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I.PRE-WORKSHOP PERIOD 

 

CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

The impetus for the creation of this project was rooted in my exposure to new forms of 

performance during my study abroad semester in London, as well as my malcontent with the 

inflexible perception of Musical Theater I began to recognize as prevalent in my immediate 

environment. My primary intention in completing an honors thesis was, and remains, to stage a 

musical, opera, or play heavily featuring music and dance, although I would suggest that the 

distinctions between the three are fluid and largely arbitrary. Having, at this point, mounted any 

sort of production satisfies my own personal gauge of success.  

 

Over the course of my education at Florida State, I became aware that many of the 

colleagues I learned and worked with had a perspective on the field of musical theater that did 

not align with my own. I viewed the discipline as an inherently populist, accessible art form that 

strove to support repressed and oppressed communities. The history I was taught regarding 

American musical theater stressed its diversity and inclusiveness by emphasizing the 

multicultural development of the genre. This narrative emphasizes the contributions of Jewish, 

Irish, Italian, and German immigrants to New York in creating the vibrant musical scene of Tin 

Pan Alley during the turn of the twentieth century, and the conditions of poverty in which this 

melting pot produced the beginnings of American popular music. It describes the fantasy world 

created by a boom in movie-musicals during the 1930’s as critical to the support of damaged, 



impoverished communities affected by the stock market crash. And while the facts and 

importance of that narrative are not in doubt whatsoever, I began to be critical of it when I 

recognized discrepancies between this theory and contemporary practice in the industry of 

musical theater, both on a national scale and within the theater community I serve locally. The 

more I learned about the history of my craft, the more I came to learn that contemporary 

practitioners are able to market musical theater as a populist art form by exploiting the historical 

and cultural relevance of a few select works, attempting to apply the formulaic elements of this 

work to more contemporary subjects, and clinging to a version of history that presents the genre 

as inherently inclusive. The growing tendency for new works in the field to heavily reference 

previous musical theater mythology and culture marks a transition towards a more insular and 

exclusive form of performance.  

 

I was struck with a desire to challenge myself to create a musical theater work that 

disconnected itself from this self-referential culture by being grounded in a theatrical tradition 

completely alien to musical theater. My exposure to certain site-specific works in London whet 

my appetite for performances of this nature, and I decided to apply my interest and approach a 

work traditionally designated as musical theater from the perspective of a site-specific work. The 

most natural choice of material seemed to be “The Threepenny Opera” by Elizabeth Hauptmann 

and Bertolt Brecht.  

 

I chose this material because, in my early phases of research, I had been reading early 

essays by Brecht and identified personally with his commentary on escapism as well as his 

criticism of opera. I paralleled my own frustration with the outmoded formulaic qualities of the 



musical theater industry in the United States with his denunciation of the elitism of opera in 

inter-war Europe. The history surrounding Threepenny’s own incubation also fascinated me. The 

piece has a long history of criticizing perceptibly elitist forms. The original Beggars Opera by 

John Gay, upon whose shoulders Hauptman and Brecht’s adaptation rests, uses gutter language 

and vulgar ballads to mock the conventions of Italian opera in 18
th

 century Europe. The purpose 

of the work and its derivatives has always been to draw attention to the artificiality of 

representation within forms that are either inherently elitist or have had their populist 

connections hijacked and exploited for the sake of appealing to a public that doesn’t want to 

view itself as exclusionary in its choice of entertainment.  

 

My initial blueprint for the project consisted of three staged scenes taking place over the 

course of three nights, linked together by a sort of online paper trail of text, audio, and video 

material distributed via social media. This plan would have attempted to create a sense of real-

time continuity over the three-day span of the performance, giving the audience the feeling that a 

continuous drama was unfolding across Tallahassee, and that they were privy to only short bursts 

of it. The version was facilitated by a Mr. Peachum figure who offered participants voyeuristic 

access to the lives of others less fortunate than them as a sort of perverted business model to 

allow the people of a desensitized age to feel simulated empathy. However, it was difficult to 

discern how Mr. P might benefit from this enterprise monetarily. This, and the fact that booking 

multiple venues for dress rehearsals and performances was too intimidating, led to my scrapping 

this idea.  

 



It is worth noting that at this point I had done a great deal of work cutting the script and 

focusing on text as the main conveyor of ideas. I planned on staging the scenes with mainly 

conventional blocking that would be more suited to a proscenium stage. I had intended to 

deliberately contrast the “staginess” of the blocking with the forced immersion of audience and 

performance by the physical and logical confines of the site, but this proved limiting as my 

awareness of staging possibilities moved from textual to situational communication methods. I 

started to consider fully immersive situations in which we could deliver the performance. 

 

I finally chose to put the performance in a carnival due to my desire to establish rules of 

interaction between performance and participant that both defined a structure of power and 

forced participants to be complicit in this structure. However, the idea of having the audience 

trade currency for admission into sectioned-off areas of the event, which became so central to the 

final production concept, did not emerge until right before the beginning of the workshop period, 

when I began table discussions with my initial creative team. The idea was not mine: it belonged 

to Erin McNellis, my assistant director and lighting designer, who would eventually become Mac 

as well. This brings me to the chief characteristic of the Workshop Semester, which is a general 

disintegration of the rehearsal process from a conventional staging process with a clear 

delineation between the cast and a creative team (consisting of a Technical Director, Director, 

Assistant Director, and Stage Manager) into a semi-cooperative ensemble of separate moving 

pieces.  

In early table discussions, my creative team helped me to clarify my concept and cater it 

more directly to the most convenient and cost-effective methods available to us as students. The 

carnival I envisioned at this point was still not the primary delivery vehicle for performance. I 



envisioned a full, albeit abridged version of the first act of The Threepenny Opera performed as 

the “main attraction” of the carnival. The idea was that the performance would operate according 

to two separate, distinct established formulas in order to juxtapose the two. The first half would 

congregate the audience in a single area and subject them to a conventional-to-the-point-of-

banality proscenium staging until the performance was unceremoniously halted at the end of the 

first act. The action would then disperse across the existing carnival attraction, after the style of 

character-on-track immersive shows like those popularized by Punchdrunk.  The scenes of act 

two and three would be reinterpreted both in the “performative” guises of animal taming acts, 

magic shows, freak shows, shooting games, and as “non-performative” episodes which suddenly 

and inconsistently raise a fourth wall between the audience and the performer for a temporary 

period. These jarring episodes where the participant is thrown back into the role of spectator are 

meant to arouse skepticism as to whether any action being presented is as spontaneous and 

“genuine” as it appears, or is being enacted for the benefit of the audience’s voyeuristic pleasure. 

The intention behind the “split-style” model was to use the exposition-heavy first act to entice 

the audience into the story while notably failing to deliver the rest of the linear narrative in an 

easily digestible format. My hope was that the sudden shift in storytelling methods would force 

the audience to reconsider the expectations of linear narrative that they had ample opportunity to 

form in the first portion of the performance, by giving them the feeling of having to fight for 

something they once felt was guaranteed to them. The second portion of this model would 

eventually become the format of the entire piece, because we came to believe the runtime of the 

split-style performance would have been excessively long, and too technically detailed to 

execute within our limited time-frame.  

