating the doctor‘s suggestion that since ―Mark 

would die that afternoon . . . we should see him soon.  Very soon,‖ Rupert reprises the 

earlier song ―Mark‘s All-Male Thanksgiving,‖ in which he remembers the holiday event 

Thalen held every year.  As his voice trails off mid-phrase, Kirk reaches out and touches 

his arm in a gesture of comfort, as a partner might.  Throughout this opening section of 

the song Rupert seems most easily read as representing Finn-as-narrator.  Borle and Kirk, 

seated together on chairs as if in the waiting room, embody Finn in the historical moment 

and Arthur, floating between times (since he also interacts with Rupert‘s contemporary 

Finn), respectively.  

The three men join in a wordless harmonic lament as the chairs are removed, 

signaling that we are leaving the hospital space now that Mark has died.  From this point 

on, the lyrics and performances suggest that Borle has moved into the narrator role, while 

Rupert and Kirk continue with their previous roles, although now Rupert is more fully 

within the action he describes.  For example, as Rupert and Kirk sing about Monica and 

Andy asking them to serve as godparents for their second daughter, the two men have 

their arms around each other, suggesting that they are portraying Finn and his partner in 

this moment.  At no point is it entirely clear, however, who is who; the suggested 

                                                 
13 Performance descriptions are taken from my viewing of the archival recording of the original New York 

production of Elegies, housed at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive at the New York Public Library for 

the Performing Arts. 
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character breakdown I just offered is speculation, albeit based on careful observation.  A 

certain amount of ambiguity remains, particularly for those who have not seen the 

staging, or audience members who saw the show once but did not go on to listen 

repeatedly to the cast album.  I see this ambiguity, much like the singers‘ harmonization 

on a single person‘s story, as a productive reminder to audiences that characters are 

complicated, multi-faceted, and ultimately impossible to completely ―know‖ – not just on 

stage, but in the histories this particular performance represents. 

While Elegies queers the ―who‖ of historical narrative through its fracturing of the 

actor-character relationship, it also disrupts the ―when‖ of history, primarily through its 

performance of melancholia.  David Eng, in his 2002 essay ―The Value of Silence,‖ 

draws on Freud‘s conceptualization of melancholia to argue that ―unlike mourning, in 

which the past is declared resolved, finished, and dead, in melancholia the past remains 

steadfastly alive in the present.  By refusing loss . . . melancholia might be said to 

constitute an ongoing and open relationship with the silence of the past – bringing its 

fleeting ghosts and specters into the present‖ (88).  Elegies takes up just such a project, 

calling the ―fleeting ghosts and specters‖ of Finn‘s past into being in the present moment 

of performance.  And while some losses are simply narrated, others are brought into 

momentary being through performance as the singers take them on as characters, giving 

body and voice to those Finn has lost.   

In a discussion of theatre and memory, David Savran notes that ―if the playtext is 

indeed a kind of memorial, then theatrical performance must be akin to awakening the 
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dead‖ (Queer Sort 88). While the written word can encourage remembrance, performance 

can actually revive thanks to its embodied nature.  In the case of Elegies, performance 

allows loss not simply to be glimpsed, but actually to be made tangible and concrete 

through the bodies of the five performers.  In the world of musical theatre, however, it 

isn‘t only the performers who embody the lost.  As I discussed in the introduction, 

musical theatre tends to call forth particularly embodied reception practices from its 

audiences.  ―What we take from the musical is embodied‖ as we move to the music in the 

theatre, and perhaps sing the songs aloud in the privacy of our homes or cars (Wolf 

Problem 33).  Audiences take musicals into them; in the case of Elegies, the song that 

enters the spectator carries the trace of the dead or absent.   

As the five performers of Elegies sing both about and for the losses Finn has 

sustained, then, the letting go associated with mourning becomes literally impossible as 

the lost are held in the living bodies of performers and audience members alike.  This 

melancholic project appears to have been intentional on Finn‘s part.  His lyrics 

demonstrate this, as in the song ―Mark‘s All-Male Thanksgiving.‖  This song, one of the 

evening‘s first, tells the story of the Thanksgiving dinners thrown by Finn‘s friend Mark 

Thalen before Thalen‘s death from AIDS.  The character of Finn articulates the song‘s 

purpose directly, singing: ―The memories last, but fade . . . . I wrote this song to not 

forget Mark‘s All-Male Thanksgiving‖ (19-23). Rather than allowing the distance 

between himself and the event to grow, as it should in ―healthy‖ mourning, Finn chooses 

to fight to stay connected to the past, to ―not forget‖ or let go.  The song ―Anytime‖ 
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makes a similar point, this time from the perspective of Finn‘s friend Monica.  The song, 

written by Finn for Monica‘s funeral at her request, is ―told from her point of view‖ and 

sung by Carolee Carmello.  Imagined as ―a mother singing to her daughters,‖ ―Anytime‖ 

refuses the idea that the dead can be forgotten by the living.  Sung with conviction by 

Carmello as she stands alone in a spotlight center stage, the song repeatedly declares in 

its refrain that despite her death, Monica will not miss a moment of her children‘s lives: 

―I am there each morning / I am there each fall. / I am present without warning.  And I‘m 

watching it all . . . . I am there‖ (59-60).  When she leaves the stage at the end of the 

number, she pauses to sing a final ―I am there‖ over her shoulder, reaffirming that even in 

her absence, she will remain.14  Once again, Finn refuses to acquiesce to loss, choosing 

continued connection instead.  In an interview about the writing of Elegies, Finn states 

that his greatest fear in creating the piece was that ―I wouldn't write a song that would 

bring my mother back to life‖ (qtd. in Ouzounian).  His language is telling; he doesn‘t 

fear writing a song that doesn‘t represent her well, he fears he won‘t be able to resurrect 

her.  The dead are not allowed to stay dead in the world of Elegies, and that is by design: 

the goal of the piece is to continually ―bring [them] back to life‖ not just for Finn, but 

also for everyone who encounters the show.  Melancholia is not merely a byproduct of 

performance here; it is the goal. 

Finn‘s choice of melancholia as the model for performed grieving fits into a larger 

conversation among scholars, who have begun to argue for an understanding of 

                                                 
14 Reviewer Suzanne Bixby, writing about a Boston production, makes a similar argument, declaring that  

―‗Anytime (I Am There)‘ says everything there is to say about how we stay connected to people who are 

gone from our lives - and how they stay connected to us.‖  
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melancholia that moves beyond pathology, one intimately tied to the operations of 

history.  In their introduction to Loss: The Politics of Mourning (2003), David Eng and 

David Kazanjian make the following claim: 

We find in Freud‘s conception of melancholia‘s persistent struggle with its 

lost objects not simply a ―grasping‖ and ―holding‖ on to a fixed notion of 

the past but rather a continuous engagement with loss and its remains. 

