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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation explores the place of musicals at the Stratford Festival of Canadaðwith 

specific attention focused on the function, and the value of an American art form in a classical 

theatre company devoted to the works of Shakespeare.  I trace the history of music theatre at the 

Festival, including opera and operetta, and argue that the Festivalôs commitment to music in its 

early history led to the organic inclusion of musicals in its seasons. I also give a more nuanced 

reading of the place of musicals at the Stratford Festival in analyzing the physical places where 

they are produced, and how they are valued within the company.  

Theatre critics commonly view musicals as money makers for the Festival to finance its 

real goal of producing Shakespeare and the classics. The economic value of musicals is 

undoubtedly important, and I examine it in detail, but it is only one facet of their purpose at 

Stratford. I problematize the role of musicals at Stratford, arguing that reducing the value of 

musicals to economic value alone is rooted in a historical construction of highbrow/lowbrow 

taste hierarchies that align musicals to bourgeois aesthetics and commercial theatre. I unpack the 

history of the way musicals have been trivialized as middlebrow entertainment within theatre 

communities and academia. I contend that their role cannot be fully understood by examining 

their economic value alone, but must be understood by analyzing their aesthetic value and 

entertainment value. 

Assessing the entertainment value of musicals means analyzing and valuing the pleasures 

that audience members derive from theatre that entertains them, even when its aesthetic value 

might be questionable. Musicals should also be assessed aesthetically, and that allows for the 

valuesðthe tastesðof the critics to be heard. Studying the economic/commercial, aesthetic, 

entertainment value and socio-political factors present in musicals allows for a well-rounded 
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analysis of the musicals and the many roles they fulfill at Stratford. It is an approach that 

attempts to balance text and context(s) by acknowledging the hierarchies of genre within the 

musical and theatrical worlds and highbrow/lowbrow considerations within the canon of musical 

theatre. 
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INTRODUCTION  

A show that is really a show 

Sends you out with a kind of a glow 

And you say as you go on your way 

Thatôs entertainment!
1
 

 

In 1986, classically trained actors Colm Feore, Geraint Wyn Davies and Goldie Semple 

strode out onto the boards of the Stratford Shakespeare Festivalôs iconic thrust stage andé burst 

into song and dance. Rodgers and Hartôs The Boys From Syracuse, based on Shakespeareôs A 

Comedy of Errors opened the 1986 Festival season with the musicalôs 98 year old book writer 

George Abbott in attendance along with the usual crowd of opening night dignitaries, sponsors 

and press. It was the first time in the history of the Festival that a musical had opened the season 

instead of a work by Shakespeareðthe age of the Stratford musical had begun. 

The press greeted The Boys from Syracuse with mixed reviews. Robert Crew from the 

Toronto Star gave it a positive review,
2
 Mel Gussow of The New York Times thought it was an 

enjoyable evening, but could have been strengthened by stronger singing,
3
 and Ray Conlogue of 

The Globe and Mail thought it was manifestly substandard, and that the unsatisfactory 

production hurt the cause of musicals at Stratford. Conlogue argued, ñMusicals are a welcome 

addition to the Stratford season, and a Shakespeare-related curiosity like this, with a score by 

Rodgers and Hart, is an appropriate contender. But the musicals must be done as well as the 

classical productions. They cannot be second-class citizens in the Festival; which this one, 

lamentably, is.ò
4
 

                                                 
1
 Lyrics to ñThatôs Entertainment!ò by Arthur Schwartz and Howard Dietz for the 1953 MGM film The Band 

Wagon, directed by Vincente Minnelli.  
2
 Robert Crew, ñBoys From Syracuse a highly enjoyable romp,ò Toronto Star (May 20, 1986), B1. 

3
 Mel Gussow, ñShakespearean potpourri in Canada,ò The New York Times (June 8, 1986), H5. 

4
 Ray Conlogue, ñMusty musical not fully revived,ò The Globe and Mail (May 20, 1986), D7. 
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In response to Conlogueôs review, The Globe and Mail published a letter to the editor in a 

special section of feedback about the Stratford and Shaw Festival seasons that year. Neil R. H. 

Burgess of Campbellford, Ontario, remarked that he was glad he had booked his ticket for The 

Boys From Syracuse before reading the Globe and Mail review, or he may have opted not to buy 

tickets and thus missed an enjoyable evening of theatre. Burgess wrote, ñMr. Conlogue seems to 

have an inability to appreciate an evening of light, entertaining theatre. Your readers are not well 

served by this inability.ò
5
 While Burgess obviously took issue with Conlogueôs review, the two 

men are not as far apart in their opinions as it may at first appear. Both had a desire to be 

entertained by the musicals they attended. Both went to the Stratford Festival hoping to enjoy 

The Boys From Syracuse, but where Burgess was satisfied with the performance, Conlogue 

found it lacking. Their expectations and standards for judging musicals differed, and so they each 

evaluated the production differently. 

This dissertation explores the place of musicals at the Stratford Festival of Canadaðwith 

specific attention focused on the function, and the value of an American art form in a classical 

theatre company. In so examining the role of musicals at Stratford, I argue for including both Mr. 

Burgessôs and Mr. Conlogueôs perspectives. The entertainment value of musicals as well as their 

aesthetic worth should be taken into account when scholars evaluate how they are produced and 

received in the Stratford context. Assessing the entertainment value of musicals means analyzing 

and valuing the pleasures that audience members like Burgess derive from ñan evening of light, 

entertaining theatre.ò Musicals should also be assessed aesthetically, and that allows for the 

viewsðthe tastesðof the critics to be heard. Both entertainment and aesthetic analyses exist in 

value-laden fields that I will unpack in this dissertation. Conlogueôs call for musicals at Stratford 

                                                 
5
 ñShaw, Stratford plays enjoyable,ò The Globe and Mail (June 21, 1986), A7.  
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to be more than second-class citizens is a call to re-evaluate the musical genre as worthy of 

serious treatment, and that too is one of my aims in this work. 

Since musicals first appeared on the Stratford playbill three decades ago, the press has 

placed considerable emphasis on the economic value of musicals. Writers commonly view 

musicals as money makers for the Festival to finance its real goal of producing Shakespeare and 

the classics. The economic value of musicals is undoubtedly important, and I examine it in detail, 

but it is only one facet of their purpose at Stratford. A typical example of the pressôs reductionist 

view can be seen in Richard Ouzounianôs 2006 Toronto Star article summarizing the history of 

musicals at Stratford wherein he stated unequivocally, ñmoney, of course, drives it all.ò
6
 

Ouzounian also tied the economics of ticket sales to the conceptualization of the mass audience 

as undiscerning when he wrote, ñItôs clear that a big Broadway musical will attract an audience, 

but is it the right audience? Do they come back for weightier plays?ò
7
 In addition to investigating 

the value judgments made by critics like Ouzounian when musicals are assumed to be primarily 

money makers for Stratford, I also give a more nuanced reading of the place of musicals at the 

Stratford Festival in analyzing the actual physical places where they are produced, and how they 

are valued within the company. The aesthetic and entertainment value lenses through which I 

examine musicals at Stratford are necessary counterweights to the dominant economic narrative 

that has been perpetuated by theatre critics and journalists. 

 

                                                 
6
 Richard Ouzounian, ñAllôs well that ends well sung,ò The Toronto Star (May 7, 2006), C5. 

7
 Ibid. 
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BACKGROUND AND TERMINOLOGY, ACT I: THE STRATFORD FESTIVAL 

The Stratford Festival, founded in 1953 by Stratford, Ontario native Tom Patterson, is a 

repertory theatre company with a mandate to produce works of Shakespeare and classical theatre. 

British directors (Tyrone Guthrie, and later Cecil Clarke and Michael Langham), designers 

(Tanya Moiseiwitsch, and later Desmond Heeley) and stars (Alec Guinness, Irene Worth) 

descended on the small Ontario city to join an eager company of Canadians performing 

Shakespearean plays under a gigantic tent by the Avon River. The Festival eventually evolved 

into North Americaôs largest repertory company and one of the most respected classical 

companies of the English-speaking world.
8
 The Stratford Festival has gone through several name 

changes in its history, most often with the removal or re-addition of the word Shakespearean, and 

sometimes with the tag ñof Canada.ò These changes in title and image most often occurred 

during a change in leadership. For the purpose of this dissertation I will refer to the Festival with 

its contemporaneous title when discussing specific historic moments, but will mainly use the 

current (as of 2014) title the Stratford Festival and a shortened handleðthe Festival.  

In addition to works by Shakespeare, the Festival also mounts works of musical theatre. 

Musicals have not always been a part of the Stratford Festival; yet while the focus in the first 

years was exclusively on Shakespeare and the classics, music still played an important role in the 

incidental music of the plays, the fanfares that heralded each performance, and the formation of a 

music festival that brought the likes of Duke Ellington, Oscar Peterson, and Glenn Gould to the 

former railway town. The first fully staged music drama was an opera, The Rape of Lucretia by 

Benjamin Britten, produced at the Festival in its fourth season. Thereafter, operas and a string of 

extremely successful operettas by Gilbert and Sullivan were incorporated into the Festival 

                                                 
8
 For more details see Appendix A: A Brief History of the Stratford Festival. 
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repertory at differing points in the Festivalôs history. Staged music at the Festival continued to 

comprise mostly operas, operettas and a few new Canadian works until 1986, when The Boys 

From Syracuse was staged at Stratford and ushered in a new era of musicals as a part of each 

season. Since the mid-1980s, the Festival has come to rely on musicals as an integral element of 

their seasons, often musicals will run longer than the playsðbeginning previews in May and 

closing in Octoberðand usually at least one musical is given pride of place on the main Festival 

Stage. 