   



Due to the shifting format of the piece, and in light of my continuing research, the 

concept for the piece remained fairly fluid until the end of what I call our “Workshop” semester 

(Fall 2017). By the end of that semester, I was able to consolidate my work thus far into a 

concept of what the performance would become. My final production concept, which would 

guide the rest of the process was a strategy with three interconnected parts, which I called “The 

Rules of The Carnival”:  

1.! Characters (derived from The Threepenny Opera) can only represent 

themselves using tropes and devices prevalent in some form of popular 

culture, with a focus on American musical theater.  

2.! Audience Participants must use tokens as a representative form of currency to 

consume the entertainments of the carnival, but the carnival has no obligation 

to provide them with the entertainment they expect once it possesses their 

currency. 

3.! Character’s self-representation can take the form of either traditionally 

performative or immersive experiences, in order to stimulate audience 

skepticism about the boundaries between theatrical performance and daily 

self-performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

CASTING 

 

The preliminary rehearsal schedule I developed over the summer was quickly scrapped as 

casting was delayed several weeks due to unanticipated weather occurrences. Our plan to hold an 

invitational reading call and an open movement call fell through when only one person showed 

up to the movement call and several of the people we had invited to read were cast in, or were 

too involved with, other productions. After the initial casting attempts proved fruitless, I began 

contacting more people directly about the project. Those who showed interest and scheduled an 

interview were, by and large, cast on the spot. I am infinitely grateful for our casting setbacks for 

a few reasons. Primarily because those people who made the effort to schedule appointments 

with me did so because they felt a strong personal attraction to the project, and therefore made 

for an enthusiastic, dedicated, open-minded, and supportive ensemble. Second, because it 

encouraged me from the beginning to be flexible and adaptable with people’s schedules, and 

taught me the important lesson of how to make the best of circumstances outside my own 

control. In general, it was healthy for me to work with busy students and compete for their time 

and energy because it taught me how to make the best, most efficient use of our time together.  

 

By October of 2017 we had only succeeded in assembling a partial committed cast. My 

casting called for five actors representing characters or amalgams of characters from The 



Threepenny Opera: A Mac, a Polly, two Peachums, a Jenny, and a combination Tiger/Lucy. It 

also called for two improv comedians to represent Mac’s subordinates, and two silent movement-

based characters representing prostitutes. At the beginning of the workshop process we had 

committed actors in the roles of Mr. and Mrs. Peachum and Polly, as well as the two dancers and 

the two comedians, but no Jenny, Tiger, or Mac.  

 

One of the defining characteristics of the casting process was that almost none of the 

actors represented characters whose gender expression aligned with their own. This came from 

my own experience with drag culture, and my belief that one of the best ways to subvert 

spectacular prescriptions of gender-identity is through drag performance. Drag performance is a 

form of vicarious representation that is unique in that it derives all its tools of representation 

from the spectacle. Drag performers almost never earnestly attempt a studied representation of 

true-to-life varieties of gender expression. The models on which they base their performances are 

images and aesthetics provided by the popular culture. This represents an honest appreciation of 

the fantastical quality of these images which, at the same time, draws attention to their 

artificiality.  

 

II. WORKSHOPPING CONVENTIONAL SCENES 

 

We began workshops with our partial cast with assigned readings of The Threepenny 

Opera and selections from Debord’s Society of the Spectacle, followed by a group discussion 

preceding our first rehearsal. I wanted to make the abstract idea of “the spectacle” seem real to 

my actors, so I invited them to discuss different instances in which they modeled some aspect of 



their life, daily habits, or goals, after something they saw portrayed in the media, either as 

children, or in the present. This led us into a discussion of a carnival as a metaphor for 

spectacular culture. We had a brief dialogue about personal experiences with carnivals, county 

and state fairs, amusement parks both corporate and local, and other similar institutions—with 

particular attention to ways in which the systems in place within these settings entice people into 

parting with their money. They identified tactics of deception, guilt, nostalgia, and provocation, 

and were then encouraged to perceive how those tactics worked within common amusement park 

attractions such as freak shows, boardwalk games, funhouses, and the ticketing system itself. The 

input the cast had to offer at this meeting led to the development of the attractions that would 

become the meat of the finished product.  

    

THE PEACHUM HOUSEHOLD/DEVELOPING REHEARSAL TECHNIQUES 

 

In the first few rehearsals of the workshop period I was still determined to present an 

abridged version of the first act in proscenium, so I directed my attention to the first and third 

scenes of the first act, which focus on the Peachums and their family dynamic. I went through a 

similar process when staging each individual event-- I would begin using this term instead of 

“scene” as more and more non-dialogue-based components substituted themselves for the cut 

versions of scenes I had prepared. First, I would try to recognize the failure of representation 

present in the scene which provided it with its central irony. In the case of traditional epic 

theater, every scene can be viewed as an independent, episodic occurrence. Within these 

occurrences there exists a struggle between two forces. Instead of reading the scenes for the 

dramatic event of the scene that propels the plot’s action forward into the next scene, thus 



suggesting a need for narrative continuity, I read for the conflict of ideology. The purpose and 

spirit of Threepenny and The Beggars Opera before it is to criticize modes of representation, so I 

chose to see each episode as containing a conflict between the bourgeois depiction of a cultural 

institution that coincides with the spectacular depiction of that institution, and the true culture of 

exploitation that the spectacle masks.  

 

To identify the failure of representation in any of these events, I had to decide what 

cultural institution was being actively mocked in each event, and in the case of the Peachum 

family scenes, I chose to focus on the depiction of the family unit. Act one of Threepenny begins 

with an archetypical familial drama starter—a father and mother expressing concern for their 

teenage daughter. The scene is so familiar as to raise a variety of stock associations as to why the 

parents might be concerned, but upon closer examination, those associations are invoked and 

then actively mocked and deconstructed.  

 

One might assume, for example, especially given the associations invoked by the 

Victorian setting, that the parents are concerned with preserving their daughter’s virtue, but 

Peachum quickly puts this idea to rest by revealing that his primary concern is a married 

daughter’s lack of lucrative potential.  Polly’s usefulness to her father lies in her uncompromised 

filial obligation to her father, which, in vicarious portrayals of femininity, ends with the 

consummation of marriage, as the feminine object in such portrayals is depicted as property, 

which must be owned solely by a single party and cannot be shared. This is doubly ironic in that, 

by preventing his daughter’s sexual development, and confining her to her place within an 

apparently wholesome nuclear family unit, Peachum capitalizes on her presence in a way that 



seems more apt for prostitution than the preservation of virtue. He even goes so far as to suggest 

to his wife that customers would be scarce if they had “nothing better than your legs to looks at”.  

 

This line of dialogue also opens a discussion about Mrs. Peachum’s disgust at her 

daughter’s marriage, her motives, and her relationship with her husband. Peachum communicates 

to his wife in this statement and others like it, that he considers his wife as little more than a 

second rate or “expired” version of his daughter. In vicarious representations of femininity, the 

feminine object has the ability to occupy a fixed number of clearly defined social roles which 

correspond only to the ways in which femininity serves masculinity over the span of life. A 

daughter is dutiful to her father, a mother to her son, a wife to her husband, objects of sexual 

worship to their lovers, female laborers and servants (including prostitutes) to their employers. 