This engagement generates sites for memory and history, for the rewriting 

of the past as well as the reimagining of the future. While mourning 

abandons lost objects by laying their histories to rest, melancholia‘s 

continued and open relation to the past finally allows us to gain new 

perspectives on and new understandings of lost objects. (4) 

Melancholia, they suggest, prevents a clear separation of past, present, and future; the 

rupture that defines history is present, but permeable.  Eng further suggests that 

melancholy constitutes, not simply a historiographically productive response to loss, but 

an ethical one.  He argues that rather than failure, ―we might see in the call of the 

melancholic . . . an ethical demand to provide another kind of language for loss, another 

story, another history‖ (94). While Judith Butler doesn‘t take up the term ―melancholia‖ 

as a positive in her meditation on loss, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and 

Violence (2004), her vision of mourning resonates strongly with Eng‘s argument.  She 

suggests that ―there [is] something to be gained from grieving, from tarrying with grief, 

from remaining exposed to its unbearability,‖ and that living with our grief, rather than 
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attempting to let go of it, ―return[s] us to a sense of human vulnerability, to our collective 

responsibility‖ for each other (30).   

Finn is a gay man, and Elegies operates within a visibly queer world: lesbians, 

gay men, and queer communities are all among the losses grieved onstage.  As Ann 

Cvetkovich has noted, ―Catalyzed in part by the AIDS crisis, queer scholars have also 

investigated the nexus of mourning and melancholy‖ and moved towards 

―reconsiderations of melancholy as a form of mourning that should not be pathologized‖ 

(An Archive 47).  Sara Ahmed also suggests that queerness influences our perspectives on 

grief, as ―the challenge for queer politics becomes finding a different way of grieving, 

and responding to the grief of others‖ (159).  She goes on to argue that the model for 

queer grief should be one closely associated with melancholy, one which recognizes that 

―each of us, in being shaped by others, carries with us ‗impressions‘ of those others . . . . 

To grieve for others is to keep their impressions alive in the midst of their death‖ (160).  

While Ahmed takes the AIDS Names Quilt as her example of this ethical queer grief, I 

would argue her words  precisely describe the work of Elegies, which brings the 

impressions made upon Finn to bear on the bodies of performers, and then through the 

process of embodied reception, on audience members as well.15   

                                                 
15 Similarly, Cvetkovich lauds artist and activist Jean Carlomusto‘s project, which includes projections of 

oral histories from AIDS activists, for the way the project‘s ―insistence on the archive as living 

reconstitutes the work of mourning and memorial‖ (―AIDS Activism‖).  Once again, I see Elegies as 

participating in a similar project.  The archive is one from Finn‘s life, but he too refuses to allow it to 

become simply the dead.  The dead sing, in Finn‘s archive – they aren‘t simply sung about.  They are 

embodied by the living and given voice. 
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Elegies’ melancholic approach to loss is not the only way the show challenges 

traditional ideas about temporality.  Time is extremely fluid within this show, which 

denies audiences any comfortable, chronological understanding of events.  The overall 

structure of the performance is entirely episodic and non-linear, bouncing around Finn‘s 

life without regard to chronological order.  Even within songs, time operates a bit 

queerly, as the present and the past (and occasionally the future) continually collide.  In 

―Monica and Mark,‖ for example, the men sing the following as they narrate their 

discovery of Mark‘s condition: ―He [the doctor] explained that Mark had AIDS / He 

explained that AIDS was then fatal / Something we did not know at the time.‖  The men 

sing from the present moment of performance, looking back on a moment in Finn‘s 

personal history of AIDS, while Borle and Kirk sit together in chairs as Finn and his 

partner did in the past moment they describe.  Complicating matters still further is Finn‘s 

inclusion of the word ―then‖ in the second phrase.  The doctor would not, in the past 

moment, have said that ―AIDS was then fatal‖; he would have said ―AIDS was fatal,‖ as 

he had no knowledge of a future when AIDS might be understood as a chronic, rather 

than fatal, condition.  By writing the line in this way, however, Finn enacts a small 

reparative moment, embedding hope in a brief reenactment of the past, and by extension, 

reminding us of hope in the present as well.   

The song ―Venice‖ offers perhaps some of the most unstable temporality within 

the show.  In this piece, Finn recalls the illness and death of ―the former lover of [his] 

lover, a sophisticated Pole named Bolek.‖  Time begins to unravel in the very first verse.  
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Rupert, again performing as Finn, sings: ―Not polite, he‘d join Arthur and me for dinner / 

Looking distracted and thinner / He‘d take a bite of his rare delicious lamb chop /  

And say, ‗Really Billy this has gotta stop.‘ / I‘d say, ‗What‘s gotta stop?‘ / He‘d say, 

‗You‘re being a dick.‘ / I‘d say, ‗Bolek,‘ he‘d say, ‗Billy.‘ / I‘d say, ‗Bolek,‘ he‘d say, 

‗What?‘ / That then was the night I knew that Bolek was sick.‖  Finn‘s grammatical 

constructions in this verse are a bit unusual for a song that is theoretically a 

remembrance: ―He would say‖; ―I would say.‖  This doesn‘t sound like a single event, it 

sounds continuous.  Since this is clearly a story of the past, why not put it in simple past 

tense and have the singer proclaim, ―He said‖ or ―He took a bite?‖  Only in the final line 

of the verse does time come into sharp focus, as Rupert-as-Finn sings, ―That then was the 

night I knew.‖  Performance matters in this shift, too, as the melody and Rupert‘s vocal 

quality mark the change in grammar.  From the playful, up-tempo back and forth of the 

earlier lines, the sound becomes more mournful and legato.  Rupert‘s voice becomes 

softer, smoother, and somehow more emotionally charged. 

This blurring of time occurs throughout the song.  Partway through, Rupert-as-

Finn tells us about the trip he, Arthur, and Bolek took to Venice, answering the call of 

Bolek‘s (and the song‘s) refrain, ―My friends, I‘m taking you to Venice.‖  After several 

lines describing the trip, Finn acknowledges that the story never happened, that what he 

has just reenacted in song was an alternate history: ―In truth, we never went to Venice / 

We said we would, but Bolek died too quickly.‖  Once again, fluid temporality enables a 

reparative moment. The past is not over and gone; Finn can manipulate and re-imagine 
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his history, suggesting what might have happened rather than simply exposing the sorrow 

of what ―really‖ was.  Rupert‘s performance choices heighten this effect, as he performs 

the section describing the trip in an earnest, matter-of-fact manner that allows the ―false‖ 

history to be real for a moment. 