My dissertation fill s a large gap in the literature about the Stratford Festival by addressing 

a topic that has become immensely important to the functioning of the Festival in the last twenty-

five yearsðmusic and musicals. I argue that there is great value in thinking about musicals in the 

broader history of the Stratford Festival, and that histories that have downplayed the role of 

musicals have done a disservice to the genre of musicals and to the Stratford Festival. In making 

this argument, I am interceding in the historiography of the Festival to ensure that musicals are 

given the attention and analysis they deserve. The majority of books written about the Stratford 

Festival have been popular histories about the founding of the Festival or specific moments in its 

history. My dissertation reexamines these histories in order to forefront the role of music and 

musicals at the Stratford Festival, thus redressing the oversights in histories that neglect to 

analyze Stratfordôs relationship with music. What follows is a brief literature review on the 

Stratford Festival, highlighting the central sources used in this study, but also pointing out the 

lack of engagement in the literature with the vital musical aspects of the Festival. 

From its inception to the present, the history of the Stratford Festival has been well 

documented by scholars and writers of popular histories. People intimately involved in the 

creation of the Festival have written books that give readers an insiderôs perspective on the 
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running of the Festival, and these narratives have become the official history of the Festival. 

Tyrone Guthrie, the original Artistic Director, recounts the first three years at Stratford along 

with Grant MacDonald and Robertson Davies in three anecdote-laden books.
9
 The impresario 

behind the Festival, Tom Patterson, also penned a history to share his memories about the first 

years of the Festival.
10

 A 1954 documentary by the National Film Board of Canada entitled The 

Stratford Adventure about the creation of the Festival was widely disseminated after it was 

nominated for an Academy Award.
11

 The Stratford Festival also published a yearly pamphlet 

entitled The Stratford Festival Story that annually reaffirmed the official story of how the 

Festival came to be.
12

 Current official publications from the Stratford Festival that contribute to 

its impressive publicity machine include the season brochures, house programs for each of the 

productions, a yearly souvenir program, an e-newsletter entitled SceneNotes, study guides for 

students and teachers, and promotional videos uploaded to the Stratford Festival YouTube 

channel.
13

 The official publications are supplemented by behind-the-scenes tell-alls,
14

 memoirs 

and biographies of directors and stars associated with the Festival,
15

 and commemorative 

                                                 
9
 Tyrone Guthrie, Robertson Davies, and Grant Macdonald, Renown at Stratford; a record of the Shakespeare 

Festival in Canada, 1953, (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin, 1953); Tyrone Guthrie, Roberston Davies, Twice have the 

trumpets sounded; a record of the Stratford Shakespearean Festival in Canada, 1954, (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin, 

1954); Tyrone Gurthrie, Robertson Davies, Boyd Neel and Tanya Moiseiwitsch, Thrice the brindled cat hath mew'd: 

a record of the Stratford Shakespearean Festival in Canada, 1955, (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin, 1955). 
10

 Tom Patterson and Allan Gould, First stage: the making of the Stratford Festival, (Toronto: McClelland and 

Stewart, 1987),  
11

 National Film Board of Canada, The Stratford Adventure, Directed by Morten Parker, Music by Louis 

Applebaum, 1954. Accessed August 11, 2013, http://www.nfb.ca/film/stratford_adventure 
12

 The Stratford Festival Story, published by the Stratford Festival foundation on a yearly basis between 1959 and 

1984 was widely distributed to Festival members and in press kits, Stratford Festival archives. 
13

 I accessed many of these resources in the Stratford Festival archives. Recent materials are also available on the 

Stratford Festival website: www.stratfordfestival.ca 
14

 Joan Ganong, Backstage at Stratford, (Toronto: Longmans, 1962); Grace Lydiatt Shaw, Stratford under cover: 

memories on tape, (Toronto: NC Press, 1977). 
15

 James Forsyth, Tyrone Guthrie: a biography, (London: Hamilton, 1976); Tyrone Guthrie, A life in the theatre, 

(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959); Tyrone Guthrie, A new theatre, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964); Richard 

Monette and David John Prosser, This rough magic: the making of an artistic director: a memoir, (Stratford, Ont: 

Stratford Festival of Canada, 2007); Walter G. Pitman, Louis Applebaum: a passion for culture, (Toronto: Dundurn 

Group, 2002); Christopher Plummer, In spite of myself: a memoir, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008). 

http://www.nfb.ca/film/stratford_adventure/
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retrospectives celebrating anniversaries of the Festival.
16

 Information about specific productions 

can most often be found in newspaper articles and the near-yearly reviews of the Stratford season 

in The Shakespeare Quarterly. There are also some articles and books that analyze changes in 

artistic direction and financial decisions made at the Festival.
17

 

Most of the sources listed above are not scholarly analyses, but are publications intended 

for the general public commonly available for sale in the Stratford Festival gift shops. The few 

academic works about the Stratford Festival are limited to journal articles,
18

 case studies in 

books about theatre,
19

 and unpublished PhD dissertations, all but one of which were written more 

than twenty-five years ago.
20

 No scholarly monograph about the Stratford Festival has been 

published, and there is little analysis of music and musicals at the Festival beyond newspaper 

articles
21

 and small sections in the retrospectives of the Festival.
22

 My dissertation not only fills a 

gap in the literature about Stratford by addressing the importance of music and musicals there, 

                                                 
16

 Robert Cushman, Fifty seasons at Stratford, (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2002); Martin Hunter, Romancing 

the bard: Stratford at fifty, (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2001); Richard Ouzounian, Stratford gold: 50 years, 50 stars, 

50 conversations, (Toronto: McArthur & Co., 2002); John Pettigrew and Jamie Portman, Stratford: the first thirty 

years. Volume I: 1953-1967, Volume II: 1968-1982, (Toronto: MacMillan of Canada, 1985). 
17

 Robert A. Gaines, John Neville takes command: the story of the Stratford Shakespearean Festival in production, 

(Stratford, Ont: William Street Press, 1987); Martin Knelman, A Stratford tempest, (Toronto: McClelland and 

Stewart, 1982); Peter Parolin, What revels are in hand?: A change of direction at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival 

of Canada, Shakespeare Quarterly 60, no. 2 (2009): 197-224. 
18

 i.e. Kim Solga, ñRealism and the Ethics of Risk at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival,ò Shakespeare Bulletin 28 

no. 4 (Winter 2010): 417-42. 
19

 Richard Paul Knowles, Reading the material theatre, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
20

 Dennis L. Behl, ñTanya Moiseiwitsch: her contribution to theatre arts from 1935-1980,ò PhD diss., (Kent State 

University, 1981); Nora Ren® Campbell, ñThe Stratford Shakespeare Festival of Canada: Revolution of an artistic 

policy (1953-1980) as a basis for its success,ò PhD diss., (University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1982); David Percy 

Edgecombe, ñEducational programs of four North American Shakespeare festivals: Stratford Shakespeare festival, 

the New Jersey Shakespeare festival, the Folger theatre and the Oregon Shakespearean festival (Ontario, 

Washington, D.C.),ò PhD diss., (Kent State University, 1986); Margaret Estelle Groome, ñCanadaôs Stratford 

festival, 1953-1967: Hegemony, commodity, institution.ò PhD diss., (McGill University, 1988); Robert Emmett 

McGill, ñStratford '55: the establishment of convention,ò PhD diss., (University of Michigan, 1972); Anna Racette, 

ñShakespeare in the body: An exploration of student audiences at the Stratford festival.ò PhD diss., (University of 

Toronto, 2007); Euan Ross Stuart, ñAn analysis of productions on the open stage at Stratford, Ontario,ò PhD diss., 

(University of Toronto, 1974). 
21

 Graham George, ñMusic.ò Saturday Night Vol. 79, No. 10 (Oct. 1964), pp. 37-39; Jamie Portman, ñStratfordôs in 

trouble; musicals outdrawing Shakespeare.ò Montreal Gazette Feb. 2, 1991. 
22

 Patterson and Gould, First Stage; Cushman, Fifty Seasons at Stratford. 
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but also intervenes in the current literature about musicals through my analytical framework of 

entertainment value and in providing a Canadian reading of the musical genre. My project will 

be of interest to both musicologists and theatre scholars, to those studying the genre of musical 

theatre and to those interested in Canadian theatre companies, repertory theatre companies, and 

the Stratford Festival specifically. 

 

BACKGROUND AND TERMINOLOGY, ACT II:  MUSICALS 

For the purpose of this dissertation, I use the term music theatre (as distinct from musical 

theatre) as an umbrella term to refer to all types of theatre where music plays more than an 

incidental part. Music theatre in this sense therefore encompasses opera, operetta, and 

musicalsðall genres that rely on sung music, and as such are distinct from other staged arts like 

ballet and mime that use music but rely on movement and dance rather than sung words to tell 

the story. In order to avoid confusion, I have tried to avoid using the term musical theatre in this 

work, but where I do use it, it is as a synonym for the musical comedy or musical play and not as 

a synonym for the umbrella category music theatre. 