Feminine objects who do not occupy one of these roles have no place in a representation that 

emphasizes male convenience, and must compete with each other in a perverted game of musical 

chairs to occupy these roles, or cease to exist from the male perspective. Mrs. Peachum is no 

longer useful to her husband sexually because once she became a mother to her daughter, she 

forfeited her role as a sex object in order to occupy another role. Now that her daughter has 

vacated her role of filial responsibility, Mrs. Peachum not only faces the loss of her identity as a 

mother, but feels a pressure to compete with her own daughter sexually. This in manifest in the 

shaming language she addresses Polly with, which bears considerable resemblance to the 

language used by both Polly and Lucy when competing with each other for the role of Mac’s 

wife.  

In order to impart these concepts to my actors without overwhelming them with 

theoretical language, I set blocking on the scene immediately, but only for the purpose of 



communicating character relationships in an exaggerated fashion through several slapstick-style 

“bits”, and by attempting to develop an exaggerated physicality or physical gesture for each 

character to allow the actors to latch onto a tangible jumping-off-point for improvisation. 

Without too much explanation, I was able to offer the actors opportunities to internalize the logic 

of the initial blocking, allowing it to provide them with information for further improvisation. 

For example, in the initial blocking, I forced the actor playing Peachum to remain stationary and 

seated center stage for the majority of the scene, forcing Mrs. Peachum to carry out all the 

movement designated necessary by the dialogue, and then some. I gave her permission to get 

used and enjoy to the feeling of dictating and controlling another person’s movements.  I gave 

Mrs. Peachum a variety of seemingly pointless tasks to complete, including what would become 

her favorite hobby—sweeping garbage into a receptacle, dumping out the garbage all over the 

room, and sweeping it up again, indefinitely. This was intended communicate to the actor that his 

character derived pleasure from filling a domestic role, even when that role was robbed of actual 

purpose and made completely performative.  

 

It is worth noting at this point that my prevailing method of coaching actors on the 

development of their characters was not conventional in accordance with my own experience. 

Since each character, or pair of characters in the case of Mac’s henchmen and the prostitutes, 

was intended distinctly to portray a certain representational trope, I encouraged actors to latch 

onto cultural references that embodied that trope within their own cultural lexicon. For example, 

my concept of Mrs. Peachum as a “maternal figure” constantly and desperately attempting to re-

occupy a sexual role in the narrative, led to my opening a discussion with the actor portraying 

her on his own consumption of media that portrayed women as sex objects. The actor 



immediately identified Vegas showgirls and magician’s assistants as two examples of feminine 

figures whose utility did not extend beyond their appearances. To cater to his personal point of 

reference, I assigned him the task of never being “at rest” but always standing with a showgirl’s 

beveled ankle, which then gave way to a variety of poses and gestures he developed to produce 

an effect of constantly offering his body for consumption.  

 

As for Mr. Peachum—the removal of his purely performative religious mania from the 

cut script left something to be desired. It was my desire to affiliate him with some aspect of 

spectacular culture in the way Threepenny’s Peachum utilizes organized religion—as a means of 

rationalizing both his own subordination and the subordination he inflicts on others. In an 

attempt to identify a reference point in the actor’s own cultural vocabulary for this concept of 

Peachum’s role as a living parody of moral and spiritual institutions, we workshopped a few 

scenes between Peachum and the beggars in his employ (utilizing Mac’s henchmen in these roles 

for rehearsal purposes), which had been excluded from the cut script. In one of the scenes, the 

actors improvised a dialogue between Peachum and Filch with Peachum in the role of 

ventriloquist and Filch as dummy, with the actor playing Peachum encouraged to interrupt the 

scripted dialogue to criticize her dummy for not being convincingly pathetic enough. This 

exercise was mostly intended to provide a reference for Peachum’s actor as to her character’s 

control over the representation and romanticizing of poverty, by allowing her to control how her 

dummy communicated her state of disenfranchisement. Peachum-as-ventriloquist would largely 

survive in the finished performance in the form of Peachum’s haunted house activity.  

 



Following this, we workshopped the same dialogue and some of the scenes between 

Peachum, Polly, and Mrs. Peachum with Peachum’s actor envisioning herself as a “mall-Santa”.  

I encouraged her to imitate her stock associations of Santa Claus and made the other characters 

line up to sit on her knee as they addressed her or were addressed. Mall-Santa-Peachum came 

closer to the mark as far as replacing the reference to organized religion was concerned. We 

briefly discussed the significance of Santa Claus as a link between morality and consumerism 

which incentivizes a pseudo-religious moral code with the promise of material wealth, and then 

funnels that wealth back into the machinery of “holiday spirit”—a set of traditions which 

advertise specialized meals and decorative home goods as essential to the strengthening of 

familial bonds and spiritual health. While Mall-Santa-Peachum did not make it into the final 

production in a literal sense, the exercises seemed to have an impact on the actor’s understanding 

of the character’s politics.  

 

Finally, and most essentially to the final product, Peachum-as-terrible-magician evolved 

out of a brief cast discussion as well as some earlier remarks regarding Mrs. Peachum’s 

development. This led to my devoting an entire rehearsal to outlining an improvised Magic Act 

for Mr. and Mrs. Peachum to perform—Mrs. Peachum’s partially developed persona already lent 

itself well to the role of Magician’s assistant. Peachum-as-terrible-magician came to represent a 

parody of the concept of faith as a sedative for social criticism. Sleight of hand demonstrations 

branded as magic depend both willing suspension of disbelief from the audience as well as skill 

and effort on the part of the magician. By staging a magic act in which the magician makes no 

effort and possesses no skill, we actively courted feelings of betrayal in the audience who were, 

regardless, verbally pressured into applauding for and expressing awe for the terrible magic that 



lacked any of the impressive escapism one might expect from a magic show. Bad-Magician-

Peachum’s magic is as full of cynicism as Threepenny Peachum’s spirituality, and neither 

believes that divine intervention, whether in the form of Christian values or rabbits out of hats, 

exists. However, both can exploit the possibility of such occurrences as a way of capitalizing on 

the optimism of others. In both cases, criticism of the divine’s failure to intervene can be 

redirected at the critic by blaming their unwillingness to suspend their disbelief and practice 

blind faith, or by mocking the gullibility of said blind faith in the first place.  

 

From these early rehearsals, I derived the technique I would use to convert “scenes” into 

“events” for the rest of the process.  

1.! Identify the “central irony” within the scene between a bourgeois social construct 

and an economic convenience.  

2.! Determine how “failures of representation” in the idiomatic musical theater 

cannon (or in popular culture which directly impacts the lives of the performers) 

contribute to the establishment of the social construct being parodied.  

3.! Select a carnival entertainment that most depends upon or embodies the “failures 

of representation” at play, and use the conventions of this entertainment to create 

a situational, rather than a purely textual-intellectual understanding of the 

disenfranchising nature of these failures. 

However, for the duration of the workshop period, I worked in depth on textual excerpts 

from Threepenny with my actors. It was not until we began to feel the constraints of time that we 

began focusing primarily on activity-based events such as the haunted hallways, the freak show, 

the petting zoo, and so on.  