 Finally, ―Mark‘s All-Male Thanksgiving,‖ while generally a straightforward song 

of remembrance, also tweaks temporality in one moment.  Reminiscing about the 

moment he met his lover, Rupert-as-Finn sings that ―the handsomest guy wore a tie.  That 

was Arthur, sweetly decent, funny, and living‖ (21).  Although no rest is marked in the 

published vocal score for this song, Rupert hesitates for the briefest moment after 

―funny,‖ emphasizing the final words, ―and living.‖  His tone is a bit wistful, and the 

implication is that Arthur is no longer ―living.‖  However, Finn‘s partner Arthur 

Salvatore was alive and well when this song was initially written and performed.  Finn 

acknowledges this a bit later in the song when the character Finn sings in the present 

tense that ―Arthur, still when he smiles, he makes my heart flutter.  We think it‘s been 

twenty-two years‖ (22).  Within this song, Finn includes his lover as a living presence 

while acknowledging that there will come a time when this song will be sung and Arthur 

will be gone.  He is, in effect, performing a trial run of the rupture that will make Arthur a 

part of his history, rather than his present. By doing so, however, he points out to the 

audience that that rupture can be imagined, and even, by extension, imaginary. 

In addition to challenging the temporal rupture foundational to normative 

historiography, Elegies seeks to expand what losses ―count‖ as history, broadening 
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notions of what, precisely, counts as grievable, particularly in public.  I use the term 

public here not in the sense of a theatrical public, which Michael Warner describes as ―a 

concrete audience, a crowd witnessing itself in visible space‖ that ―has a sense of totality 

. . . . A performer on stage knows where her public is, how big it is, where its boundaries 

are, and what the time of its common existence is‖ (Publics 50).  While a specific 

performance of Elegies certainly creates such a finite public, as a musical the show as a 

whole has a far broader reach, since people who may never see a live performance can 

obtain the original cast album.  It can be taken up by anyone who, for any reason, finds 

themselves hailed to pick it up and listen to it, and there is no way to know the 

parameters of the public formed through it.16  For this reason, I consider Elegies as 

constituting what Warner describes as a textual public, one which is ―in principle open 

ended‖ and that ―exist[s] by virtue of [its] address‖ (Publics 155). 

There are unspoken rules as to what can be grieved in this kind of open public, 

which losses are worthy of consideration.  Butler draws attention to these conventions, 

asking ―Who counts as human? Whose lives count as lives? And, finally, what makes for 

a grievable life‖ in our current cultural moment (Precarious 20)?  Society, she argues, 

sees certain marginalized lives as invalid; to eulogize those lives publicly becomes, 

therefore, impossible.  She goes on to point out the implications of these questions, 

asserting that ―we have to consider how the norm governing who will be a grievable 

human is circumscribed and produced in . . .  acts of permissible and celebrated public 

                                                 
16 I recognize that the cast album loses some of the embodiment that I have noted is important in thinking 

of Elegies as melancholic, but it still gives voice to the ostensibly gone, and it also, I would argue, in some 

way retains the traces of that embodiment. 
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grieving‖ (Precarious 37).  Performance, like the obituaries Butler writes about, has a 

productive function in creating public understandings of what can count as a grievable 

loss, and Elegies takes up just this project. 

Elegies performs grief for a wide variety of losses, some more obviously public 

than others.  Even within the ostensible categories of ―public‖ and ―private,‖ however, 

there remains enormous variety in the subject matter Finn presents.  On the seemingly 

personal level, the songs of Elegies honor and sometimes embody Finn‘s family: his 

mother features in four songs,17 and ―Passover‖ invokes a number of other family 

members, as well as the holiday celebration and its accoutrements.  Other ―personal‖ 

songs feature an English teacher whose name remains unknown, Finn‘s friend (and 

mother of his goddaughter) Monica, and the neighborhood of Finn‘s childhood, which is 

memorialized in his mother‘s voice.  Other losses seem to exist within a blend of private 

and public: a corner store and the Korean family who ran it; Peggy Hewitt, a little known 

character actress, and her partner Dr. Misty del Giorno; and performer and composer Jack 

Eric Williams all fit in this category.  While they might be known outside of Finn‘s 

immediate circle, the wider public of Elegies is unlikely to be familiar with them.  Joseph 

Papp, the founder of New York‘s Public Theater, is more well-known than the rest of 

these individuals, but even he is not precisely a household name, and the song that honors 

him is a mix of public recollections – ―Joe saw a theatre in Central Park, and Moses 

builds what Joe proposes, Moses builds an outdoor theater, Moses thinks it‘s pork but it 

                                                 
17 Finn‘s mother is central to the songs ―Passover,‖ ―Infinite Joy,‖ ―14 Dwight Ave., Natick, 

Massachusetts,‖ and ―When the Earth Stopped Turning.‖ 
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lights up New York‖ – and more personal ones: ―I never understood what Joe was sayin‘ 

to me – he‘d quote Shakespeare, and I‘d simply nod.‖18  

Also fitting into this liminal space are the numerous losses to AIDS that Finn 

publicly grieves throughout the piece.  While Finn uses the word AIDS in only one song, 

the disease‘s presence resonates throughout the show, most notably in three numbers I 

have already mentioned.  ―Mark‘s All-Male Thanksgiving‖ features a gay male 

community and one of its rituals, decimated by AIDS.  ―Monica and Mark‖ returns Mark 

to the forefront, narrating his death and the advent of AIDS simultaneously.  Finally, 

Bolek, the featured character in ―Venice,‖ is presumably a casualty of AIDS as well.19  

The AIDS-related deaths of gay men have often been among those deemed ungrievable 

by the larger culture.  As Douglas Crimp points out, ―for anyone living daily with the 

AIDS crisis, ruthless interference with our bereavement is as ordinary an occurrence as 

reading the New York Times.  The violence we encounter is relentless, the violence of 

silence and omission almost as impossible to endure as the violence of unleashed hatred 

and outright murder‖ (Melancholia 137).  By addressing these losses in the public forum 

of a musical, Finn challenges this violent silence.  And in doing so, he claims the right to 

                                                 
18 When I attended the Los Angeles premiere of Elegies, the production grieved another fairly public loss; 

the show was performed as the closing event for the Canon Theater.  This theater, demolished following the 

production, was one of the few remaining mid-sized theatres in its part of LA.  While the audience knew 

the event was a goodbye to the theatre, this was also staged in the performance, as  ―the cycle ended with 

the singers chiming the word ‗goodbye,‘ at which time the stage‘s back wall became visible, revealing the 

Canon's name inscribed above a lonely, closed stage door‖ (Daryl H. Miller).  In this moment, production 

choices expanded Elegies’ repertoire of grievable losses to include a cultural space. 
19 According to his obituary, Bolek Greczynski died of non-Hodgkins lymphoma, a type of cancer often 

found in AIDS patients.  Although the word AIDS is never used in describing his death, AIDS has already 

been brought up in earlier songs and so is present in the audience‘s mind.  It seems likely that most 

audience members will read the lingering death of a gay man, who continually ―grew thinner‖ as his illness 

progressed, as AIDS related.  
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grieve publicly not only the lives lost to AIDS but also less tangible losses.  Crimp asks 

if, to Freud‘s ―civilized‖ list of mournable abstractions, ―we [can] be allowed to include . 