My dissertation examines a specific genre of music theatreðthe musical. The core of the 

genre is made up of Golden Age musicals from approximately the 1930s to the 1960s, ñfrom 

Showboat to Sondheimò according to musicologist Geoffrey Block.
23

 This historically specific 

core repertory is reinforced through revivals on Broadway, the West End, and at theatres like 

Stratford, as well as in the musical theatre literature.
24

 It is largely from this central Golden Age 

                                                 
23

 Geoffrey Block, Enchanted evenings: The Broadway musical from Show Boat to Sondheim, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1997). David Hirst used the exact same phrase, in his article, ñThe American musical and the 

American dream: From Show Boat to Sondheim,ò New Theatre Quarterly 1, no. 1 (February 1985): 24-38. 
24

 See: Geoffrey Block, ñThe Broadway canon from Show Boat to West Side Story and the European operatic ideal,ò 

Journal of Musicology 1 (1993): 525-44; William A. Everett and Paul R. Laird, eds. The Cambridge companion to 
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canon of musicals that Stratford has drawn its musical theatre repertoire.
25

 Musicals at Stratford 

are also understandably tied to Shakespearean themes whenever possible, and the musicals that 

are explicitly based on Shakespeareôs plays have been produced more than once since the 

Festival began mounting musicals.
26

  

Musicals hold an uneasy place in the academy because they are an interdisciplinary 

genre. Musicals have an unsettled home in theatre departments, music departments and dance 

departments alike, in part because the interdisciplinary nature of musicals calls for 

interdisciplinarity in their study and few are equipped to talk with equal authority about 

dramaturgy, music and dance. The challenge of interdisciplinarity also exists with opera, but 

musicologists staked a claim on opera long ago, declaring, with the method of study, that music 

is the most important thing about opera. The same sort of claim has not been staked for musicals, 

although, like opera, music is what makes a musical different from other forms of theatre. 

In addition to the challenge of interdisciplinarity, musicals are middlebrow, which I 

believe is the larger reason they are marginalized within the academy. Theatre scholar David 

Savran notes that musicals are a middleclass genre, and as such, have neither the revolutionary 

appeal of working and lower class art, nor the highbrow appeal of ñlegitimateò art.
27

 Musicals 

are easily dismissed as ñonly entertainmentò or ñguilty pleasuresò because they are a middlebrow 

                                                                                                                                                             
the musical, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Denny Martin Flinn, Musical! A grand tour: 

The rise, glory, and fall of an American institution, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1997); Mark N. Grant, The rise 

and fall of the Broadway musical, (Boston, MA: Northeastern Univestity Press, 2004); David Hirst, ñThe American 

musical and the American dream: From Show Boat to Sondheim,ò New Theatre Quarterly 1, no. 1 (February 1985): 

24-38; Raymond Knapp,  The American musical and the formation of national identity, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2005); Kim H. Kowalke, ñTheorizing the Golden Age Musical: Genre, Structure, Syntax,ò in A 

Music- Theoretical Matrix: Essays in Honor of Allen Forte (Part V), ed. David Carson Berry, Gamut 6/2 (2013): 

133ï184; Ethan Mordden, The Golden Age of the Broadway musical. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004; Larry 

Stempel, Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater, (New York:  W. W. Norton, 2010); Joseph P. 

Swain, The Broadway musical: A critical and musical survey. 2d ed. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2002). 
25

 See Chapter Two. 
26

 For a good summary of musicals based on Shakespearean plays, see Irene Dash, Shakespeare and the American 

musical, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010). 
27

 David Savran, ñToward a historiography of the popular,ò Theatre Survey 45, 2 (November 2004), 215-216.  
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genre, belonging to a culture and class that Savran calls ñthe most loathed category for those 

with the leisure and ambition to map American cultural production.ò
28

 Popular music scholar 

Simon Frith writes that the academy has been politically selective in choosing which parts of 

popular culture to reclaim for study, and ñthose consumers who arenôt approved are still 

dismissed as ódupesô in conventional Marxist terms. This is the fate of the middlebrow: the easy 

listener and light reader and Andrew Lloyd Webber fan.ò
29

 To talk about musicals as 

middlebrow is clearly to make assumptions about the class, education and income of the 

audience.
30

 Frith notes ñit would be quite easy to produce a canon of popular texts excluded from 

cultural studies, such exclusion reflecting a contempt for their consumers which derives, in turn, 

from assumptions about their class position and/or social passivity.ò
31

 The term middlebrow, as a 

referential term, places other types of entertainment above (opera, classical theatre) and below 

(movies, pop songs) musicals. In recent years, it has become unfashionable to talk about 

highbrow, lowbrow, and middlebrow, and so the art/entertainment divide has assumed some of 

its place in the discourse. Although I am primarily interested in the framework of entertainment 

value and how it is contrasted with art (see the section below), I still find useful the terms that 

Lawrence Levine articulated so thoughtfully in his seminal Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence 

of Cultural Hierarchy in America.
32

 Other terms like ñmusic of the middleò or ñmass culture 

musicò are not quite accurate to describe musicals, nor do those terms evoke class and taste so 

vividly as does the term middlebrow. 

                                                 
28

 Ibid., 216. 
29

 Simon Frith, ñThe good, the bad, and the indifferent: defending popular culture from the populists,ò Diacritics 21, 

no. 4 (Winter 1991): 104.  
30

 I explore some of these distinctions and the specific audience demographics at Stratford in Chapter Three. 
31

 Frith, ñThe good, the bad, and the indifferent,ò (Winter 1991): 104. 
32

 Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow lowbrow: The emergence of cultural hierarchy in America, (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1988). 
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In the past twenty years or so, there has been a notable number of scholarly works on 

musicals, which have helped move the genre from a marginalized area of study within academe 

to a more respected one. It took established musicologists like Geoffrey Block (who wrote two 

books about Charles Ives before writing Enchanted Evenings
33

) and Raymond Knapp (who 

published books about Brahms and Mahler before publishing his two American Musical andé 

Identity books
34

), and theatre scholars like Scott McMillin (who mainly wrote books about 

Elizabethan drama before writing The Musical as Drama
35

) to help legitimize musicals as 

worthy of serious scholarly study. McMillin posthumously won the George Jean Nathan Award 

for Dramatic criticism in 2006, and Princeton theatre professor Michael Cadden, who nominated 

The Musical as Drama, remarked that the book ñmakes us not so embarrassed to love 

musicals.ò
36

 Caddenôs choice of words is telling, that we are not so embarrassed as we were 

before scholarly books like McMillinôs indicates that some embarrassment about loving musicals 

still lingers within the academy. However, when senior scholars were able to unashamedly 

engage with the study of musicals (likely because they already had ñseriousò credentials in 

musicology or theatre studies), they helped smooth the path for other scholars to write academic 

works about musicals. 

In the goal of carving a place for musicals in the academy, some of the more 

embarrassing aspects of musicals were downplayed in order to make the genre more palatable to 

the uninitiated. Thus, musicologists were more likely to focus on composers who had art music 

training like Gershwin, Bernstein and Sondheim and not devote as much time to ñtunesmithsò 

                                                 
33

 Block, Enchanted Evenings, 1997. 
34

 Raymond Knapp, The American musical and the formation of national identity, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2005) and The American musical and the performance of personal identity, (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2006). 
35

 Scott McMillin, The musical as drama, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
36

 See ñLate CU English Professor receives 2007 Nathan Awardò Cornell Chronicle (January 4, 2008), 

http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2008/01/late-cornell-professor-receives-drama-criticism-award 
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like Irving Berlin or overly popular works by Andrew Lloyd Webber. Many scholars put forth 

their own core repertories of musicals in books that reinforced the Golden Age as the epicentre 

of the musical genre.   

Musical scholarship in the past twenty years has moved beyond the biographies, and 

anecdote-laden, image-heavy histories that dominated the musical theatre section of library 

shelves in days past. In the mid-nineties, texts by Denny Flinn, Richard Kislan, Mark Steyn and 

Ethan Mordden re-examined the history of musicals, analyzing the component parts of musicals 

and how they worked together to form the genre.
37

 These works often ended by discussing the 

ñdeclineò of the American musical, historicizing the genre, and focusing largely on works before 

the ñfall.ò Mark Grant echoed this ñdeclineò narrative in 2004, while Bruce Kirle argued in 2005 

that musicals themselves and the genre as a whole were ñworks in progress.ò
38

 Musicologists 

such as Geoffrey Block and Joseph Swain wrote books that analyzed the music of musicals, 

while presenting a ñcore repertoryò of the genre.
39

 Esteemed presses like Oxford and Routledge 

released ñcompanionsò to the American Broadway musicalðreference books of musicals on 

                                                 
37

 Denny Martin Flinn, Musical! A grand tour: The rise, glory, and fall of an American institution, (New York: 

Schirmer Books, 1997); Richard Kislan, The musical: A look at the American musical theatre, rev. ed. (New York: 

Applause Books, 1995); Mark Steyn, Broadway babies say goodnight: Musicals then and now, (London: Faber and 

Faber, 1997). Between 1997 and 2005, Ethan Mordden published a series of books about the Broadway musical, 

organized by decade, including: Make believe: The Broadway musical in the 1920s, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1997); Coming up roses: the Broadway musical in the 1950s, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998); 

Beautiful mornin': the Broadway musical in the 1940s, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); Open a new 

window: the Broadway musical in the 1960s, (New York: Palgrave for St. Martin's Press, 2001); One more kiss: the 

Broadway musical in the 1970s, (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003); The happiest corpse I've ever seen: the 

last twenty-five years of the Broadway musical, )New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Sing for your supper: the 

Broadway musical in the 1930s, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 
38

 Mark N. Grant, The rise and fall of the Broadway musical, (Boston, MA: Northeastern Univestity Press, 2004); 

Bruce Kirle, Unfinished show business: Broadway musicals as works-in-process, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 

University Press, 2005). 
39

 Joseph P. Swain, The Broadway musical: A critical and musical survey, 2d ed. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 

2002), Block, Enchanted Evenings, 1997. 
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stage and filmðthat expanded on earlier work done by Stanley Green.
40

 Cambridgeôs 

ñcompanionò was a volume of essays from multiple contributors that explored many aspects of 

musicals (on Broadway and beyond), edited by Paul R. Laird and William A. Everett.
41

 In the 

2000s, how different musicals expressed identity became a central focus in the field; books by 

Raymond Knapp and John Bush Jones studying American and personal identity
42

 were joined by 

Andrea Mostôs book about Jews and musicals,
43

 and books by Susan Smith, John Clum, David 

Savran, and Stacy Wolf that variously explored race, gender, and sexuality in musicals.
44

 

Many of the books in the brief literature review above, and articles in journals such as 

Studies in Musical Theatre, paid attention to the art of musicals, bypassing some of the purely 

pleasurable, entertaining aspects, and an emphasis on the ñintegratedò musical emerged. 