 

 

 

 

    MAC AND POLLY 

The next scenes which received a fairly traditional staging were those between Polly, 

Mac, and Mac’s subordinates. I identified two separate ironies in these interactions, but their 

interconnectedness surprised me. The first sits between Mac and Polly’s words and gestures of 

idealized romance and their true regard for each other—e.g. Polly as a sexual object and 

possession to Mac, and Mac as an escape from the repressive confines of Polly’s role as daughter 

and virgin, as well as, and more notably so, a perceived boon to her upward mobility. The second 

divides Mac’s self-image as a refined, sensitive hero from the brutal reality of his actions.  

 

Mac and Polly’s courtship is founded on the vicarious representation of gender in that 

Mac is only ever capable of trusting Polly when she represents herself as fully subservient to 

him. Male-created depictions of femininity dating back to the book of genesis more-than imply 

that femininity is closer to and more susceptible to evil and corruption than masculinity, as a sort 

of natural law. This mythology perseveres up to the present moment with depictions of gold-

digging females—naturally tempted toward the corruption of wealth, and capable of destroying a 

man’s life by leaching his financial resources for her vanity. Following my fairly strict trend of 

only allowing female-presenting characters to inhabit roles dictated for them by male creators, 

we workshopped Mac’s farewell to Polly and supposed departure by prompting Polly to switch 

at designated intervals between two distinct caricatures: a terrified seven-year-old girl--



representing Polly’s fetishized subservience to and reliance on Mac-- and a pragmatic and crafty 

businesswoman—representing Mac’s paranoia of Polly as a conniving Eve-figure.  

 

Both Polly and Mac perform much of their action and spend much of their leisure time in 

the Movie Theater because of all the characters, they are the most invested in the creation of their 

own idealized self-image using images from the spectacle. Polly, living within a male created 

representation of life, caters her self-image to Mac’s expectations in order to achieve her own 

ends. Mac’s own self-image, however, is much like Peachum’s, in that it is dependent on his 

ability to subordinate others. He requires henchmen to distance himself from the brutality and 

violence of the crimes his gang commits. He requires his henchmen to remain ignorant in order 

to appear refined and romantic in contrast with their crudity. In the prolonged Wedding Feast of 

Threepenny, much of Mac’s seduction of Polly is dependent on his ability to criticize and belittle 

his subordinates for their lack of culture, in order to emphasize his own meager claims to 

bourgeois refinement.  

 

By the time the workshops broke for winter break, the choreography and staging of the Peachum 

household scenes and movie theater scenes, along with the Magic Shows and other semi-

improvised events involving the henchmen and the petting zoo, had been set. I had rationalized 

the presence of traditional book scenes in the movie theater and Peachum home locations 

because those locations represented designated “performative” venues. The Peachum household 

was roughly conceptualized as a kind of community theater/family sitcom set wherein Peachum 

ritually controlled his family by staging and enacting their interactions from his own perspective. 

The movie theater was to Mac and Polly what the family sitcom set was to Peachum—a place in 



which their sense of self in relation the spectacle was derived and enacted. The movie theater had 

the added bonus of reflecting Polly and Mac back to themselves as highlights from Pabsts’s 

adaptation of Threepenny played on a loop. Images from the screen coincided with, informed, or 

reflected the images the actors enacted, which, I hope, allowed the audience to understand the 

ways in which the characters achieved self-definition by literally seeing themselves depicted and 

depicting themselves accordingly.  

  

 In the final week of workshops, we addressed the musical component of the show. 

Speaking frankly, I admit that the selection of the songs that ended up in the show was based 

entirely on which cast members displayed the most availability for musical coaching and 

aptitude for learning music. As a result, it turned out that spontaneous singing became almost the 

sole domain of Polly, which I didn’t mind, considering there were already characters present who 

expressed themselves solely through dancing. I wish I had recognized this more fully by having 

Polly brand herself more as a singer and making this unique to her spectacle-derived identity.  

 

 Between the fall and spring semesters it became clear that two members of my original 

creative team would not be able to return to the project in the spring. We were successful in 

finding a new stage manager, but not a technical director. Erin, Myself, and our new Stage 

Manager agreed to split the responsibilities of technical design and implementation amongst 

ourselves. Given the time and energy I was now required to devote to technical aspects of the 

performance, I attempted to be more economical with rehearsal time as I developed the 

remaining character tracks. 

 



 

 

 

III. CHARACTER TRACKING 

MAC’S HENCHMEN 

I chose to distill Mac’s entire gang of criminals into the form of two improv comedians in 

order to invoke the minstrelsy-created trope of a two-man comedy team, but instead of using this 

image in its traditional, non-disputed form, I attempted to make reference to the trope’s history 

as an expression of oppression. The two henchmen were officially nameless, but known during 

the rehearsal process as JakeMatt and WalterBob due to their status as amalgams of the most 

crafty and ambitious components of Mac’s crew, and the most simple and complacent, 

respectively.  Therefore, they align both with the character archetypes of a traditional comedy 

duo, and with the dichotomous representation of cunning and innocent poverty. When the two 

were in the company of Mac, I invited the three to indulge in their images of groups like the 

Marx Brothers or the Three Stooges, with particular emphasis on the “pecking order” inherent of 

such groups.  

 

In scenes with Mac, JakeMatt and WalterBob took on their “stooge” roles, but when 

outside Mac’s company, JakeMatt was encouraged to imitate Mac and fantasize about replacing 

him. I attempted to emphasize the struggle for power between JakeMatt and Mac by pitting 

JakeMatt’s insubordinate words and gestures against Mac’s need to display his superiority in 

front of Polly. After staging the Movie Theater scenes, I began to rehearse with the two comics 

by giving them prompts for improvisation. Most of these prompts involved a role-play game in 



which JakeMatt enacted his fantasies of becoming Mac, naturally leading him to intensify his 

domination of WalterBob, who became more and more disparaged at the roles JakeMatt forced 

him to inhabit, building tension between them.  

 

In addition to these improvised skits, which evolved into participatory events utilizing 

audience participation, the two performed a dance at the end of the show that devolved into 

chaos when WalterBob’s eventual breaking point was reached. The event designed to subvert 

and destroy the parallel between his seemingly unlimited tolerance for violence and abuse and 

the patient, uncomplaining “deserving poor”. Since the universe of the spectacular carnival does 

not allow, for characters to represent themselves using images that do not dominate the spectacle, 

it was not possible for WalterBob’s frustration to take the form of a conscious revolt against 

JakeMatt. Instead, it culminated in his refusal to stop dancing a drudgingly repetitive 

combination which had no importance, relevance, or context whatsoever, in spite of the fact that 

a rock in his shoe was causing him enough visceral pain to howl and sob through a forced smile. 

JakeMatt’s exasperation with WalterBob’s inability to justify his refusal to stop dancing, except 

with the hysterically screamed phrases, “I love dancing”, and “I’m having so much fun”, led to 

him abandoning the dance to attempt to physically restrain WalterBob, who desperately persisted 

until the pre-finale blackout.  The idealized subordination represented by WalterBob’s 

impossible stupidity collapsed into a pitiful display of grotesque and desperate masochism.  