. . the idea of perverse sexual pleasure itself,‖ and goes on to argue that in addition to 

friends and loved ones, ―what many of us have lost is a culture of sexual possibility‖ that 

deserves mourning as well (Melancholia 140).  Finn doesn‘t explicitly take up sexual 

culture in Elegies, but he does grieve for a gay male community marked as outside 

normativity, a community which included ―diplomats, poets, opera guys, guys dressed in 

leather britches,‖ and a ritual shared among them (20).  It isn‘t just individual people he 

misses; it‘s the community and its practices.  Describing the advent of AIDS, Crimp 

states that ―A world, a way of life, faded, then vanished‖ as ―the invention of gay life‖ 

gave way to ―dealing with death‖ (Melancholia 14).  While Crimp is remembering an 

explicitly sexual subculture, this also resonates deeply with Finn's lament for ―Mark's 

All-Male Thanksgiving.‖ 

Finally, this song, like so many others in the show, insists on the importance of 

not only those people and things most central to our lives, but those that are more 

peripheral as well.  While Mark, the central figure, was clearly a close friend, the song is 

not simply a lament for him; it is a remembrance of the various men who attended, and 

the details of their culture.  For example, Finn gives space to his memories of the food 

they shared:  

Every Thanksgiving, Mark made his All-Male Thanksgiving dinner 

Where men cooked the turkey, and men made the cranberry sauce 
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Without nuts – because men don‘t like nuts! 

But the stuffing was manly, and the finger bowls ditto – 

And ditto, the pureed sweet yams – 

Very manly, when Mark made his All-Male Thanksgiving. (16-17) 

Certainly, there is humor in this description; specific word choices like ―manly‖ finger 

bowls and sweet yams play lightly on gay stereotypes for comic effect.  There is also 

humor in the quotidian nature of the material.  Hearing a man sing, in a lovely high 

baritone, about side dishes is funny for its very incongruity. It‘s also touching, however, 

as the addition of music gives heft to the quotidian memory: this is important enough to 

sing about, and to sing about publicly.20   

This emphasis on the importance of the quotidian, the mundane, the everyday – 

things, places, and people – is in some ways a radical act.  Crimp, discussing his first 

viewing of the AIDS quilt, comments that he was moved by the realization that  

I had lost not just the center of my world [close friends or intellectual 

idols] but its periphery, too.  I remember at the time saying to friends that 

it was the symbols of the ordinariness of human lives that make the quilt 

such a profoundly moving experience . . . . My feeling was related to the 

anger I've often felt about the media‘s reserving its attention for the deaths 

of famous people while at the same time the deaths of hundreds and 

                                                 
20 I want to thank Ann Cvetkovich for reminding me of this fact. 
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thousands of others – those of ordinary people – go unnoticed.  

(Melancholia 196)  

Elegies honors the idea that the ―ordinary‖ needs to be attended to, to be mourned.  It 

celebrates people central to Finn‘s life (for example, his mother), but also those who 

would typically be seen as somewhat peripheral (i.e., the unnamed English teacher 

memorialized in the song ―Only One‖).  Finally, it argues that attention to them is 

relevant not just for Finn, but for audiences as well.   

 If Finn focuses much of his attention in Elegies on quotidian, personal losses, he 

also addresses national trauma, both in his treatment of AIDS and, most notably, in the 

closing sequence of the show, which (re)presents losses incurred on September 11, 2001.  

In the larger structure of the evening, this segment immediately follows the song ―When 

the Earth Stopped Turning,‖ which focuses on the death of Finn‘s mother.  ―When the 

Earth Stopped Turning‖ is a personal song, but as the title (a recurring lyric) suggests, 

one that addresses an emotional event of great magnitude.  Using this to lead in to the 

least obviously personal, most public sequence of the evening encourages audiences to 

recognize one of the key ways in which Elegies enacts a queer historiography: its 

insistence that personal losses can be as important, as meaningful, and as deserving of a 

place in history as public ones. The structure also suggests that 9/11, too, might be seen 

as a day when the world changed for individuals, not just for the nation as a whole. 

 This emphasis on individual meanings is a potentially important intervention into 

the historical narratives around 9/11, which have tended to be somewhat totalizing.  Ann 
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Cvetkovich writes that ―In the United States, September 11 has already joined the 

pantheon of great national traumas, and I fear that its many and heterogeneous meanings . 

. .  will be displaced by a more singular and celebratory story.‖  She goes on to note her 

concern with the ways in which ―certain forms of suffering are deemed worthy of 

national public attention, while others are left to individuals or minority groups to tend to 

on their own‖ (―Trauma‖ 61).  One such group, as she notes, is gay/lesbian/queer people, 

whose trauma – as has already been discussed in terms of AIDS – is often difficult to 

assimilate into (heteronormative) national narratives, and whose lives are often deemed 

unworthy of public mourning.  One of Elegies’ major contributions is to offer, through 

performance, a heterogeneous awareness within the ―more singular and celebratory story‖ 

that has become the normative narrative.  The inclusion of queer people within this 

narrative is particularly important given that many ―moral conservatives‖ in the 

immediate aftermath of 9/11 ―blame[d] the event on homosexuals and the women‘s 

movement‖ (Denzin and Lincoln xvi). 

 In considering how Elegies queers the history of 9/11, it is important to 

understand what the normative narrative has been, and how the musical both engages 

with and challenges it.  First, there is the sense of 9/11 as a traumatic event.  As I 

discussed in the introduction to this chapter, trauma occurs when an event is too 

upsetting, too horrible, for someone to fully comprehend as it occurs; a victim of trauma 

cannot truly understand what has happened as something that has happened to them, and 

subsequently cannot (consciously) tell their story.  Trauma scholar Dori Laub expresses 
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the most common understanding of 9/11 when he says that ―September 11 was an 

encounter with something that makes no sense, an event that fits in nowhere.  It was an 

experience of collective massive psychic trauma‖ (204). 

 Elegies follows the normative narrative in this regard, as the two songs in the 9/11 

section represent trauma lyrically, musically, and through specific moments of physical 

performance.  The first song, ―Goodbye / Boom Boom,‖ features two stories: a husband 

calling home, presumably from the towers, to say goodbye to his wife and child, and the 

architect grieving for his buildings.  Two singers, Kirk and Carmello, perform the bulk of 

the number, with Kirk playing the husband while Carmello sings for both his wife and the 

architect.  Lyrically, the song‘s narrative is a bit confusing; for example, the wife ―turns 

the TV on, and scrolling down is a list of tiny names.  The place he works is in flames,‖ 

suggesting that somehow the victims were being named even as the tragedy was still in 

progress.  The husband, leaving a message for his wife, sings that their child was ―the 

first of an expected four.  I‘m thinking we won‘t have many more,‖ although since he 

knows he‘s dying, ―any‖ would seem a more likely word choice.  The slightly off-kilter 

moments in the lyrics may be a bit disorienting for audience members, who are trying to 

make linear sense of this story as they have of the others in the show.  I would argue that 

this very disorientation is an echo of traumatic affect.  Similarly, Carmello sings the 

wife‘s part in third person: ―she turns the TV on‖; ―still her feet held firmer‖; ―when he 

hung up she went to bed,‖ but also performs her physically (emphasis mine). When 

Carmello sings that ―she turns the TV on,‖ for example, she lifts her hand as if turning on 
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the television with a remote control, embodying the story even as she narrates it in third 

person.  The character cannot narrate the story as her own, a hallmark of trauma. 

