
Musical Comedy-or Musical Serious? 
Musieals used to be boy and girl, song and dance , humor and happy ending . But now 

you ecrn't see the ehorus boys through your tecan. Where will it ali end? 

\ 

Orawlp• b?" Al H"lr"&Ch!eld, 

The dire occurrences, •wful 19onics and oberration, of the new musical, are pushing the ol~ son9~1nd•dance ,hows off thc. stage. 

By GEORGE S. KAUFM.llN 

A FUNNY thlng happened to a 
musical comedy on ita way to 
the theatre the other night. It 

met a joke. Then, befare lt realized the 
audacity ot such behavior, it took it 
along to the theatre, and presently there 
it was in the show. 

Well , sir, the aucüence was pretty 
surprised, I can tell you that. Con­
ditioned to musical versions of O'Neill 
and to teen-agers ftghtlng each other 
with switcll -blade knives-and killing 
the hero, to boot-they were naturally 
taken aback. Most ot them, embar­
rassed, had the good laste to look the 
other way and pretend it never had 
happened. Quite a number broke down 
and cried, having grown accuatomed lO 
crying at musical comedies in recent 
seasons. 

But a few people with long memories 
had the temertty to laugh. Admittecüy, 
they dtdn't teel comtortable about it. 
Laughlng ata musical comedy!-who­
ever heard ot such a thlng? 

Time was, of course, back betore 
muslcal comedy becrune musical serious, 
when the musical shows were just ful! 
or jokes. True, the jokes were frequent­
ly somethlng leas than Grade A-tor 

GEORGE S. KAUFMAN is oo• of th. th .. . 
tre's mott prolific playwnghts , with álmoit fifty 
,hows to hi, c,e:dit since 1925. He is director 

of thc current comcdy "Rom•noff •nd Juliet ," 

24 

severa! seasons it was enough to have 
the comedian pul! out his clga.Njtte 
llghter, strike lt into flrune with a quick 
movement, and say to the aucüenoe: 
"It worked!" (But at Jeast they ad 
comecüans.) 

Even the plota were something Of a 
joke ln those days-there were long 
years when the outcome of the romance 
depended on whlch lad won the big 
football game, or lhe foot race, or the 
automobile race, or the boat race, ort the 
airplane race. Naturally, the fellow 'who 
won the race was given permanent 
poaseasion of the lngenue. Thls was 
known as Dillingham's Law - no other 
qualifications were consldered neces­
sary . For the next thirty or forty yeara, 
presumably , the winner would wile 
away the long winter evenlnga t..ílllng 
and retelling bis brlde how he had 
emerged vlctorlous despite the heavy's 
dastardly attempta to sabotage hlm by 
removing a wheel trom the auto, or 
pon<oning -tite football, or moving the 
centertield fence farther back so that 
he couldn't hlt that home run . 

You may well have felt that th!' suc­
cesstu l outcome ot the boat-auto"lobile­
alrplane-foot race was hardly a tounda­
Uon for a happy and endurlng marriage, 
but by that time you were either salély 
at hpme or else slttlng in (ront ot an­
other musical comedy-the one in which 
the whole thing was resolved at 11 :10 
when the herolne aatd: "You mean lt 

was your sister you were kissing all 
the time?" And there you were, with a 
reprise of the !ove song, a bit of hoof­
ing, and curtain. No drama, no tragedy, 
no deep thoughta . 

I am not writlng this out of a nostal­
gic longing for the past-1 realize fully 
that those shows would be hooted off 
the stage these days, and rlghtly. But 
surely the playgoer who wants a 
musical comedy should know at least 
what kind of show he is golng to see. 
And jusl as surely there ai-e slill those 
who want a musical show that has 
gaiety and fun and llghtheartedness In 
it-yes, and tunes, lf I am not asking 
too much -a show that makes no at­
tempts to delve into eíther psychologi­
cal or sociologlcal depths. 