 

 

DANCER-PROSTITUTES/THE PETTING ZOO 

 



The dancer-prostitute connection invoked by the Petting Zoo was first suggested to me 

through my exposure to the work of Pina Bausch, whose personal history with the rigors of 

balletic training and the accompanying body-scrutiny lead to her creating work which often 

draws attention to dancers as little more than physical bodies, and in the case of female bodies, 

properties without independent power of movement. The fetishizing of perfect, speechless bodies 

in Musical Theater dates back to the tableaux of variety shows. Though not originated by 

Ziegfeld, elaborate tableaux are perhaps best associated with the Ziegfeld follies, and Ziegfeld 

was outspoken and meticulous about the physical specifications necessary for the ideal feminine 

form. However, the dehumanizing effects of Ziegfeld’s tableaux were not necessarily about the 

commodification of the human body’s trained and perfected physical form, as in Pina’s work. 

The spectacular tableaux of early Musical Theater represent the intersection of the 

commodification of the body with the sensualizing of a commodity. John Lahr states, “When you 

went to a Ziegfeld show, it was abundance at play…everything was absolutely the best that 

money could buy…What was being eroticized was not sexuality, but possession.” (Kantor, 26). 

Ziegfeld costumes enveloped and overshadowed the performer with fabric and jewelry, creating, 

essentially, an expensive and ornate piece of furniture with the added attraction of a woman 

inside.  Busby Berkeley’s towering architectures used human bodies as building blocks in 

structures that paid massive tribute to extravagant wealth, simply by merit of the resources 

required to build the sets, and to pay hundreds of people wages for the express purpose of 

making themselves into near-stationary decorations with no utility. The conceptual blending of 

the acquisition of goods with the sensuality of idealized beauty leads to confusion about where 

the body ends and where the product begins, which is as good a jumping off point as any for a 

depiction of prostitution.  



 Not having the resources or finances to imitate Busby Berkeley, and concentrating on 

ways to depict prostitution within the logical confines of a carnival, I decided that a petting zoo 

was the best analogy for a brothel. Livestock animals, like the fabric and flesh creations of 

Ziegfeld’s stage, are depicted as neither entirely goods nor entirely beings. In a petting zoo, 

particularly, as opposed to the practical livestock shows of state and county fairs, livestock are 

separated from their use-value as food or beasts of burden, just as human bodies in tableaux lack 

utility. They exist for the purpose of pleasure. The atmosphere of the finished brothel held a 

certain mystique for the audience, many of whom were drawn directly too it by its jarringly 

surreal appearance. It was meant to look and feel like a separate world from the rest of the 

carnival, as if it were a part of the audience participant’s own representational fantasy of 

dominance, characterized by the presence of docile and submissive servants.  

 

 The “tricks” (pun intended) performed by the animals in private quarters with their 

customers were devised freely by the actors who were given the following prompts as starting 

points. I will state the prompt given, followed by examples of encounters devised by the actors.  

Create a sensory experience, preferably a tactile one, consisting of consensual touching of 

the face and hands or consensual touching of props: Actors indicated to customers that they 

should put their hand in a bag filled with a mystery tactile substance such as rice, slime, peeled 

grapes, etc., dangled a fuzzy cat toy over the head of customers, allowing it to graze their faces, 

and decorated the faces of customers with stickers and face paint.   

Make yourself vulnerable (non-sexually) in a way that might make someone else feel as if 

they were imposing on your privacy or dignity: Actors threw customers a “sad birthday 

party”—putting on party hats, tossing confetti, using noisemakers, humming Happy Birthday 



while ineffectively stifling sobs, lifted their masks slightly to chew food or gum loudly and with 

an open mouth in the presence of customers.  

Subvert your servitude by requiring customers to perform a task for you or depriving them 

of something you conditioned them to expect: Actors indicated to customers to plug their ears 

and then took off their mask partially or fully and mimed an emotionally involved one-way 

conversation at the customer (made more effective by the fact that the two dancer/actors assigned 

exclusively to the petting zoo never speak and remove their masks as little as possible).  

 

 While the prostitution of bodies is a primary concern of the petting zoo, as represented by 

the commodity-being-hybrid status of the actors as livestock, it is also concerned with the 

prostitution of experiences. This idea developed after I saw Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More in New 

York City, and was suddenly forced to re-evaluate my values when I realized that I had actually 

shoved someone out of my way in order to follow a particular character. To be fair, we were in a 

narrow space, and it was very dark. However, it is also true, I realized retrospectively, that I 

would have punched my own grandmother at that moment in order to get closer to a one-on-one 

experience with an actor. Contemplating the origins of this kind of desperation, I noted that, with 

the quality, variety, and dominance of representational media has caused what Debord terms, “a 

poverty of real social activity” (6), which seeks to be alleviated by the simulation of one-to-one 

personal relationships and encounters. I would go so far as to liken the inclination to participate 

directly in and be addressed in individual terms by works of representation, to the act of a person 

choosing to visit a prostitute rather than risk rejection by participating in courtship rituals. Both 

involve the surrender of currency in exchange for the illusion of dominance and power over 

others. The more intimate the delivery of performance becomes, the more it mimics reality—not 



in the sense that the events taking place adhere to our notions of “realism”, but in the sense that 

personal contact with the performer heightens the illusion of our own free will within the 

performance. The rest of the audience is out of view, making it easy to forget that we are one of 

them—that our role is one of passive spectatorship. We are more able to delude ourselves into 

thinking that our actions can shape the course of the performance—that we are active and 

important components in the narrative, but our ability to achieve this inflated sense of control is 

dependent on our ability to purchase it in the way one would purchase an inflated sense of sexual 

worth from a prostitute.  

 

 The dancer-prostitutes were also given the task of depicting the existing sexual 

relationships and histories between characters. I do not think that the abstracted versions of “The 

Cannon Song” and “The Ballad of Immoral Earnings” communicated their subject matter 

explicitly enough for audience participants to identify which existing characters, if any, were 

being depicted. I did attempt to tie the dances temporally and spatially to related events—for 

example, I chose to have the dancers perform in the space where Mac and Tiger share a private 

erotic encounter early in the evening, but it is highly unlikely that audience participants would 

encounter both of these events in succession in order to connect them. Additionally, I 

deliberately timed the beginning of “Immoral Earnings” to coincide with Mac and Jenny’s first 

encounter of the night in the adjacent magic show, with the intention of their dialogue being 

audible from the dance performance, and the dancer’s music being audible from the magic show. 

Mentally connecting these two occurrences, however, would require audience members to either 

be repeat visitors, or familiar with Threepenny in its original form. However, I am fairly proud of 

the visual metaphors we were able to create within the dances, which at least suggest to the 



audience the narratives they are intended to portray, and I immensely enjoyed working with the 

dancers on them. 

      LUCY/TIGER 

The combination of Lucy and Tiger into a single character track stemmed from my desire 

to expound on the therapeutic social value of self-representation as applied to someone required 

to conform to a role that does not allow them full self-realization. The Tiger Brown of 

Threepenny already inhabits a dichotomy of gender expression if his actions are read through the 

lens of masculinity and femininity as prescribed through spectacular culture. He vacillates 

between a need for domination over other men—dictated by his profession, his sense of pride in 

his work, and the demands the of the state—and a need for validation and comfort from other 

men. His emotional lows coincide with his use of dialogue that stylistically intersects with 

Polly’s interactions with Mac—full of begging, self-deprecating, and cloying affection. 

However, in Threepenny, Tiger’s “softness” pervades his entire character, especially in the 

foppish, monocle clad Tiger of Pabst’s adaptation. The irony inherent in his scenes with Mac and 

Peachum lies in the fact that his masculine reputation, professional title, and self-styled alias are 

at odds with his feminine behavior. His queerness is the butt of a joke about the incompetence of 

the police force, but I thought it might be capable of serving another purpose, especially in the 

context of a work so characterized by masculine violence and sexual violence.  