 Carmello‘s affect throughout much of the song also offers a clear performance of 

trauma.  While Kirk, singing in first person as the husband, performs looking at her, she 

does not face him at all.  In fact, she spends much of the song frozen, staring into space or 

at the imagined telephone with almost no expression as her husband leaves his farewell 

message.  The choice to play the sequence through stillness and a conspicuous lack of 

obvious emotion resonates with descriptions of traumatic affect, particularly in 

relationship to 9/11.  Judith Greenberg, for example, refers to ―the paralysis, the stare of 

trauma‖ as she describes a photograph of a 9/11 survivor (30).  Similarly, Laub claims 

that ―following the events of September 11, we witnessed an instantaneous sense of 

paralysis, a helpless confusion‖ (205).  Carmello‘s performance clearly demonstrates this 

sort of traumatized affect.  Certainly, the lyrics support this reading of her performance; 

as the machine plays the husband‘s message, she cannot go answer the phone and say her 

own goodbye because ―her feet were made of lead.‖  She is helpless, paralyzed by the 

suddenness and immensity of loss – of trauma.  Finally, at the close of the song, Kirk and 

Carmello join together to beg for a chance to try again, to ―restart the day‖ and ―make 

like it never happened.‖  As their voices harmonize and wrap around one another in a 

passionate plea, they ask in a harmonized wail, ―why won‘t the picture fit the frame?‖  In 

this moment, the foundation of trauma is laid bare for the audience: the events don‘t, 

can‘t, fit our frame of understanding. 
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  Finn also represents trauma musically throughout this section of Elegies. In 

―Goodbye / Boom Boom,‖ the wife begins to show more emotion after her husband 

hangs up, but doesn‘t respond with yells of anger or a legato ballad of sorrow.  Instead, 

she eventually breaks down into a series of repeated ―booms.‖  While she has sung the 

word ―boom‖ throughout the song, it has primarily been smooth and relatively legato, 

with a tight, pure ―oo‖ sound.  In this section, the vowel becomes muddier, her opening 

consonant becomes more percussive, and her vocal quality becomes darker and almost 

guttural.  It sounds, in many ways, like a child‘s temper tantrum.  This is not to say that it 

seems petulant, but rather that it captures that quality of childhood rage and despair that 

comes from an inability to understand the world around you, or to articulate your 

frustration – a description that also applies quite usefully to trauma. 

 ―Looking Up,‖ the second song in the section, also performs trauma for the 

audience.  In this song, Buckley performs alone, opening with a lament for the towers and 

the hole they have left in the sky: ―Looking up, seeing nothing but sky / In a blink of an 

eye / Where something once rose high, and higher – / Now, nothing does. Once there 

was.‖ This emphasis on the changed skyline is also part of the normative narrative around 

9/11.  Judith Greenberg, for example, emphasizes the importance of the towers 

themselves to the experience of 9/11 as a trauma: ―The towers dwarfed neighboring 

buildings; they overwhelmed . . . . The towers now overwhelm in their absence . . . . We 

relate to objects even before we have a concept of identity; we ground ourselves in space.  

A profound dislocation is created when part of our landscape is missing‖ (25).  As 
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Buckley sings, there are long vocal rests throughout the song, suggesting the difficulty in 

finding words for the experience.21  As the song continues Buckley often sings on an 

―ahh‖ in between verses, and then in the final section words fail entirely as she moves to 

syllables, ―da da di,‖ etc.  As she begins singing the nonsense syllables, Buckley gestures 

as though lost.  Then, gradually, her delivery increases in confidence and clarity.  There 

still aren't words for what she needs to express, her performance suggests, but now she at 

least knows what she means, and feels comfortable expressing it through melody and 

dynamics.  While Finn has characters sing on syllables throughout the show, that 

technique is by far the most prevalent in this number, emphasizing that it is simply not 

possible to literally tell this story, at least not yet.   

 While Elegies doesn‘t challenge the model of 9/11 as a trauma, however, it does 

call into question the (hetero)normative elements implied by the idea of ―national‖ 

trauma.  Jill Bennett asks, ―When trauma is coextensive with nation, where do the limits 

of empathy lie? . . . . If attributes of identity such as nationality, city of residence, and so 

on are understood to qualify one as, in some sense, a victim or traumatized subject, how 

might we acknowledge the range and specifics of experience within this grouping?‖ 

(133).  Certainly, heteronormativity has been a structuring element in the normative 

narrative of 9/11; finding a place for queer subjects has been a challenge.  As Ahmed 

notes, ―Queer losses were among the losses excluded from the public culture of grief‖ in 

the aftermath of 9/11 (157).  Similarly, Butler points out that ―queer lives that vanished 

                                                 
21 During one of these long rests, before moving into the third verse, Buckley took advantage of her pause 

to wipe away tears; at least on the night taped for the archive, she was weeping as she sang this number. 
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on September 11 were not publicly welcomed into the idea of national identity built into 

the obituary pages . . . . But this should come as no surprise, when we think about how 

few deaths from AIDS were publicly grievable losses‖ (Precarious 35).  As I have 

already argued, challenging this notion of queer losses, particularly from AIDS, as 

publicly ungrievable is a primary project of Elegies. In ―Goodbye / Boom Boom,‖ Finn 

does not explicitly challenge the invisibility of queer victims of 9/11, as the couple he 

presents is a straight one.  Yet he does so implicitly, as I will discuss shortly.   

 Arguably, the very notion of presenting a nuclear family unit (parents with a 

child), gay or straight, as the focus of grief can be seen as problematic.  Eng, for example, 

suggests that   

In this politics of mourning, certain deprivileged losses are summarily 

erased, as alternative narratives of community and belonging, too, are 

diminished. Thus, the public language of nationalism grounds its social 

structure in traditional notions of family and kinship. The rhetoric of the 

loss of ―fathers and mothers,‖ ―sons and daughters,‖ and ―brothers and 

sisters‖ attempts to trace a smooth alignment between the nation-state and 

the nuclear family, the symbolics of blood relations and nationalist 

domesticity. (89-90)   

 

Eng‘s point, that grieving a national tragedy through the figures of nuclear family 

members erases those who live outside those structures from the larger body of the 

nation, is an important one.  But of course, even those who choose not to replicate those 
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structures are still implicated in them, as queer people are also sons, daughters, brothers, 

sisters, and even fathers and mothers.  As Ahmed notes, ―Queer lives do not suspend the 

attachments that are crucial to the reproduction of heteronormativity, and this does not 

diminish ‗queerness,‘ but intensifies the work it can do.‖ She goes on to argue that ―the 

gap between the script and the body, including the bodily form of ‗the family,‘ may 

involve discomfort and hence may ‗rework‘ the script‖ (152).  In other words, it is 

important to consider how even the nuclear family itself, typically the most 

heteronormative of structures, can be productively queered.  In Elegies, beginning with a 

heteronormative, nuclear family allows space to acknowledge the normative narrative, 

while leaving room for a queer re-imagining – a useful reparative project.  