Orchestrations that worked to foreshadow events, music that revealed more than lyrics could do 

alone, books that held up on their own as texts for literary analysis, and dance that exposed 

internal character struggles (as in Oklahoma!ôs dream ballet) were examined with the same tools 

academics used to analyze more highbrow forms of music, theatre or dance in their respective 

fields. As scholars worked to take musicals seriously, the Golden Age musicalsðmany of them 

                                                 
40

 Ken Bloom, The Routledge guide to Broadway, (New York: Routledge, 2007); Thomas S. Hischak, The Oxford 

Companion to the American Musical: Theatre, Film, and Television (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); 

Stanley Green, Broadway musicals show by show, (London: Faber and Faber, 1985) and Hollywood musicals year 

by year, (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 1990). 
41

 William A. Everett and Paul R. Laird, eds., The Cambridge companion to the musical, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
42

 Raymond Knapp, The American musical and the formation of national identity, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2005) and The American musical and the performance of personal identity, (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2006); John Bush Jones, Our musicals, ourselves: A social history of the American 

musical theatre, (London: Brandeis University Press, 2003). 
43

 Andrea Most, Making Americans: Jews and the Broadway musical, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2004). 
44

 Susan Smith, The musical: Race, gender and performance, (New York: Wallflower, 2005); John M. Clum, 

Something for the boys: Musical theatre and gay culture, (St. Martinôs Press, 2001); David Savran, A queer sort of 

materialism: Recontextualizing American theatre (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003); Stacy Ellen 

Wolf, A problem like Maria: Gender and sexuality in the American musical, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, 2002) and Changed for good: a feminist history of the Broadway musical, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2010). 
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musical plays instead of musical comediesðwere held up as exemplars of the genre, and some 

of the more spectacular, topical, or revue-style musicals were excluded from the canon. The 

emphasis on the Golden Age of the Broadway musical (which some scholars argue started with 

Show Boat in 1927, and others argue started with Oklahoma! in 1943, but all agree ended in the 

late 1960s, usually after Cabaret in 1966 and before Hair in 1968) in much of the literature led 

some scholars and critics to view musicals as a historical genre whose heyday was past. Larry 

Stempel argues in his book Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater, ñbelief in a 

historical Golden Age inevitably invites unflattering comparisons with the current one.ò
45

 The 

overriding focus on canonical Golden Age musicals in scholarly texts on the genre not only 

allows for the current age to be unfavourably assessed, it also means the core repertory of ñShow 

Boat to Sondheimò
46

 fails to include many of the musicals that interrogated contemporary issues 

and that continued to be immensely popular with audiences in the decades after Hair.  

In the past decade, scholarly books have emerged to redress this gap. Elizabeth 

Wollmanôs book Hard Times, about the largely forgotten subgenre of adult musicals in the 1970s 

joins other recent scholarship like Jessica Sternfeldôs The Megamusical and Wollmanôs first 

book on rock musicals in allowing for a broader understanding of the musical genre.
47

 Wollman 

argues that the focus on commercial and critical successes in the majority of Broadway histories 

has left a gap in the discourse around more modest hits or outright failures (with the important 

exception of Ken Mandelbaumôs book Not Since Carrie: Forty Years of Broadway Musical 

                                                 
45

 Larry Stempel, Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 

Inc., 2010), 655. 
46

 Block, Enchanted Evenings: The Broadway Musical from Show Boat to Sondheim. 
47

 Jessica Sternfeld, The Megamusical, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006); Elizabeth L. Wollman, The 

theater will rock: a history of the rock musical: from Hair to Hedwig, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 

2006) and Hard times: the adult musical in 1970s New York City, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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Flops
48

). In the push to take the genre of musical theatre seriously, the flops and embarrassments 

within the genre are often disregarded or suppressed. These recent books make useful case 

studies for how contemporaneous production and reception can affect later canon formation. 

Books such as Hard Times, The Theatre Will Rock, The Megamusical, Not Since Carrie, and 

Rebels with Applause
49

 broaden the scope of musical theatre scholarship to include forgotten 

subgenres outside the canon, and are welcome additions to the field. 

My own dissertation contributes to this growing field of study that endeavours to take 

musicals seriously, carving a place for their analysis within the academy. I am also interested in 

exploring the historical reasons why musicals were overlooked in music, theatre and dance 

departments for so long. Literature from the fields of dance, music and theatre are all available to 

the scholar of musical theatre, and I have found particularly fruitful ground in the area of 

performativity, as with the recent edited volume Gestures of Music Theatre.
50

 The co-editors of 

that volume, Millie Taylor and Dominic Symonds, write that their exploration draws on 

ñdiscipline-based scholarship from theatre studies, musicology, and cultural studiesò but they 

also use other approaches and methodologies.
51

 Likewise, my dissertation draws inspiration and 

approaches from beyond my primary discipline of musicology. Taylor also wrote the recent book 

Musicals, realism and entertainment,
52

 and my work on entertainment further interrogates the 

important relationship between entertainment and musicals. 

Musicals can be studied from a number of angles; there are fruitful areas of inquiry in 

many facets of cultural studies, economics and sociology. They can be an excellent reflection of 

                                                 
48

 Ken Mandelbaum,  Not since Carrie: Forty years of Broadway musical flops (New York: St. Martinôs Press, 

1991). 
49

 Scott Miller, Rebels with applause: Broadwayôs groundbreaking musicals, (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2001). 
50

 Dominic Symonds and Millie Taylor, eds., Gestures of music theatre: The performativity of song and dance, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
51

 Ibid., 5. 
52

 Millie Taylor, Musical theatre, realism and entertainment, (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2012). 
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American cultureðfor example, if you study the various revivals of Showboat you will get an 

excellent understanding of the way racial relations have evolved since 1927.
53

 However, 

musicals continue to be underrepresented in academia, even though some of the same sorts of 

sociological approaches are used in musical theatre scholarship as in the rest of popular music 

scholarship and theatre studies. I believe this is because the first, primary goal of musicals is to 

entertain. Musicals are unabashedly about and for entertainment, and while popular music 

scholars and cultural theorists have done a great job unpacking terms like popular and 

commercial, there has by and large not been a similar discussion of the term entertainment. 

 

BACKGROUND AND TERMINOLOGY, ACT III:  ENTERTAINMENT VALUE 

Musicologists (especially popular music scholars) have inherited the legacy of the ónewô 

musicology that emerged in the 1980s, introduced when Joseph Kerman called for a change to 

musicology wherein ñmusicologists will become more engaged with music as experience rather 

than as object, with a view to assessing (like literary critics) the value of music and 

demonstrating its importance.ò
54

 Many musicologists embraced this call wholeheartedly. Popular 

music scholars pushed back hard against the dominance of Western Art Music in the academy 

and created a space for popular music by applying cultural (and subcultural) theory to music. 

However, in examining extrinsic values more than intrinsic ones, in arguing for rock and hip hop 

to be valued for its political or social functions, they inadvertently cast doubt on popular musicôs 

                                                 
53

 Lauren Acton, ñCanôt help lovinô dat musical: Show Boat in films and revivals,ò in From Stage to Screen: Musical 

Films in Europe and United States (1927-1961) edited by Massimiliano Sala, 1-17 (Lucca, Italy: Brepols, 2012).  
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 See Joseph Kerman Contemplating music: Challenges to musicology, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
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aesthetic worth. The sociological approach tended to sidestep aesthetic, intrinsic questions about 

the music and also tended to privilege the music of straight malesðmetal, punk, and rock. 

Swinging the pendulum far toward social and political functionality in pop music also 

had the unforeseen consequence that a large portion of pop music went unexamined, namely the 

most popular pop, the music of the middle. Film scholar Richard Dyer thinks this avoidance of 

very popular musics was an inheritance from Adornoôs critiques of popular music. Music that 

was less tied to production and was more vocally anti-establishment was valued more because it 

distanced itself from corporate production and the óculture industry.ô
55

 Popular music scholars 

struggled to carve out a niche for themselves in the academy and managed to do so partly by 

steering clear of the more suspect pop music that was a central part of the music corporate 

establishment. Music like punk that was anti-establishment and somewhat on the fringes of 

music culture achieved a firm central place in popular music discourse within the academy, 

while the music that was at the top of the billboard charts from the same eraðor a Disney 

musical like Beauty and the Beastðtended to be pushed to the margins of academic study. 

In the three decades since Joseph Kerman first made his call to the field, many studies 

have emergedðnotably from feminist and queer perspectivesðthat engage with populist pop. 

Musicologists have become more inclusive not only in the genres we study but also in our 

approaches and theoretical frameworks. Theories about entertainment are found in film theory
56

 

and aesthetic philosophy
57

 and are closely related to the study of pleasure in the arts, both in 
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theatre
58

 and music.
59

 I believe that scholars from many fields will find entertainment theory 

another useful framework for analyzing cultural products, their creation, dissemination and 

reception. 