 

 I put Tiger in charge of a phallic “Test of Strength” installation in an attempt to 

communicate two things: First, the imperative nature of physical strength and toughness to his 

self-defining status as soldier and authority figure, and Second, the self-inflicted hatred and 

violence resulting from his own perceived inability to fulfill these roles (See app. 5). His retreat 



into feminine identity represents his ideal self-representation and a way of dissociating himself 

from his homosexual tendencies. Internalized homophobia prevents him from viewing his sexual 

feelings as valid when not in drag. To communicate this, I attempted to subvert the typical 

qualities of drag performance by foiling Tiger’s feminine persona, which contradicts his sex, 

with Polly’s, and, to a certain extent with Tiger’s own masculine persona, both of which align 

with biological sex. Examples include Polly’s full face of dramatic makeup in contrast with 

Lucy’s bare face, as well as the dramatic changes the actor playing Tiger/Lucy made to his voice 

and physicality to depict Tiger, contrasted with the relatively simple and unaffected portrayal of 

Lucy. My intention in this was to imply that all expressions of gender across divisions of 

biological sex are mainly performative. While Polly and Tiger largely perform their gender 

designations as a means to a practical end, Lucy’s gender expression serves a therapeutic 

purpose, and, for a time, offers Tiger an alternative to violence as a way of expressing his 

frustrations.  

 

 Lucy’s freak show act was also designed to subvert conventions of drag performance, in 

that she seems to “perform” the least of any character—only answering questions the audience 

addresses to her. Despite the fact that she is scrutinized like a museum exhibit, her designation as 

an oddity is tenuous in more than one way. For one, the performance of non-sexually aligned 

gender is constantly occurring outside the freak tent because the actors playing Mr. and Mrs. 

Peachum and Mac are giving more traditional drag performances, in a sense, than the established 

transvestite. This contradiction is intentional, and it suggests that Lucy’s freak designation is less 

of an external label than an internally derived one, constructed to represent Tiger’s own shame. 

This is also defined by the fact that the separation between Lucy’s “cage” and the audience is a 



flimsy construction of streamers which the actor would invite his favorite audience members to 

bypass in order to sit inside the cage next to him, citing that the bars were “purely an aesthetic 

consideration”.  

 

      JENNY 

While working with the actor playing Jenny, I wanted to give her a chance to use the role 

as a way of sharing her experiences as a black woman in the theater. I wanted to be very careful 

not to filter her ideas through my own prejudices of how the issue should be represented, so we 

conducted a lot of early one-on-one discussions as soon as she was committed to the project, in 

order to give her thoughts a long incubation period for development. We discussed issues of 

exoticism and minstrelsy and how she had experienced those factors at play in her personal 

experience with commercial theater. We discovered a link between the role of Jenny as fortune 

teller and a sense of the eroticization of orientalism, which could provide a link to the 

exoticization of black women.  

  

 When we decided that fortune-teller Jenny’s best application was in Peachum’s Magic 

show, and the result of the actor’s contemplation was an over-the-top caricature of fetishized 

mysticism. In an attempt to define this caricature as such, and not as a simple adherence to the 

tropes being manipulated, the characterization stopped at the boundaries of the magic tent. In the 

second iteration of the magic act, wherein Jenny has not yet been compensated for her role in 

capturing Mac, Jenny’s failure to demonstrate any effort in the portrayal of this caricature 

communicates that her role is dictated by Peachum, and her failure to participate in it and her 

open mockery of it lead to Peachum perpetrating an act of violence against her. The association 



of Jenny’s exoticization with violent acts of colonial dominance coincides spatially and 

temporally with the decay of WalterBob’s complacence into self-destruction. The chaotic 

environment of these two intersecting events was intended to leave an impression of the 

consequences of cultural domination while leading up to the climactic final arrest and execution.  

 

IV. FINAL ADDITIONS AND TECHNICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

 Mac’s arrests and execution were the final elements to be staged. The first arrest was 

improvised by the full cast, and then set, as a beauty pageant hosted by Mrs. Peachum, in order 

to communicate the manipulation of Mac’s illusions of sexual dominance which define the event 

in Threepenny. The participants all represented tropes of women as represented in Musical 

Theater: The shallow gold-digger, the compliant ingénue, the aloof “tough girl” whose initial 

rejection of the protagonist serves as a mask for her sexual repression, and the beautiful, 

speechless bodies. The second arrest, in Threepenny, is precipitated by Peachum’s threats to 

Brown regarding his duty to the crown and the state. This was insinuated by the presence of a 

roaming figure in an Elizabeth II mask stalking and inspiring fear and anger in Tiger throughout 

the performance, culminating in an act of repressed violence that was only audible to the 

audience from their confinement in the entertainment tents during a staged blackout. 

  

 The final events added to the production were added immediately before dress rehearsals, 

and were manifest of my desire to include more small-scale, personal interactions, to create more 

obstacles to audience traffic, and to establish the forcing of certain cultural images upon 

spectators and performers as a ghost inhabiting the carnival. The literal translation of the 



“ghosting” of minstrelsy and exploitative representation of poverty into a “haunted house”—or 

rather “haunted hallway”—could have been much more effective, in my opinion, than it turned 

out to be. There were two separate forms of this event, one hosted by Jenny and the other by Mr. 

Peachum. In both versions, four or five audience participants were lined up against the wall and 

made to imitate poses indicated to them by the host, and then were applauded and made the 

object of a disconcerting amount of mirth from the host. In Jenny’s haunted house, the white 

gloves and handkerchief masks with toothy grins drawn on them distributed to performers were 

meant to represent images associated with the minstrel performer. In Peachum’s version, the 

participants were made to assume poses indicative of need, injury, illness, begging, and 

desperation, culminating in Peachum prompting them to mock-attempt climbing the walls and 

laughing at them. The main obstacles to the effectiveness of these scenarios were the lack of 

light in the hallway and the lack of clarity as to what actors were asking audience members to do 

exactly. I had assumed that there would be enough light for participants to see what was drawn 

on their masks, but audience testimony later informed me that there was not. I also received 

testimony from audience member who assumed that the actors were instructing them to laugh 

with them, instead of perceiving that they were being laughed at. 

 

 One of the most nerve wracking, but also most rewarding, stages of the production was 

the point where I had to let go of the production and allow it to run independently. Tracking 

rehearsals doubled as general review and cleaning session for the actors. I would pull single 

actors or groups of actors on the same track to walk them through their tracks while my assistant 

director ran scenes and events with other actors. We also had individual tech sessions with crew 

members to review all their cues. Each technician was assigned to a single area, and was given 



free-reign to develop their own character based on the prompt, “Someone who would intimidate 

you if you met them alone in a dark alley”. This generated personalities as diverse as an 

outspoken bruja to a drunken, surly pirate. Throughout the first rough dress rehearsals I had to 

constantly move around the space, checking to see that actors and technicians knew which of the 

ten “cycles” of action was currently happening. I initially felt very overwhelmed by the task of 

dealing with so many distinct actor and technician tracks, but once I focused on one track at a 

time I found the process much simpler than I anticipated. Once the performances began, 

however, I had to remove myself from the role of director and observe the mechanism from 

within. I was extremely proud of what I saw. One of my favorite things about the show was how 

the characters’ improvised interactions with audiences demonstrated how much the actors had 

absorbed the concepts behind the performance. Even the carnival games, designed to allow 

audience members to renew their supply of tickets when they ran out, ran smoothly considering 

they were largely improvised by cast members and technicians who were given props to work 

with and left to their own devices during the chaotic technical period.  