In the 9/11 sequence, particularly ―Goodbye / Boom, Boom,‖ Elegies queers 9/11 

through performance, rather than through narrative or text.  The lack of actor-character 

congruence that I discussed earlier in this chapter is the key to that project; the actors in 

this song have played a variety of other characters over the course of the evening.  In fact, 

even within this song Carmello sings as/for two characters: the wife and the architect.  

Doubling her in this way – and having her play the second character across gender 

(pronouns mark the architect as male) – reminds the audience of the multi-layered 

relationship between characters and actors in this production.  Marvin Carlson writes 

eloquently about the ways audiences are haunted in their reception by elements from past 

performances, and notes that actors‘ bodies are not exempt from this effect.  In fact, an 
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―actor‘s new roles become, in a very real sense, ghosted by previous ones‖ (67).22  If this 

is true in productions separated by long spans of time, it seems evident that this effect 

also operates within a single production when an actor is obviously playing multiple 

roles.  In Elegies, every character an actor plays is clearly layered on top of every 

character they have played at other points in the evening.  Since ―Goodbye / Boom, 

Boom‖ comes at the end of the production, Kirk and Carmello carry all the roles they 

have performed just under the surface of the ostensibly heteronormative couple they 

portray.  So Carmello‘s wife is haunted by Finn, as well as Monica; Kirk‘s husband 

carries Arthur Salvatore and Finn just under his skin.  Both Carmello and Kirk have 

performed as queer people and have sung in honor of queer people over the course of the 

evening, and that queerness haunts their performances here.   

At the end of ―Goodbye / Boom, Boom,‖ Borle and Rupert leave their chairs to 

join Carmello and Kirk for a final chorus of ―booms.‖  Bringing in the additional singers 

– not just as voices, but as visible bodies – further emphasizes that the scope of 9/11 is 

not limited to the nuclear family unit.  Of course, Borle and Rupert also carry their 

various roles with them, bringing further heterogeneity to the moment.  In the end, the 

array of bodies, and the residue they carry from the evening‘s performance, reminds us 

that despite the familiar, heteronormative narrative, the events of 9/11 did not only affect 

those who fit into that mold.  Through performance, Elegies enacts a reparative history as 

it gently reminds audiences that there are also other narratives, and that queer losses 

                                                 
22 The choice to have Michael Rupert, who is strongly associated with Falsettos, perform in this production 

capitalizes on this effect as well; the echo of Marvin in his performance will, for many audience members, 

make the presence of AIDS even more obvious than it is textually. 
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incurred on 9/11 must also be reckoned with.  By placing that performance alongside a 

wide range of losses over the course of the musical, Finn also makes another important 

reparative move.  By juxtaposing 9/11 with other losses, from the personally world-

changing loss of his mother, to the more peripheral loss of an English teacher whose 

name we never know, to the community ritual decimated by AIDS,  Finn queers our 

understanding of 9/11 as a unique event requiring particular reactions. Without 

minimizing the tragedy, he encourages us to place it into a broader context: one grief 

among many, and one we might respond to in any number of ways. 

CONCLUSION 

 In the end, both Falsettos and Elegies offer productive challenges to normative 

histories and the rules governing their creation.  They each perform histories that both 

represent the accepted ―facts‖ and narratives and re-imagine them in compelling ways, 

and they each advocate for the inclusion of losses deemed outside the scope of normative 

history.  Tellingly, while the texts and scores of these musicals contain the seeds for these 

queer interventions, it is in performance that they find their expression: without the 

actors‘ bodies and voices, and their engagement with the audience, neither Falsettos nor 

Elegies would be able to fully accomplish their progressive work.  These two musicals 

help to remind us, once again, why performance – particularly musical theatre – is such a 

useful venue for queer historiography. 
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Conclusion 

In February of 2010, a few months before finishing this dissertation, I happened 

across a surprising reference on the popular left-wing blog ―Daily Kos.‖  Each morning, 

the ―Daily Kos‖ blog publishes ―Your Abbreviated Pundit Round-up,‖ a summary of and 

commentary on some of that day‘s political opinion pieces.  After quoting from an article 

in the Arizona Republic about that state‘s Republican senatorial primary, discussing the 

candidates‘ furious efforts to claim the mantle of the ―real‖ conservative in the race, 

blogger Greg Dworkin wrote: ―Right, ever to the right, never to the left, always to the 

right.‖  Upon reading this, I couldn‘t help but smile; a national progressive website in 

2010 was quoting from the musical 1776 in order to comment on contemporary political 

behavior.1  The line comes from the song ―Cool, Cool Considerate Men,‖ sung by 

Dickinson and the Conservatives as an articulation of the conservative reasoning behind 

rejecting independence.  The number, which portrays the Conservative faction as largely 

self-interested and even cowardly, easily translated to a critique of the contemporary U.S. 

political right in 1972, when the movie version was filmed.  Producer Jack Warner 

ordered the song cut from the film, claiming to be acting on a request from then-President 

Nixon (Lewis).2  Clearly, Dworkin not only believed the song was equally applicable in 

2010, he believed it was the most effective way to succinctly convey his critique of the 

contemporary Republican party.  Moreover, the choice not to attribute the quotation 

                                                 
1 Actually, Dworkin was misquoting 1776 slightly.  The actual line is ―Right, ever to the right, never to the 

left, forever to the right‖ (91).  This suggests that he cited the quotation from memory, rather than looking 

it up, which means it was relatively present in his mind. 
2 Apparently Warner ordered the footage destroyed as well, but it was spared and reinstated in the 2002 

Restored Director‘s Cut. 
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suggests that he assumed his readership would be familiar enough with the source 

material to recognize and understand the reference.   

While Dworkin‘s use of 1776 to intervene in contemporary political discourse 

offers an excellent example of musicals‘ continued relevance, not only to theatre but to 

the political public sphere, another political blog highlights the need for that intervention.  

Two days later, while perusing Salon.com‘s ―War Room,‖ I found myself reading an 

entry by Gabriel Winant titled ―Puzzling New Conservative Manifesto: Right-wing 

Activists Release New Statement of Principles That's All About Historical Fantasy.‖  As 

Winant notes, ―Today's conservatives are obsessed with the Founding Fathers. You hear 

it from Glenn Beck reliably on a daily basis, and almost as often from his allies and 

acolytes: The central problem in American life and politics is that we‘ve strayed too far 

from the principles of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine and the rest 

of the gang.‖  Facing the first African American President (a Democrat), and substantial 

Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress, right-wing politicians and public 

figures have taken to extolling the virtues of the Founders at every opportunity, using an 

extremely normative, sanitized version of U.S. history to argue that the U.S. is a 

fundamentally conservative, right-wing nation.  Given the divisions among the various 

constituencies on the right, ―the emphasis on a glorious past replete with ancient, 

inherited truths is the obvious strand connecting‖ the contemporary conservative factions 

(Winant).  Opposing the conservative vision for America, then, is as much about 

contesting their vision of history as their vision of the present.   