Entertainment is a ubiquitous term in our óEntertainment eraô and so, as someone who 

studies a genre of music that is chiefly about entertainment, I have found an analysis 

entertainment value to be very useful. Philosopher Richard Shusterman and film scholar Richard 

Dyer have each explored the term entertainment and have argued for it to be taken seriously. 

Richard Dyer imagines a conversation in which two people discuss an entertainment one has 

seen; the first person asks ñWhat did you think of it?ò and the second person responds, ñWell it 

wasnôt good, but it was entertaining.ò
60

 When this type of exchange occurs, it is evident that, 

even when someone does not think something has aesthetic value and is not defending its social 

or political role, he or she can still feel enjoyment. There is something else s/he is valuing, and 

that something is entertainment value. Simon Frith makes the important point that the social, 

political, aesthetic pleasures of entertainment are intertwined: ñone of the more foolish 

consequences of the spurious distinctions between art and entertainment (or between high and 

low culture) is the suggestion that to be entertained is to suspend all moral or aesthetic 

judgement.ò
61

 People make value judgments about what they see and hear, and just because 
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somebody buys a ticket to a show does not mean they thought it was good, or enjoyable. To rely 

on sales figures alone as a measure for popular taste and value is to discount peopleôs 

engagement (or lack thereof) with entertainment.
62

 

The value that entertainment provides to people is enmeshed with socio-political and 

aesthetic values that people find in many forms of entertainment. Nonetheless, I believe that if all 

the other values (economic, aesthetic, social, political, etc.) were stripped away, there would still 

be something leftða nugget of pleasure that we call being entertained. This is entertainment 

value; it is a value felt on an experiential level. Dyer believes that entertainment shows us ñhow 

to be critical of the way things are by feeling how else they might be.ò
63

 Entertainment works at 

the level of affect, of emotions. Music is perhaps especially effective at tapping into emotions 

that exist beyond the bounds of language, but are deeply felt. Dyer quotes Susanne K. Langer, 

who argues, ñMusic is a tonal analogue of emotive life.ò
64

 Dyer provides a schema for how and 

why entertainment works, by positing that it fulfills needs that capitalistic societies promise (but 

often fail) to meet. These are not needs manufactured by marketers or advertisers, but are real 

social tensions or absences that are met by entertainment, especially when the entertainment is 

escapist and utopian, as is the case with many musicals. Thus, the needs of scarcity, exhaustion, 

dreariness, manipulation and fragmentation are met in utopian entertainments by abundance, 

energy, intensity, transparency and community.
65

 The temporary escape into a utopian world is 

one of the many values (or pleasures) that entertainment can provide. However, when aesthetic 
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or sociopolitical pleasures seem lacking in certain forms of entertainment, there is a tendency on 

the part of cultural critics to minimize the values these entertainments do provide. In these cases, 

the term entertainment is used dismissively or even pejoratively. The title of Dyerôs book, Only 

Entertainment, clearly displays that, conceptually, entertainment is almost always attended by 

value judgments that compare it with something else. Often, it is contrasted with art. 

Shusterman, as a philosopher of art, approaches entertainment aesthetically. He writes, 

ñBecause the concept of entertainment is deeply and complexly related to the concept of art, and 

because it is also broader and older than the concept of popular art, its analysis can be instructive 

not only for the question of popular art but for aesthetics as a whole.ò
66

 Shusterman does not 

explicitly put forth a definition of entertainment, but instead defends its pleasures. He argues not 

only for a reevaluation of pleasure as a whole (and the understanding of the complexity of 

pleasuresðfrom gaudium to jouissance to schadenfreude), but also for an understanding and 

acceptance of ólowô pleasures. He asks us to not only look at the positive functions of 

entertainment (such as providing relaxation and amusement) but to also consider entertainment 

value for itself, intrinsically and aesthetically. 

Entertainmentôs link with pleasure is very basic on some levels; when someone is 

entertained, she feels pleasure. Richard Dyer emphasizes the importance of pleasure to our 

concept of entertainment, ñwhile pleasure has surely always been intended and taken in artefacts 

and performances, the idea of entertainment is distinctive in its emphasis on the primacy of 

pleasure, ahead or even instead of practical, sacred, instructional or political aims and 

functions.ò
67

 Both Dyer and Shusterman consider pleasure intrinsic to the study of entertainment. 
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Bertolt Brecht also felt strongly about the value of pleasure in entertainment; in his belief in the 

nobility and dignity of pleasure, he wrote that attempting to remove the pleasure from art would 

be to debase it.  

From the very first it has been the theatreôs business to entertain people, as it also has 

of all the other arts. It is this business which always gives it its particular dignity; it 

need no other passport than fun, but this it has got to haveé Thus what the ancients, 

following Aristotle, demanded of tragedy is nothing higher or lower than that it 

should entertain peopleé And the catharsis of which Aristotle writesðcleansing by 

fear and pity, or from fear and pityðis a purification which is performed not only in 

a pleasurable way, but precisely for the purpose of pleasure. To ask or accept more of 

theatre is to set oneôs mark too low.
68

 

 

He notes that there are a variety of pleasures that theatre can create, and that they are not all 

equal. For Brecht, the greater and more complex the pleasures, the greater is the work of art. 

The term guilty pleasure is often invoked when certain forms of mass entertainment 

(reality television, genre fiction, gossip magazines, etc.) are discussed. Comedian Tim Minchin 

says that these types of guilty pleasures ñshow an incredibly low threshold for both guilt and 

pleasure.ò To him, a guilty pleasure would be something like ñdoing cocaine while youôre 

babysitting or cancelling your monthly payment to your sponsor child so you can afford to buy a 

second iPad.ò
69

 What Minchin is getting at is that in the common usage of the term, the óguiltô in 

a guilty pleasure is mildðor it should be. There may be some heavier guilt in liking a rap song 

that is misogynistic or a country song that is racist,
70

 but most guilty pleasures are óguiltyô for 

aesthetic reasons rather than political or social reasons. In guilty pleasures, the guilt is in 

knowing that we are making a decision to like something that our community tells us is not good 
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taste. When Cadden and Wollman referenced some peoplesô embarrassment about enjoying 

musicals, they were acknowledging that the entire genre is sometimes seen as a guilty pleasure. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer states, ñtaste, in its essential nature, is not private, but a social 

phenomenon of the first order.ò
71

 We therefore feel guilty about enjoying something our society 

labels as bad taste. 

As Pierre Bourdieu writes in Distinction, ñtaste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. 

Social subjects, classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they 

make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their 

position in the objective classifications is expressed or betrayed.ò
72

 Taste is constructed and 

deconstructed in socially and historically specific ways; gatekeepers (who are often invested in 

preserving the status quo) delineate the parameters of good taste. However, taste is also 

personalðit is revealing to tell other people what we like or hate, and can forge or break social 

bonds when others agree or disagree with us. I admit that part of my motivation in choosing to 

analyze musicals in my dissertation was to defend my own pleasure in musicals to those who 

have questioned it, and to analyze the taste worlds I inhabit, growing up with the Stratford 

Festival close by, participating in musicals from a young age, and also receiving formal training 

in art music before pursuing musicology and cultural studies. 

Bourdieu states that there are three routes by which an artwork achieves legitimacy, one 

route is that it conforms to the dominant óbourgeoisô taste, but the second route allows for avant-

garde works to emerge in art that is created for appreciation by other artists, and the final route 

ñis the principle of legitimacy which its advocates call ópopular,ô i.e. the consecration bestowed 
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by the choice of ordinary consumers, the ómass audience.ò
73

 Many guilty pleasures are 

legitimized by their popularity but have not been legitimized by artists and/or tastemakers. Thus 

if I  name a musical like Legally Blonde a guilty pleasure, I am really setting up a binary that 

opposes aesthetic judgment with enjoyment. This binary is at the heart of the distinction between 

art and entertainment and is tied to cultural and class distinctions of high and low.  

Entertainment and art have a great deal of overlap, and at its broadest definition, 

entertainment encompasses art, yet distinctions between the two are continuously underlined in 

cultural critiques, in journalism, in lines drawn in the sand between genres and styles, and in 

everyday conversation. The division between art and entertainment is inevitably mapped onto 

distinctions of high and low culture, art, and class. As Shusterman puts it, ñunderlying the 

stubborn hierarchical dichotomy between high and popular art there is a far more basic contrast 

at workðart versus entertainment. Yet the complex network of language games deploying these 

concepts reveals that entertainment is not simply contrasted to art but often identified with art as 

an allied or subsuming category.ò
74

 High/low and art/entertainment categorizations and 

distinctions are subjective and happen on continuumsðor in Bourdieuian ófieldsôðthat are 

constantly being restructured by the practitioners, critics, and audiences of the art/entertainment 

world. In the world of musicals, the Golden Age musicals tend to be high and musicals based on 

movies are low, but in the broader worlds of music or theatre, all musicals are usually ranked as 

lower (more toward the entertainment side of the art/entertainment continuum) than opera or 

classical theatre. 
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Shusterman historicizes the high/low duality in the Romantic era as it emerged in the 

philosophy of art. He notes that while Kant used the term entertainment to refer to both high 

(disinterested pleasure in beauty) and low (interested pleasure in the agreeable) in his Critique of 

Judgment,
75

 it was with Hegel that entertainment came to refer to the low in particular, when he 

insisted that art should be ófreeô from external functions and uses. In his Lectures Hegel stated, 