 

 The model economy constructed for the performance also worked much better than I 

anticipated, given that I was unable to get large enough sample audiences into dress rehearsals to 

test the system at all before opening. My desire was that the audience would have enough 

currency to carry them through most of the performance, but would experience enough scarcity 

of resources to feel pressure to select the “right” experience. I wanted them to be put in a 

position that would force them to consider the factors behind their choice of entertainment, and 

to occasionally feel forced into ignorance by the ticketing system, or betrayed by false 



advertising. Based on my discussions with audience members after the performance, I could tell 

that I had achieved that effect.  

      V. CONCLUSION 

There were many aspects of the production I would change if I had the chance. The most 

important one, in light of the precarious state of consent and safety in immersive performance, 

was the way in which we dealt with permission to touch and content warnings. Non-latex rubber 

gloves were distributed to audience members who did not wish to be touched before the 

performance, and content warnings were given. In retrospect, I wish we had posted content 

warnings and information about how to avoid being touched on the Facebook event page for 

clarity, because I heard some reports from audience members who did not hear the content 

warnings prior to the performance or did not arrive in time for their announcement, or who felt 

pressured by Victoria’s aggressive and alienating character not to take gloves, even though they 

initially felt inclined to. The other major deficiencies were mainly technical. I wish we had put 

another light in the hallway. I wish we had gained access to a better sound system, because the 

few musical numbers we preserved were plagued by technical difficulties, and singers had 

trouble hearing their accompaniment. I also initially planned on having a much greater variety of 

material in the Movie Theater, but as the video editing tasks fell to me, as well as a host of other 

technical duties that took up a great deal of time and energy, I had to give up on that dream. That 

said, I am proud of the final product, and looking back, I can only offer the sincerest thanks to 

my entire acting and technical ensemble, even those who had to leave the process early, or whose 

work did not make it into the final product. One of the most valuable things I learned from the 

experience was the importance and the truly rewarding nature of collaboration.  

 



While not all of the theoretical aspects of my concept came to actual fruition or were 

communicated to audiences as clearly as I might have liked, I feel I achieved my goal of utilizing 

experimental theater techniques, many of which were previously unknown to me, to try and 

liberate Musical Theater from the physical and ideological confines of American Realism. If I 

were to attempt this project or one like it again, I feel the results would only be more rewarding.  

 

 

APPENDICES: THEORETICAL NOTES ON THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION 

 

 

As a way of setting apart the exclusionary elements of musical theater (and in a broader 

sense, current popular culture), I defined what I later referred to with my actors as, “failures of 

representation”. These refer to techniques and tropes inherent in a great volume of glorified 

popular musicals which are relevant to a previous period of historical influence, and in the 

absence of these influences as well as in light of sociopolitical progress leading to the climate of 

modernity, lose their accuracy and perpetuate socially detrimental depictions of people and 

communities. On occasion, these depictions never had any accuracy to begin with, but operate 

entirely as constructs of a dominant class designed to maintain control of and capitalize on the 

depiction of a subordinate group. Failures of representation fall mostly into one or more the 

following four categories.  

1.! Vicarious depiction of Race 

2.! Vicarious depiction of Gender.  

3.! Romanticizing of Poverty. 



4.! Romanticizing of Male Violence.  

 

1. PROBLEMATIZING VICARIOUS REPRESENTATION 

 

The term “vicarious depiction” is one I have coined for my own use to refer to the 

creation, by a dominant community, of a representation of a second (specifically, a dominated) 

community which propagates an image of the dominated community that serves to justify and 

prolong their domination. “In the spectacle, one part of the world represents itself to the world 

and is superior to it.” (Debord, 7).  I use the word vicarious because it emphasizes that those who 

create representations of groups they do not belong to are imposing their own fantasies and 

wishes about the state of the world on the dominated group’s ability to do the same. The word 

“dominant” in this context specifically to defines the ease with which a person is able to 

represent themselves according to their personal wishes, both in their daily lives and in 

consumable media. While the “dominance” I speak of is a dominance of representation and does 

not refer directly to any given social or political climate, I hope to make clear that in our current 

age, dominance of representation is inseparable from politics.  

 

It is difficult to deny that white, cis-gendered, male writers, composers, directors, 

producers, and choreographers have produced most of the works that are considered classics of 

the musical theater canon, are taught to musical theater students as the best examples of their 

craft, and continue to be produced most often and even paid tribute to and referenced in 

contemporary works. This, by definition, makes them the dominant group of American musical 

theater. It is markedly difficult for people of color or women, for example, to expose themselves 



to media within this genre that allows people of color, women, and all the intersecting groups 

implied by those designations, to see themselves represented in a way not dictated by an 

outsider. Boal emphasizes the human need for daily performance as linked to self-determination 

and autonomy. He states, “…we aren't content, any of us, to be just actors and spectators of 

ourselves. We also write our own scripts for every scene we are involved in. We are in charge of 

the wardrobe of costumes to be worn wherever we are (at home, at work, during time off). We 

are also the directors who stage our own actions.” (Boal, 1). He implies that daily self -

representation is a form of theater that all people should have access to. In our current culture, 

where nearly as much time (possibly more) is spent viewing representations of reality as is 

participating in “lived” reality, representations are easily blurred with our experiences. For 

example, today, anyone with the privilege of internet access (a swiftly growing number) can 

present the rest of the world with an idealized version of their lives in the form of images of 

themselves and others which correspond with their “brand” or “aesthetic”. We “stage our 

actions” more now than ever before.  

 

2. NOTES ON MINSTRELSY AND THE REPRESENTATION OF RACE 

In the case of early black minstrel performers, whose only opportunity to participate in 

the genesis of Musical Theater was to adopt and perform a characterization of themselves created 

by white entertainers, and therefore composed of white perceptions of and attitudes toward black 

people. The participation of black artists in minstrel shows gave the stereotypes of minstrelsy 

added “authenticity” in the eyes of white audiences, further validating their existing point of 

view instead of opening dialogue. Additionally, some of the performative aspects of blackness 

common to minstrelsy have infiltrated popular culture created by and for black people, indicating 



a sort of robbery of black Americans’ ability to represent themselves without interference from a 

legacy of white-supremacy. 

 

 It is important to recognize and understand the implications of these persistent remnants 

of our past in the images we create and consume. While they are facts of history, rooted in a 

culture alien to our own--therefore requiring historical context for proper understanding--and 

vital to the development of the present culture, it is naïve to assume that the general public will 

understand the historical nuances of the images, and not simply accept them at face value, 

especially with such chronological and perceptual distance between the truth of behind the image 

and its present utilization.  In a culture where spectacular images are blended with lived reality, 

failures of representation that persist in media over time have the power to change reality, or 

rather, to stagnate it. I do not think that these works or images should be eradicated from the 

canon, but we require a new, more responsible way of dealing with them that assists us in 

learning from and cathartically overcoming our troubled past.  