RRHAP S sorne such designatlon ns 
musical drama, or even musical trag­
edy , would help to guide the questing 
entertalnment seeker. As things stand 
now, Uie innoeent musical-coinedygoer 
ls likely to find hlmself up to his elbows 
in problema. Both of the shows to which 
l have obUquely reterred-"New Glrl 
In Town' • and "West Side Slory," not 
to make too big a secrel of it-nre 
excellent entertainments and bighly 
succeasful. But where will the trend 
end? 

I read, for example, that "The Jest'" 
la to be made inlo a musical show. Now, 
I remember "The Jest" moderately weU 
and I seem to recall tha.l lhe protago­
nlst spent most ot the evening ~hal ned 

to a plDar-a pillar, mor.,over, about 
sbc feet across and forly feet high . Thls 
will certainly hold lhe dancing to a. 
mirtimum , to say the least. Speaklng of 
dancing, a triend of mine who greatly 
admires Gwen Verdon a., a dancer wenl 
to "New Girl in Townlt and waited an 
hour and twelve minutes before Mis.s 
Verdon danced a single step. She fina1ly 
twinkled a foot o~ two In the flrst-act 
finale. Thls Is fine if you want it that 
way, but a lot of people, impreSIOed by 
the show·s success, :ue gomg to try 
doing that sort of thing 11>it/1011I Gwen 
Verdon, and the resulta will almost cer-
1.a.inly not be happy. ( I am sure that at 
thia moment producers are combing the 
other O'Nei!l plays, trying to find one 
sufflciently grim and unhappy te, torm 
the basis o? a musi~al show. Will "Long 
Day·s Journey lnto Night" be next on 
the list?) 

"Q F HUMAN BONDAGE." l'm 
told, is also to be made into a musical 
comedy. Yes, I said musical comedy. 
"Of Human Bondage," you wíll recall, 
Is set againat a hospital mecücal studeat 
background, and has a clu bfooted hero 
just for good measure. I have not yet 
read that it is going u, be called 
"Gimpy," bút nothing would surprise 
me. However, "Of Human Bondage" is 
in expert musical comedy hands, n.nd 
wi!l probably emerge as a hit. r can 
see lhat big dance number now: 

lt' s easy if-
You keep yo11r right letf M•lf­

Doittf.J tite rig-or mor-ti."! 

Looklng back, I am not sure how it 
all started. but I suspecl that it began 
\\1th Noel Coward. In "B1Uer Sweet," 
along about 1930, Mr. Coward killed off 
his hero a.t the penultimate curtain. In 
"Carousel," of course, Billy Bigelow 
was killed in the first act, but at least 
he crune back lat.er as a ghost-better, 
of course, than an altogelher dead 
hero, but not exactly conducive to belly 
laughs. Again, in "AU.,gro," Rodgers 
and Hammersletn, unless my memory 
is faulty, killed off the hero·s mother 
early in lhe proceedings, but as things 
wound up she had one of lhe biggest 
parta of the show ( more ghoating, of 
course). 

WHAT nl!xt• As matt.ers are no"· 
going I would say that mental health 
Is a highly promlsing theme for che 
musical comedy thealre. The scene wlll 
be a sanitarium, naturally, and it will 
begi n wi th the her o in sane and the 
heroine perteclly sane. Tben, as he 
slowly recovers h.is sanity. she starls to 
lose hers. The romantic problem is 
clear: will they meet midway on a 
happy plateau ? The big !ove aong? 
"l'm Just Crazy About You," natch 

Or will there be a return to gaye,· 
and l\ghter musical fare r The thealre 
is a law unto itself, o! course, exlstlng 
!rom show to show, and reaaonably 
lndependent of economic or any other 
kind ot trends. Presumably. if enough 
good musical dramas are \\Tltten, 
people will go to tllem. Just as certaln­
ly, there will always be those who want 
the llg'hter and more an,using varlety . 

Vote for one. 
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