ñit is of course the case that art can be used as a fleeting play, affording recreation and 

entertainment, decorating our surroundings, giving pleasantness to the externals of our lifeò
76

 but 

Hegel turned his attention away from the entertaining, recreational functions of art to intrinsic 

value, because only when freed of extrinsic considerations was ñfine art truly art, and it only 

fulfils its supreme task when it has placed itself in the same sphere as religion and philosophy.ò
77

 

Hegel was one of the most influential Romantics in his ideas of autonomous art and functional 

entertainment; Shusterman laments, ñthis Hegelian attitude still sadly dominates contemporary 

aesthetics, whose idealist turn has privileged, in the realm of art, truth over beauty and 

pleasure.ò
78

  Shusterman points out logical inconsistencies in the utility/free argument put 

forward by Hegel and endorsed by philosophers like Hannah Arendt; he writes, ñHegel does not 

really leave these fine arts free. For he imperiously assigns them their highest taské servitude to 

God, truth and the ideal.ò
79

 Similarly, Arendt ñclaims to regard art and beauty as pure ends of 

delightful appearance with no functional reference to life, [but] she actually ends up insisting that 
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they perform perhaps the greatest service to lifeðits justification through immortalization.ò
80

 

Because even Hegel and Arendt want art to serve a (high) function, the function/autonomy 

divide collapses upon inspection into a divide between high and low (often class-based) 

functions. This classist snobbery is part of what I examine in this work when so called popular, 

mass and low entertainments are contrasted with elite, high arts. 

Those practitioners who find themselves on the entertainment or low side of the 

continuum often embrace their stature by satirizing high art. Lawrence Levine writes that several 

Americans, including John Philip Sousa, expressed antagonism toward European art music. In 

Hollywood films ñit became common for classical musicians to be portrayed as silly, pretentious, 

and archaic.ò
81

 The antagonism some American artists held toward European art music, theatre 

and dance can also be seen in the rejection of European-derived operetta in favour of home-

grown musicals in the 1910s and late 1930s.
82

 Stratford, too, has vacillated between its colonial 

ties to England in its Shakespearean focus, and the frequent desire artistic directors had for 

Stratford to be Canadaôs national theatre, reflecting Canadian identity and independence back to 

Canadian audiences.  

Richard Dyer notes that the classical European art / American popular entertainment 

dualism was acted out in several musical films, with entertainment and art partially reconciling 

through the romantic union of the lead couple. In the Hollywood vision of events, entertainment 

usually took the upper hand: ñIn Funny Face, the central contradiction is between art and 

entertainment, and this is further worked through in the antagonism between the central couple, 
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Audrey Hepburn (art) and Fred Astaire (entertainment).ò
83

 Astaire often represented 

entertainment in his movies. In The Band Wagon his character is suspicious of high art, 

represented by the director of Oedipus Rex, and he and his collaborators show the director the 

joys of entertainment in an anthem to the formðñThatôs Entertainment!òðquoted as the 

epigraph of this chapter. In Silk Stockings Astaireôs American hedonism and taking pleasure in 

music and life is contrasted with Cyd Charisseôs Soviet character looking for usefulness in music 

and life. Fred and Ginger also waged battles with each other on the grounds of art versus 

entertainment. This trope allowed for some great dance routines that were based on fusions and 

the appropriations of once ólowô forms like tap to higher realms. Through the romantic 

reconciliation of Astaire and his partner at the end of his films, audiences were taught that art and 

entertainment could each be valued and could bring value to each other, but without 

entertainment art would be stuffy and boring. 

What is categorized as high or low may change over time, but the high/low binary itself 

remains. Philosopher William Irwin writes, ñWe canôt live with or without the distinction 

between high and low art.ò
84

 Ted Cohen calls the distinction ñindefensible but indispensable.ò
85

 

So too, the art/entertainment division remains a useful, if not always palatable, tool. While it is 

important to acknowledge that art and entertainment are aligned and often overlap, no doubt we 

will also continue to use the terms in opposition in quotidian practice and continue to draw 

distinctions between what we enjoy and what we appreciate. 
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The overarching theoretical framework for this dissertation is a theory of entertainment 

that addresses the multifaceted nature of entertainment by examining aesthetic, economic, and 

socio-political factors in addition to the entertainment value of any particular work. In the past 

fifteen to twenty years, scholars such as David Deacon have presented models for holistic 

approaches to media studies. Deacon is especially concerned with combining analyses of 

production and consumption in order to gain a better understanding of how different media work. 

He argues, ñdissociation fosters a tendency among researchers to underestimate, and even deny, 

the complexities of social and cultural processes beyond their immediate purview.ò
86

 In order to 

avoid myopic analyses, and to access and examine the nuances of entertainment (like musicals) 

that contain a complex node of values in the way they are produced, disseminated, and 

consumed, I have found a holistic approach to be indispensible.  

Jonathan Burston, a media studies scholar who has analyzed the effects of megamusicals 

on the global theatre ecology, wrote of his holistic approach that tied together commercial, 

production-based, and aesthetic practices, ñif an organisational examination of the megamusical 

phenomenon reiterates any theoretical lesson for media and cultural studies, it is that each of 

these moments of practice is intimately connected, and none can be considered as discrete from 

the others if changes under way within the live-entertainment economy are to be comprehended 

profitably.ò
87

 So too with musicals at Stratford, I have found that their role can only be fully 

understood by examining the many different types of values they have for the Festival, as well as 

what the Festival context brings to the genre of musicals.  
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In examining the place of musicals at Stratford, I argue that neither the economic value 

nor the aesthetic worth of the musicals can be examined in isolation to justify the place of 

musicals at a classical festival; therefore the aesthetics and economics of the musicals must be 

taken in conjunction with the entertainment value in order to reveal the overall value of musicals 

at the Festival. My use of the term entertainment value refers to the pleasure a person takes in 

entertainment when he or she enjoys a work for its own sake. It is a value that can be teased out 

from economic, aesthetic and social or political values. Of course, these values are often 

intertwined and entertainment value does not exist in a sociological vacuumðwhen we feel 

pleasure and enjoyment, part of our response is socially conditionedðbut I distinguish 

entertainment value from sociological approaches such as Marxism, feminism, subcultural 

theory, etc., that have dominated cultural studies and the discourse about music in recent years. 

The value of entertainment is felt not just by the entertained, but also by the entertainer, and the 

desire to share art with a wider public is a desire I call the entertainment impulse. 

By including entertainment value in my approach to the study of musicals at Stratford, I 

give an in-depth reading of entertainment at the Festival. I maintain that entertainment value can 

be assessed by comparing the critical reception of works with box office receipts. In places 

where there is a discrepancy between how well a work was received critically and how well it 

was attended, I looked for instances of entertainment value making up the difference by 

analyzing the language used by the critics. In addition to the economic/commercial, aesthetic and 

socio-political factors present in musicals, studying the entertainment value of musicals presents 

a well-rounded analysis of the musicals and the many roles they fulfill at the Stratford Festival. It 

is an approach that attempts to balance text and context(s) partially by acknowledging the 
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hierarchies of genre within the musical and theatrical worlds and highbrow/lowbrow 

considerations within the canon of musical theatre.

AIMS AND SCOPE  

This dissertation examines the role of musicals at the Stratford Festival, addressing why the 

artistic team included them in the first place and how their role within the Festival has evolved 

over time. In particular, I consider the extent to which musicals have altered the mandate of the 

Festival, changed the make-up of the company, and induced a different type of audience to make 

the trip to Stratford. I argue that musicals are not solely included in the Festival to put óbums in 

seatsô and thus to help cover the cost of riskier (and potentially less well attended) productions; 

rather, I show that in recent years the musicals themselves have grown riskier, suggesting that 

musicals at Stratford are chosen for aesthetic reasons as well as economic reasons. Stratford has 

recently produced new Canadian musicals, with no guarantee that they will attract an audience, 

but instead to support the creation of new musicals in Canada. I aim to show that the value of 

musicals at the Festival cannot be reduced to monetary value alone. There are complex social, 

political, and aesthetic reasons for the inclusion of specific musicals in specific seasons. My 

dissertation explores these reasons and puts forth a nuanced reading of the place of musicals at 

Stratford. 

As many theatre companies and opera companies turn to more commercial and populist 

works to help bring new audience members through their doors, it is worth exploring how this 

unfolds. Art forms that had previously had separate venues and companies are more frequently 

being juxtaposed in one single context. For example, several opera companies are including 

musicals in their seasons, offering works by Verdi and Sondheim to the same subscription 
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audience, but also hoping to attract new operagoers to La Traviata by bringing them into the 

opera house with Sweeny Todd. These juxtapositions shed light on the cultural fracas between 

so-called high and low art forms, and the ways in which the valuation of these works are re-

evaluated in new contexts by new audiences. The Stratford Festival therefore serves as a case 

study for how and why a company dedicated to classical forms of theatre integrated a 

commercial genreðthe musicalðinto its mandate. I hope that my examination of the place of 

musicals at Stratford will prove a useful model for others who wish to explore the value of 

musicals in particular or the value of recontextualized arts more generally. 

I have chosen to limit my study to a specific placeðthe Stratford Festivalðand a specific 

genreðthe musical. However, in the first two chapters I consider Stratfordôs Music Festival 

(1955-1975), its incidental music, and other types of musical theatre because I argue that the 

high value that Stratford directors placed on live music in the early years of the Festival provided 

for a natural transition to musicals in the mid-eighties. Nevertheless, while I do discuss some of 

the operas and operettas produced at Stratford, the main focus of this work is on the musicals that 

Stratford produced after 1985. I provide context for what was going on in the worlds of theatre 

and music outside the Stratford Festival at various points throughout my dissertation, but my 

scope can be parsed as: ñmusicals at the Stratford Festival, 1986-2014,ò which, at one to four 

musicals per year, provides plenty of material for analysis. 