 

3. NOTES ON POVERTY IN POPULAR MUSICAL THEATER 

The romanticizing of poverty simply refers to a set of aesthetic guidelines for the 

depiction of just enough hardship to evoke the sympathy of the viewer without invoking their 

disgust or serious discomfort. This stems from Musical Theater’s dual role as a valuable escapist 

unguent and a hub of political criticism—the genre has long struggled to reconcile the burden of 

social activism with the cathartic escapism designed to soothe rather than incite the masses. As a 

result, the primary function of the depiction of poverty in these works is to celebrate the common 

man’s virtues and attack and mock political institutions. However essential the glorification of 



the impoverished citizen’s struggles may be as a cultural tool for raising the morale of struggling 

communities, it’s legacy leaves us with a depiction of the era which represents and values only 

the “deserving poor”. In works both leading up to and continuing the legacy of the Great 

Depression, there is a notable dichotomy between two depictions of poverty. The first originates 

with the upwardly mobile underdog story popularized in such works as George Cohan’s 45 

Minutes from Broadway, and the popular “Cinderella-story” musical comedies of the teens, such 

as Harbach’s Irene (1919) and Kern’s Sally. The oppressed figure in such narratives is depicted 

as patient, hard-working, wholesome, and with natural intelligence and good looks, especially in 

comedic contrast to the caricatures of amoral upper-class decadence and cunning they are 

juxtaposed with. The virtue of these characters is rewarded with a sudden and unexpected rise to 

wealth and status facilitated by an inheritance or a marriage. The second depiction is of the 

“undeserving poor”, or those figures exhibiting the more distasteful characteristics of ignorance, 

craftiness, subversiveness, disillusionment, apathy, disease, and addiction, which are represented 

more as the cause of their oppression than as results of it. The imposition of a dichotomous 

system of morality on poverty according to these tropes suggests that if Miss Hannagan had 

possessed the uncomplaining optimism of Little Orphan Annie, instead of bitterness and 

resentment for the present distribution of wealth, she would have earned the right to be magically 

removed from her squalor. This narrative encourages lower-class viewers to retain faith in the 

capitalist system by emphasizing the character failures of the undeserving poor as the cause of 

their poverty as opposed to results of their oppression by an outside force, and foisting onto the 

oppressed personal responsibility for their liberation. It also allows for little representation of 

lower class individuals who fall between extreme virtue or extreme vice.  

 



 

 

4. NOTES ON MALE VIOLENCE IN POPULAR MUSICAL THEATER 

The Romanticizing of Male Violence, in a broad context, refers to the older-than-dust 

association between masculine gender expression and acts of violence and sexual violence, 

which is such a prominent topic of conversation in the present day as to require little exposition. 

Practical examples within the field of Musical Theater include Loesser’s Most Happy Fella, in 

which Cleo meets a man who she resonates with on every possible level except for the fact that 

he is excessively timid and polite, which upsets her greatly, until he punches another man in the 

face for insulting her—an event which is celebrated in the duet I Made a Fist. It would appear 

that in such cases, masculinity’s own dominating tactics over femininity result in male as well as 

female oppression and repression. Masculinity’s vicarious representation of femininity not only 

creates inaccuracies regarding how women function to service men, it uses male-created 

constructs about women’ s desires and needs to create inaccuracies about how men should 

function to service women.  There are cases, such as with Carousel’s Billy Bigelow, where 

masculine violence develops as a result of pressure and anxiety regarding his ability to fill the 

role of breadwinner and protector, resulting in self-hatred.  When Billy fantasizes about having a 

son he emphasizes the pleasure he will take in building up his son’s toughness and resilience to 

bullies by example (“I bet he’ll think I can lick every other fella’s father…”). He seems unfazed 

and even enthusiastic about the fact that his son might chose an un-lucrative and seedy 

profession like his own, condemning himself to a life of comparative poverty. His pride in his 

profession and self-esteem actually peak when he muses on the possibility of his son becoming a 

carnival barker (“…but it takes talent to do that well!”). In contrast, when he considers the 



possibility of having a daughter, he becomes anxious about being able to provide for her, in 

contrast with his cavalier attitude toward exposing his son to poverty and hard labor. His self-

esteem also takes a rapid nosedive, as he transitions from viewing himself as an excellent role 

model for a young boy to a “bum with no money”. He worries not only about feeding his family, 

but dressing his daughter in “the best that money can buy”—subscribing to the myth that women 

are inherently more materialistic than men, and that comfort and vanity are essential to their 

well-being. The real possibility of not being able to provide for his wife and daughter threatens 

Billy’s identity by removing him from his designated roles of provider and protector—which 

exist in relation to male-created images of women as completely dependent on male provision 

and protection.  

 

5. SLAPSTICK TROPES REPRESENTING COMPLEX MATRICES OF DOMINATION 

 

Slapstick provides a useful physical metaphor for subjugation in that the enjoyment of the 

audience is dependent on the oppression of the figures being watched. This oppression is--to 

varying degrees-related to the poverty of the characters under observation, whether explicitly and 

with detail, like Chaplin’s famous Tramp (a figure whose detail and complexity I would 

commend for nearly succeeding in bridging the deserving/undeserving poor dichotomy), or 

through “tramp clown” costume and displays of general ignorance implying a lack of education. 

The true sense of oppression in slapstick arises from an awareness that the comic figures exist in 

a world full of people who are seemingly able to live their daily lives avoiding accident, and the 

comic figures are predestined to receive the brunt of any random misfortune that could possible 

befall them, no matter what their circumstances, or what precautions they take. This alone 



provides a more nuanced commentary on oppression than most of the Musical Theater canon. 

For one, it avoids oversimplifying the availability of upward mobility. The clowns designated 

identity as an unfortunate is fixed. Even if they find themselves temporarily in better 

circumstances, misfortune will go to amazing lengths to follow them. Even if they end a film in 

temporary triumph, the next one will begin with them in a new helping of trouble. In identifying 

with these clowns, audiences can purge their own frustrations and fears about systematic 

oppression and powerlessness. 

 

 Furthermore, the genre examines power structures that arise within this uniform cloud of 

oppression—the aforementioned “pecking order”. Within a two-person configuration this system 

usually depends upon the straight man belittling and abusing or merely condescending to the 

comic for his lack of intelligence, education, common sense, etc. However, when additional 

players are added to such an arrangement, as in the trio and quartet work popularized by the 

Marx Brothers and the Three stooges, the hierarchy becomes more complex.  The most dominant 

member (Moe Howard, Groucho Marx, and in this case, Mac) usually specializes in pretensions 

of grandeur, displays of exasperation, and abuse of their subordinates in order to carve 

themselves a semblance of control and authority as a way of coping with their own relative 

subjugation. The second member (a Larry or Chico-JakeMatt in our case) is usually the most 

frustrated because they lack the absurd stupidity to be blissfully unaware of their misfortune, and 

are upward-mobility minded, often hatching hare-brained schemes in an attempt to demonstrate 

their intelligence and ingratiate themselves with the dominating member of the group, to little or 

no avail. The third member, WalterBob, in the tradition of Curly Howard, is characterized by a 

pathetic or childlike simplicity and an almost disturbing ability to take abuse cheerfully.  
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