
The Broadway Musical: From Show Boat To
Sondheim And Lloyd Webber
The Broadway musical has a rich history that spans over a century, captivating
audiences with its stunning performances, memorable songs, and intricate
storytelling. From the groundbreaking "Show Boat" to the iconic works of Stephen
Sondheim and Andrew Lloyd Webber, this article takes a deep dive into the
evolution and impact of Broadway musicals.

The Birth of a Phenomenon: Show Boat

In 1927, "Show Boat" revolutionized the Broadway musical landscape. Adapted
from Edna Ferber's novel of the same name, this musical masterpiece explored
serious themes like racism and addiction against the backdrop of a Mississippi
River showboat. With songs like "Ol' Man River" and a blend of traditional musical
theater and operatic influences, "Show Boat" set a new standard for storytelling
and paved the way for future Broadway hits.

It wasn't just the memorable music that made "Show Boat" a game-changer. The
show addressed social issues like racial prejudice in a way that hadn't been done
before on the Broadway stage. With its powerful narrative and groundbreaking
approach, "Show Boat" solidified the musical genre as a platform for tackling
important societal matters.
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The Golden Age of Broadway: Rodgers and Hammerstein

In the 1940s and 1950s, the dynamic duo Richard Rodgers and Oscar
Hammerstein took Broadway by storm. Their partnership birthed legendary
musicals like "Oklahoma!," "The Sound of Music," and "South Pacific." Known for
their beautifully crafted songs and meticulous attention to detail, Rodgers and
Hammerstein set a new standard for musical theater.

"Oklahoma!," often considered the first true modern musical, integrated songs
into its storyline seamlessly. This concept album approach propelled the medium
forward, with songs advancing the narrative and illuminating the characters'
emotions. It was a groundbreaking innovation that would shape the future
direction of Broadway.

With "The Sound of Music," Rodgers and Hammerstein pushed boundaries once
again. Based on the true story of the von Trapp family, the musical captured
hearts worldwide with its timeless tunes like "Edelweiss" and "My Favorite
Things." The team's ability to combine heartwarming stories with unforgettable
melodies solidified their place as Broadway royalty.

The Rise of Stephen Sondheim
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In the 1960s, a new voice emerged in the world of Broadway: Stephen Sondheim.
Known for his complex lyrics and intricate musical compositions, Sondheim
redefined what it meant to create a musical experience. With shows like "West
Side Story," "Company," and "Sweeney Todd," he challenged traditional narrative
structures and tackled dark and psychological themes like never before.

Sondheim's ability to delve into the complexities of human emotions through his
music and lyrics is unparalleled. His shows often require a sophisticated audience
willing to explore the darker corners of the human psyche. Despite this, his works
have garnered critical acclaim and have become beloved classics.

The Phenomenon of Andrew Lloyd Webber

No exploration of Broadway musicals would be complete without mentioning the
impact of Andrew Lloyd Webber. With shows like "The Phantom of the Opera,"
"Cats," and "Evita," Lloyd Webber brought a grandiose and epic approach to the
genre. His larger-than-life productions, marked by soaring melodies and stunning
visuals, captivated audiences across the globe.

"The Phantom of the Opera" holds the record as the longest-running show in
Broadway history, becoming a cultural phenomenon. Lloyd Webber's ability to
create sweeping musical landscapes packed with emotion and spectacle
solidified his place as one of the most influential composers in Broadway history.

A Contemporary Landscape

Today, Broadway continues to evolve and thrive. Musicals like "Hamilton," "Dear
Evan Hansen," and "The Book of Mormon" challenge conventions and captivate
audiences with their innovative storytelling and fresh perspectives.



The Broadway musical has come a long way from its humble beginnings with
"Show Boat." It has grown into an art form that continues to push boundaries and
captivate audiences worldwide. From the groundbreaking works of Rodgers and
Hammerstein to the trailblazing shows of Stephen Sondheim and the epic
productions of Andrew Lloyd Webber, the Broadway musical remains a powerful
force in the world of entertainment.

The journey from "Show Boat" to Sondheim and Lloyd Webber showcases the
evolution of the Broadway musical, continually proving its ability to touch hearts,
provoke thought, and inspire generations to come.
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This new second edition of Enchanted Evenings offers theater lovers an
illuminating behind-the-scenes tour of some of America's best loved, most
admired, and most enduring musicals.
Readers will find such all-time favorites as Show Boat, Carousel, Kiss Me, Kate,
Guys and Dolls, My Fair Lady, West Side Story, Sweeney Todd, Sunday in the
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Park with George, and Phantom of the Opera. Geoffrey Block provides a
documentary history of each of the musicals, showing how each work took shape
and revealing, at the same time, how the American musical evolved from the
1920s to today, both on stage and on screen. The book's particular focus is on
the music, offering a wealth of detail about how librettist, lyricist, composer, and
director work together to shape the piece. Block also includes trenchant social
commentary and lively backstage anecdotes. Jerome Kern, Cole Porter, the
Gershwins, Rodgers and Hart, Kurt Weill, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Lerner and
Loewe, Frank Loesser, Leonard Bernstein, Stephen Sondheim, Andrew Lloyd
Webber, and other luminaries emerge as hardworking craftsmen under enormous
pressure to sell tickets without compromising their dramatic vision. The second
edition includes a greatly expanded chapter on Sondheim, a new chapter on
Lloyd Webber, and two new chapters on the film adaptations of the main musicals
featured in the text (including such hard to find films as the original 1936 version
of Anything Goes and the 1959 film adaptation of Porgy and Bess).
Packed with information, including a complete discography and plot synopses
and song-by-song scenic outlines for each of the fourteen shows, Enchanted
Evenings is an essential reference as well as a riveting history.

"A solid and fascinating work that should become a model of how to investigate
and report on the evolution of a musical. Block's research is persuasive and his
writing vivid. . . Indispensable for anyone who cares to know more about
Broadway musicals than Playbill can provide."
--Steven Bach, The Los Angeles Times Book Review
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