My goal is to understand and explain the place of musicals and their role in the Festival 

and what that reveals about musicals as a genre and the Festival as a venue. In pursuing that goal, 

I have attempted to answer the following questions:  

1. Why were musicals included in the repertoire of a company dedicated to classical 

theatre? 
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2. What is the role of musicals at the Festival and how has their role evolved since the 

1980s? 

  

3. What types of musicals are included in the repertoire, and what does the inclusion of 

these musicals say about the Festival and the canon of musical theatre? 

 

4. How has the inclusion of musicals altered the personnel and structure of the company? 

  

5. How does an American art form (the musical) fit into a classical theatre company (with 

heavy British influence) in Canada, and how have Canadian musicals fared the few times 

they have been mounted? 

 

6. Are musicals produced at the Stratford Festival different in form or nature from musicals 

presented elsewhere (i.e. Toronto, West End, Broadway)? 

 

I examine many important aspects of the production and reception of musicals at a 

classical repertory festival and show how the role of the musicals was created and maintained, 

and why musicals matter to the Stratford Festival. Further, I hope that this exploration of the 

place of musicals in a classical repertory company continues the work of scholars such as 

Raymond Knapp, Geoffrey Block, Andrea Most, David Savran, Stacy Wolf and many others 

who have approached musicals seriously, as a genre worthy of scholarly attention, thus 

encouraging other scholars to take musicals seriously. My research therefore contributes to the 

growing field of musical theatre scholarship and the wider field of cultural theory. I combine 

aspects of aesthetics, economics, socio-political and cultural factors in my analysis of the 

entertainment value of musicals at the Stratford Festival. In so doing, I present a holistic 

approach to works of entertainment that will be useful to scholars of both high and popular 

culture. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

For this study, I conducted two main types of research: interviews and archival research. I have 

also relied on secondary research in the form of books published by and about the Stratford 
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Festival, contemporaneous reviews of musicals at Stratford, and the growing body of scholarly 

books about musical theatre. Since I began this project in 2012, I have seen every musical 

produced at Stratford, and I am also able to call upon my recollections of the musicals I have 

seen there over the past 20 years, since I first attended a school performance of The Pirates of 

Penzance in 1994. Whenever possible, I have also attended many of Stratfordôs other offerings, 

including plays, concerts, showcases, tours and ñmeet the companyò events. All of these 

experiences proved fruitful sources of material and inspiration for this project.  

I conducted the majority of my interviews with informants in person between August 

2012 and September 2013 in Stratford and Toronto. I also conducted phone interviews and 

corresponded by email when meeting with my interview subjects in person was not feasible. I 

put out a general call to actors, directors and musicians through Stratfordôs internal contact list as 

well as reaching out through websites and social media, and snowballing from personal 

contacts.
88

 My informants all communicated to me that they were happy to further the cause of 

musicals at the Stratford Festival by donating their time to talk with me about musicals. I thank 

them all for generously sharing their experiences. 

In addition to interviews, my other source of primary material was archival research that I 

conducted in two large archives: the Stratford Festival archives in Stratford, Ontario and the 

Louis Applebaum fonds in the Clara Thomas archives at York University. Former music director 

of the Festival, Louis Applebaum, donated a wealth of materials about Stratford to the York 

University archives, including photographs, correspondence, programs, audition notes, scores 

and recordings. At the Stratford archives, I was able to view archival videos of productions I 

could not attend in person, watch recorded interviews, see production photographs, set 
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maquettes, house and souvenir programs, and internal documents such as administration records 

and box office data. Some of the archival documents were not available to researchers and not all 

of the data I found in the Stratford archives could be published. In particular, I was asked not to 

share the raw numbers from the box office, as they do not always provide an accurate picture of 

attendance figures or the financial success of certain shows or the Festival as a whole. In addition 

to research in the Applebaum fonds and the Stratford archives, I conducted primary research in 

the CBC archives and with holdings at the Toronto Reference Library.  

 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

In the first two chapters of this dissertation I examine the relationship of music to the Stratford 

Festival with specific focus on the early years of the Festival before musicals became the 

dominant form of staged music at the Festival. Louis Applebaum was the first Festival Music 

Director and was instrumental in making music an important part of the Festival from the first 

day. Chapter One focuses on Applebaumôs contribution including the composition of the Festival 

fanfares, the incidental music, conducting the Festival orchestra, creating a congress of Canadian 

composers at Stratford, and musically directing staged works such as operas and operettas. I also 

write about Applebaumôs successors including Glenn Gould, Oscar Shumsky, Alan Laing and 

Berthold Carrière. In Chapter Two, I examine the operas and operettas that Stratford produced 

during its first 30 years. I interrogate some of the valuations that accompany genre distinctions 

and explore issues of canon. I also examine how the works that were chosen reflected the wider 

trends in theatre and Canadian national identity.  

In those first two chapters, I argue that the Music Festival has had two important legacies 

for the Festival. First, the separation between the musical and dramatic sides of the Festival was 
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quite wide in the Music Festival years (1955-1975), and that separation continues to resonate in 

the way musicals and musical actors are often segregated from the rest of the works and 

company. Secondly, and more positively, the activities and successes of the Music Festival led to 

a tradition of active composers, acting singers and musicians being associated with and 

employed by the Festival, so that musicals arose very naturally out of this music rich 

environment. 

Economics are a big part of keeping a festival the size of Stratford afloat, and my third 

chapter focuses on how the commercial needs of the Festival can influence the artistic 

considerations at the Festival. I explore how the Festival was created to replace Stratfordôs major 

industry, and how it is therefore responsible for the livelihoods of many Stratfordians as a direct 

employer and in the tourism trade that sprang up around it. I examine the ticket sales, 

government funding, sponsorship and ancillary revenue of the Festival, and how the disparate 

desires and agendas of the ticket-buying public, the government, and big business can influence 

artistic decisions. In this chapter I also unpack the history of musicals as a commercial genre of 

theatre, and how they have been treated as the ñcash cowò at Stratford by many critics. 

In my fourth chapter I examine the politics of space and place at Stratford especially as it 

relates to the four different stages used by the Festival. I give a history of each theatre at 

Stratfordðthe Festival stage, the Avon, the Tom Patterson Theatre (formerly the Third Stage), 

and the Studio Theatre. I then examine where the music theatre and concerts have historically 

been staged at Stratford, where the musicals are currently staged, and how the politics of place 

has influenced the reception of musicals at Stratford. In this chapter I also explore the special 

considerations for directors, actors and designers when mounting musicals on a thrust, or open, 
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stage. In a short case study after Chapter Four, I compare different productions of the same 

musical when they have been mounted at both the Avon and Festival theatres. 

In my fifth chapter, I rely on interview data with the actors, musicians, and artists who 

create musicals at the Stratford Festival to interrogate how musicals and the people involved in 

them fit into the company as a whole. I explore the nature of repertory theatre, and how everyone 

at the Festival usually participates in more than one production each season. Frequently, the way 

the actors are cross-cast ensures that all the musically trained actors are in two musicals, and all 

the classically trained actors are in two plays. I examine the training of the actors and how 

Stratford provides further training in their own conservatory. I also investigate the ñcompany 

within a companyò phenomenonðlooking at seasons when the musical actors were almost 

completely separate from the rest of the Stratford company, and at years where an attempt was 

made to counteract this trend by casting classical actors in musicals and vice versa. 

Finally, I conclude my dissertation with a chapter that summarizes my findings and pulls 

together the economic, aesthetic and socio-political strands that emerged in the earlier chapters, 

giving a complex and nuanced reading of the place of musicals at Stratford. The main goal of my 

dissertation is to examine the role played by musicals at the Stratford Festival. I argue that 

musicals cannot be reduced to their economic value alone, any more than they can be fully 

encapsulated by their entertainment value or their aesthetic value. Each of these values informs 

the place of musicals at a classical repertory festival. I address each of these concerns separately, 

as outlined in the chapter breakdown above, before examining the ways they interrelate and 

coming to some conclusions about how the Stratford Festival approaches the genre of musicals 

and how musicals alter and expand the mandate of the Stratford Festival. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE STRATFORD  FESTIVAL AND ITS MUSIC  

Here will we sit, and let the sounds of music/ Creep in our ears. 

- William Shakespeare
89

 

 

When it sounds good, it is good. 

- Duke Ellington
90

 

On a warm June evening in 2013, the lobby of the Stratford Festival theatre was filled 

with the strains of music composed by Louis Applebaum, the first director of music at the 

Festival. The performance, part of the Festivalôs ñNight Musicò series, was a tribute to 

Applebaumôs music, performed by a group of four women known as The Festival Gems. The 

concert began, appropriately, with the fanfare that Applebaum composed to greet the audience at 

the very first performance of the Stratford Shakespearean Festival on July 13, 1953. The 

international and glittering crowd at that first première was there to see Alec Guinness as 

Richard III intone ñNow is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this sun of 

York,ò but before the audience heard a word of Shakespeare, they were greeted by Applebaumôs 

fanfare. The fanfare has been played before the start of every performance at the Stratford 

Festival theatre since that first night. Another fanfare by Applebaum is played at every 

intermission to call the audience back to their seats for the second half. Applebaum biographer 

Walter Pitman asserts that apart from the national anthem, these Stratford fanfares have been 

played more often than any other Canadian composition.
91

 For more than sixty seasons, these 

fanfares have welcomed theatre goers to the iconic Festival Theatre. 