1776 (and other historical musicals) can offer a counter-argument to the 

conservative movement‘s (mis)use of history.  1776 challenges the simplified narrative 

offered by the right.  First, performing the Continental Congress as a collection of 
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irritated, often irritating men with distinctly divergent opinions helps break down the 

monolithic view of the Founders the right relies upon.  Moreover, some of those opinions 

– like some delegates‘ defense of slavery – are far from flattering to the supposedly 

illustrious ―Founding Fathers.‖  Finally, ―Cool, Cool Considerate Men‖ directly 

contradicts modern conservativism‘s effort to link itself to the Founders by pointing out 

that the conservative approach in 1776 would have left the colonies under British rule.  

Beyond its admittedly important interventions into the content of early U.S. history, 

1776‘s queer historiography, as I argued in the first chapter, reminds audiences that 

history is a construction, hopefully encouraging audiences to think more critically about 

the equally constructed nature of the ―natural,‖ unquestionable History the right uses to 

justify its present and future goals. 

I agree with Michel de Certeau that ―history is always ambivalent: the locus that it 

carves for the past is equally a fashion of making a place for a future” (85).  As I have 

argued throughout this dissertation, musicals offer one avenue for those invested in a 

progressive future to craft a different kind of history as that future‘s support: a history 

that goes beyond offering progressive content and intervenes on a more foundational 

level by reminding audiences that history is unstable, multiple, and always, to echo 

Charlotte Canning once more, only ―a performance of the past, but not the past itself‖ 

(227).  While not all historical musicals intervene as directly into contemporary issues as 

1776 does in the example above, denaturalizing the operations of history may well render 

audiences less susceptible to appeals based on more traditional and conservative 

understandings of history, regardless of the specific narratives in question.  Queer 

historiography, as these musicals perform it, makes space for a range of futures by 

destabilizing our ability to rely on an easily known past.  In addition, it makes space for a 
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range of lived performances of sexuality and gender by challenging our assumption that 

those identities were stable and normative in past moments. The queerly inflected 

homosociality of 1776, the relentlessly powerful diva Rose in Gypsy, the quiet insertion 

of queer bodies into 9/11 of Elegies: musicals can queer not only the ―what‖ and the 

―how‖ of history, but the ―who‖ as well. 

While I believe that queer historiography, as I have defined it throughout this 

project, can occur in other formats – and indeed, I hope others will take up this idea and 

apply it to other types of history, particularly performed history – I believe musical 

theatre offers a particularly high degree of efficacy.  I am struck by queer performance 

artist Tim Miller‘s acknowledgment that ―Musicals . . . provided my earliest political 

education: they were my crucial Ur-texts delineating social relations. I looked to musical 

theatre for deeper, or at least more tuneful, guidance about how the world was organized 

and how systems of injustice were going to rain on my parade‖ (192).  Miller describes 

1776 as particularly influential: ―As a small boy, I worshipped the musical 1776. I will go 

further than that and risk enormous professional and personal embarrassment when I 

admit the persistent encouragement my political activism has received from this musical 

about the signing of the Declaration of Independence‖ (193).  Later in the essay, he goes 

on to note that, ―Maybe if as a little kid I never cried my way through . . . 1776, I 

wouldn't be stuck with my ultimate baggage of wanting to make our country more just‖ 

(194).  As Miller implicitly acknowledges, 1776 certainly suffers from the general 

suspicion of musicals I discussed in the introduction, the sharp distrust that such a 

commercial, pleasure-focused form can do progressive cultural work.  Yet it is precisely 

this suspect form that Miller credits, at least in part, for his activism – outside the theatre 

as well as in.    
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Miller‘s mention of ―crying‖ through 1776 emphasizes the strongly affective 

nature of musical theatre, which uses its multiple elements, particularly music and dance, 

to appeal to audiences on an emotional as well as an intellectual level.  This is part of 

why musicals so often remain with us beyond the moment of their performance. The 

emotions they call up offer a way of remembering, of accessing the material, beyond – or 

in concert with – our more ―rational‖ minds.  The embodied nature of musical theatre 

reception, which I discussed in the introduction, provides another avenue for musicals‘ 

(re)visions of history to linger, not just in our minds, but in our bodies.  The repetitive 

nature of lyric time, and the degree to which songs ―get stuck in our heads,‖ provide yet 

another mode of remembrance.  And of course, it‘s easier for those songs to get stuck 

when we can listen to them repeatedly on a cast album; the form‘s commercial practices 

also enhance its efficacy.  While I can‘t say that musical theatre is inherently more 

memorable than other forms of performance for all audience members, I do believe that it 

offers more ways to remember, increasing the chances that the messages offered up will 

return, consciously or not, at relevant moments.   

Throughout this dissertation, I have written only about historical musicals that 

were written as such.  While the distance between the moment of each musical‘s creation 

and the time period it stages varies widely – from nearly 200 years to just a few – all 

build their narratives from past events.  Considering revivals of musicals that, in their 

original incarnations, were clearly of their present moment offers a productive angle for 

future scholarship.  For example, Hair (1968) earned a place in musical theatre history as 

the first rock musical; as John Bush Jones notes, its ―content and vocabulary, 

encapsulating the look, sound, and feel of the late 1960s, tied the musical more to its 

moment in history than perhaps any other in the annals of the Broadway stage‖ (248).  In 
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its original incarnation, Hair was anything but an historical musical.  Yet its very 

insistence on its present-ness in 1968 means that revivals, like the highly successful one 

currently playing on Broadway, become histories.  Director Diane Paulus‘s 2009 

Broadway revival would offer an interesting case study in how musicals‘ queer 

historiography changes – or doesn‘t – when the historiographic labor comes entirely after 

the creation of the initial text, and operates in conversation not only with the time period 

being performed but also the original performance.  In other words, how does the revival 

of Hair become not only a history of late 1960s counterculture, but also of Hair the 

musical and musical theatre itself? And how can those histories be queered as well? 

This dissertation has also focused primarily on the musicals themselves and how 

they create meaning as performed texts, and I have written primarily from my identity as 

a scholar.  As I conclude this stage of my research, I find myself drawn to thinking about 

historical musicals from my identity as a theatre practitioner, particularly as a director.  

Each musical in this dissertation is one I hope someday to direct, and part of my interest 

lies in the queer historiographic potential they offer.  Yet I know that what exists in the 

script and score is just that: potential, to be maximized or minimized or hidden altogether 

through production choices; that is one of the reasons I have focused my analysis on 

specific productions, rather than simply on the written texts.  As a director, then, I find 

myself wondering how to use the work I‘ve done in this dissertation to craft my own 

musical histories in ways that fully engage the queer possibilities these musicals – and 

other historical musicals like Fiddler on the Roof, Dreamgirls, Follies, my beloved Les 

Miserables, or others as yet unwritten – have to offer.  How can I use the multiple 

languages of musical theatre effectively to challenge historiographic norms? To 

counteract heteronormativity in ways that resonate with the past moment being 
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performed as well as our present moment? To ―create‖, as Freddie Rokem succinctly puts 

it, ―a community where the events from this past will matter again‖ for all the 

collaborators, including the audience (xii)? I have argued for how each of my case studies 

does this kind of work, but I don‘t presume that their creators – book writers, composers, 

lyricists, designers, directors, performers – operated with these ideas in mind.  I‘m 

interested, moving forward, in thinking about how I, or other artists invested in these 

ideas, might intentionally create our own queer histories through musical theatre.  How 

can we purposefully use this popular, accessible, memorable form to craft histories that 

help ―make a place for a future‖ that is more just and more welcoming to difference, to 

ideas and people who reject or challenge ―regimes of the normal‖ in any of their forms? 

The 1996 musical Rent, written by Jonathan Larson and directed by Michael 

Greif, would be a useful case study to bring together both of these alternate threads.  Rent 

didn‘t close until 2008, and so is likely still (at least) a few years from a major revival.  In 

its original incarnation, Rent, like Hair, was a musical of its moment, focused on ―living 

in America / At the end of the millennium‖ (Larson 128).3  As David Román notes, 

―critics nearly unanimously agree[d] that Rent . . . exemplifies the specific cultural 

moment in which we now live,‖ referring to the mid-to-late 1990s (Acts 279).  The 

original production sought to capitalize on this sense of the ―now‖ that the critics 

applauded; the producers even went so far as to turn the theater into ―a theme park 

version of the East Village,‖ where the musical is set, ―complete with a café, distressed 

walls, a corridor which doubles as an exhibition space for East Village artists, and beads 

adorning the door frames‖ (Román Acts 279).  Román argues persuasively that Rent’s 

                                                 
3 Raymond Knapp suggests that Rent ―significantly echoe[s]‖ Hair in its emphasis on presenting 

contemporary life ―as it is actually lived,‖ particularly by ―the younger generation‖ (National Identity 154). 
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original production attempted to position itself as ―authentic‖ in its representation of time 

and place (Acts 279-81). 

The world presented in Rent is to some degree a queer one, both in terms of its 

characters‘ identities and its general celebration of difference.  The musical follows a 

group of friends in the East Village, and included in the racially diverse cast of main 

characters are a bisexual performance artist and her girlfriend, a gay male couple (one of 

whom is a drag queen and both of whom are HIV positive), and an exotic dancer and her 

straight male sometime-boyfriend (both of whom are also HIV positive).  While the 

musical‘s diversity and its celebration of ―hating convention,‖ ―revolution,‖ and ―anyone 

out of the mainstream‖ suggest a queer worldview, progressive scholars have taken issue 

with some of the show‘s politics (Larson 73, 84, 85).  Jill Dolan, while acknowledging 

that she found the show pleasurable and found ―the fact of [the characters‘] queerness 

implicitly validating,‖ argues that ―a progressive political critique of the musical is easy 

to launch.‖ She cites Rent’s ―equat[ing] of privileged kids opting to be poor artists with 

homeless people who perhaps haven‘t chosen‖ their situation and its privileging of the 

heterosexual couple with AIDS – they are the main romantic couple, and ―the 

heterosexual woman with AIDS even comes back to life at Rent’s end,‖ unlike the gay 

male drag performer with AIDS who remains dead (Geographies 109-10).  Román 

focuses most of his attention on the musical‘s portrayal of AIDS, arguing that Rent 

participates in ―the banalization of AIDS‖ he sees as occurring in the culture at large in 

the mid-1990s.  This trend, he suggests, troublingly ―strips the epidemic of its political 

and personal emergency‖ (Acts 275).  At the same time, Román applauds what he sees as 

the original production‘s emphasis on ―the communal energy available to resist‖ that 
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same banalization, which ―complicate[s] the AIDS politics of Rent‖ (Acts 277-78). While 

I consider myself a fan of Rent, I find both Dolan and Román‘s comments persuasive.   

Given the context of my work here, however, I find myself thinking ahead to how 

this musical will operate in five, ten, fifteen, or twenty years, when this ―authentic‖ 

representation of the present moves into the future, and a new production takes up Rent’s 

narrative not as the story of today, but as an explicit representation of a past moment in 

time.4  How could a creative team use the ideas around queer historiography that I have 

developed here to craft a production of Rent that answers some of the progressive 

critiques?  Could a revival of Rent that somehow deals explicitly with history and how 

we craft it perform a vision of the ―end of the millennium‖ that comments on the original 

production‘s political deficiencies? What would that revival of Rent make this history 

look, sound, and feel like? 

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that musicals can intervene, not only 

in how we understand U.S. histories, but in how we think about the creation of history 

itself.  In her 2002 article ―What It Used to Be: Nostalgia and the State of the Broadway 

Musical,‖ Rebecca Rugg asks future scholars interested in the intersections of queer 

studies and musical theatre to consider how the form‘s connections to queerness interact 

with its role as ―one of America's primary vehicles of cultural mythmaking‖ (50).  In my 

readings of 1776, Assassins, Gypsy, Hairspray, Falsettos, and Elegies, I have sought to 

do just that: to show how musicals can act queerly on history, destabilizing 

heteronormativity as well as historiography.  These musicals aren‘t perfect, from a 

                                                 
4 Of course, by the end of the musical‘s 12 year run, it was on some level already historical for audiences.  

However, the production didn‘t significantly change in order to accommodate this new reality; long-

running Broadway musicals aren‘t generally restaged during their run.  My interest here, then, is in a Rent 

that is produced from the beginning with an awareness that it is performing, not the present, but the past. 
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progressive perspective, and neither are their histories.  Falsettos may invoke a utopian 

performative to help audiences feel how the past could have happened differently, more 

justly, but it also reiterates the equation between AIDS, gay men, and death; Assassins 

may profoundly challenge the normative ideas of history that bolster our national myths, 

but it still presents women as comic and largely irrelevant – and it doesn‘t present people 

of color at all.  Yet all six of these shows illustrate how musicals, queer through their 

very form as well as their relationship to gay and lesbian subcultures, can unsettle our 

understanding of the past as they use the power of all their elements, their songs, dances, 

designs, and stories, to earn a place in our hearts as well as our minds.  In the end, I 

believe that these musicals‘ queer historiography – in fact, any musical‘s potentially 

queer historiography – creates a space of possibility.  At this moment in U.S. culture, the 

chance to see, hear, and feel history differently seems crucial.  A historiography that 

embraces its relationship to pleasure and celebrates difference offers space for a future 

that does the same; since that‘s the kind of future I want to imagine, I am grateful to 

musicals for queerly constructing such a past. 
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