                                                 
89

 William Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice Act 5, Scene 1. 
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 Walter Pitman, Louis Applebaum: A Passion for Culture, (Toronto: The Dundurn Group, 2002), 102. Pitman 
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Illustration 1.1: Fanfare musicians at the Festival Theatre. 

Stratford Festival Publicity. Photo by Krista Dodson. 

 

By 2013, the fanfares had become so well known to Festival patrons that musical 

directors began taking liberties with them. At the Applebaum tribute concert, The Festival Gems 

gave an a cappella rendition of the fanfare to open the concert. They imitated the sounds of 

horns with their voices to knowing and appreciative chuckles from the audience. The standard 

instrumentation of four brass and one drum played the fanfare before two of the four plays at the 

Festival Theatre in 2013, but for the productions of Romeo and Juliet and The Merchant of 

Venice the instrumentation was altered. During some scenes in Romeo and Juliet, musicians 

playing a viol, lute, recorder and drum performed onstage, and this group of musicians also 

played a Renaissance-style arrangement of Applebaumôs fanfare before the performance. The 
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instrumentation of the fanfare thus gave the audience at Romeo and Juliet a sense of the 

Elizabethan setting before they even set foot inside the auditorium. Antoni Cimolinoôs 

production of The Merchant of Venice was set in 1930s fascist Italy and the fanfare in this case 

was played on snare drum, trombone, saxophone, clarinet and violin in a klezmer-infused 

version.
92

 The fanfare in these instances functioned as aural markers of time and place that 

brought the setting of the plays outside the theatre proper, thus extending the experience of 

attending these specific Stratford shows beyond the stage. On top of the fanfaresô normal 

function of celebrating the playgoing experience at Stratford in general, the reorchestrated 

fanfares added another layer that was about celebrating that production in particular. When an 

audience member steps outside the auditorium and into the lobby space of the theatre during 

intermission, they are entering a liminal spaceðpartly still in the world of the play and partly in 

the quotidian world. The new arrangements of Applebaumôs fanfares served as musical bridges 

that refocused the playgoersô attention into the world of the play before re-entering the 

auditorium for the second act. 

The founding artistic director of the Festival, Tyrone Guthrie, was a proponent of pomp 

and pageantry. He believed that theatregoers should attend a festival like Stratford with a sense 

of occasion. In the first years of the Festival, a cannon shot was sounded at the beginning of each 

performance to cap off the fanfare.
93

 The symbolic resonance of a brass fanfare and ceremonial 

cannon shots aligned the Stratford Shakespearean Festival with important royal, military and 

civic events. Applebaum was hired by Guthrie to compose incidental music for the plays and to 

conduct the orchestra, but it is the fanfare, more than any of Applebaumôs other compositions, 
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that has come to represent the sense of occasion at the Festival that Guthrie so prized. The 

fanfares are sonic markers of the Festival, representing the pageantry and festive spirit with 

which the Festival was created. Their central role in the Stratford experience points to a 

significant facet of the Festival that is often overlooked by Stratford Festival historians, audience 

members and even performersðthe music. 

Many monographs have been written about the Stratford Festival but none has been 

devoted to the music of the Stratford Festival, although music has played an important role at 

Stratford since its inception. In fact, from 1955 until 1965, the Festival was referred to as the 

Stratford Festival of Drama and Music and this musical emphasis can easily be tracked in the 

Festivalôs promotional materials (see Illustration 1.2).
94

  In this chapter I explore the role of 

music at the Stratford Festival, addressing an aspect vital to its history and character that has 

long been neglected. I look at the history of the Music Festival and the ambitious plans of 

Festival music directors such as Louis Applebaum, Oscar Shumsky and Glenn Gould for music 

at the Stratford Festival. From incidental music for the plays, to the concert series, Chapter One 

is devoted to an examination of the musical life at the Stratford Festival beyond music theatre. I 

argue that the emphasis on developing a musical side to the Festival in its early history set the 

stage for the successful inclusion of operettas and American musicals into a Shakespeare festival. 
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Illustration 1.2: Stratford Visitorôs Pamphlet, 1961, productions divided by drama and music 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, ASC 33042 

 



 

 41 

MUSIC AT THE STRATFORD FESTIVAL 

Plays, especially Shakespearean plays, at Stratford differ from versions of the same play 

produced elsewhere partly due to the fact that all the incidental music is newly composed for 

each production. Music is very rarely reused from production to production; thus, at the 2013 

tribute concert to Applebaum, the vocal quartet Festival Gems performed three different settings 

of ñSigh No More Ladiesò from Much Ado About Nothing. Applebaum worked closely with the 

each of the directors for three distinct productions, and because each production of Much Ado 

was differentðset in a different time, highlighting different aspects of the storyðeach of 

Applebaumôs settings of ñSigh No More Ladiesò differed.
95

 Applebaum published some of his 

Stratford compositions, including his three versions of ñSigh No More Ladies,ò in A Folio of 

Shakespearean Songs that he adapted for medium voice and piano. In Applebaumôs introduction 

to the folio he wrote: 

Since its founding in 1953, the Stratford Festival has commissioned an original music 

score for each of its Shakespearean productions. The songs which Shakespeare 

introduced into his plays have therefore been set, by now several times each, 

according to the style of production determined by the stage director that year. Thus a 

song like Much Ado About Nothingôs ñSigh No More, Ladiesò, in 1958 reflected an 

Elizabethan period, in 1980 an early 19
th
 century setting and a pompous singer while, 

in 1987, another director placed his version of the play in the 1890s, suggesting a 

barber-shop quartet treatment.
96

 

 

Applebaum was hired in the first season to compose incidental music for the plays, 

setting a precedent that new music would be composed for every Stratford production thereafter. 

This unique aspect of Stratford productions helped to set them apart from other theatre 
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 42 

companies that used established compositions and/or commercial recordings for incidental music 

and songs. In a review of the 1980 production of Much Ado, William Littler of the Toronto Star 

commented on the important role music played in the production: 

[Music] is one of the hallmarks of the Stratford approach to theatre, as characteristic as 

the thrust stage itself. Not many theatre companies in our day incorporate incidental 

music into their productions. Most canôt afford it, some donôt want it or need it. But a 

classical theatre company such as Stratford hasnôt much choice. Shakespeare without 

music is Shakespeare incomplete.
97

 

 

Shakespeareôs plays are full of music, of songs and dances and clear textual references to music 

being performed.
98

 Actors are often required to sing and musicians frequently appear onstage, 

both when indicated by the text and at the directorôs discretion. Although there are Elizabethan 

settings of Shakespeareôs songs that have been used at Stratford on occasion, the option to use 

newly composed music allows the director to work closely with the composer to develop music 

that is perfectly tailored for his or her production. At Stratford, the music therefore plays as 

important a role as sets and costumes in establishing the setting of each play. 

The relationship of music and drama is a close one, and music plays a role beyond 

establishing setting or mood. It can intensify the drama of a scene by moving beyond words and 

actions to directly affect the emotions of the spectators. The power music has to affect our 

emotions can be deeply felt, but difficult to articulate. In Roland Barthes famous article ñThe 

Grain of the Voice,ò he wrote of the elusive power of sung music: ñsomething is there, manifest 
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 William Littler, ñMuch Ado about music at Stratford this yearò The Toronto Star (August 2, 1980). Clipping in 

York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, 1983-003/006 
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and stubborné beyond (or before) the meaning of the words.ò
99

 Sound cannot be seen, but it 

travels in physical waves that enter not only our eardrums, but also our bodies. In Dominic 

Symonds words, a song ñcauses us to vibrate, it impacts on our equilibriuméno matter how 

objectified (distant from us) it is, the song as an ecology (sound in our presence) needs and 

becomes, subjectively, a part of us.ò
100

 Music is physically felt in the body: low bass notes 

thump through the floor and can affect our heart rate; high lyrical lines can make us hold our 

breath until the end of the phrase or send shivers down our spines. It is worth asking why music 

was incorporated into plays at Stratford (and, beyond that, why it was and is part of theatre 

traditions stretching into antiquity). What can music do that theatre alone cannot? One answer is 

that it can deepen the audienceôs affective response to dramaðtap into emotions directly in a 

way that language and representational art forms cannot. How music does that is complicated, 

and not fully understood. 

To very briefly explore one avenue that attempts to answer how music works, we can 

turn to the field of neuroscience, where music and its affect on the human brain is a growing area 

of study. Several researchers have shown that more areas of the human brain are used to process 

music than are used to process language.
101

 Music is processed by the emotional centres of our 

brains, in addition to the areas for processing language and the timekeeping areas that help us 

make sense of rhythm and metre. When our brains process music and we experience an 
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emotional response, areas in the frontal lobes, cerebellum and amygdala fireðthe same areas of 

the brain that light up when humans experience pleasure in other activities like eating or having 

sex.
102

 Even when we feel sorrow, or the combination of music and drama on stage makes us 

weep, the pleasure centres of our brains are activated and release hormones that are present in 

moments of human bonding.
103

 This pleasure in emotionsðeven sad onesðis part of the reason 

humans seek out entertainments like tragic plays, and music deepens and strengthens the affect 

of dramatic entertainments. If you have ever had the experience of watching a film without its 

soundtrack, or on mute, and been considerably less affected by the emotional drama than you 

were when music was present, you know the power music has to intensify humansô affective 

response to drama.  

Berthold Carrière, who took on the role of Festival Music Director in 1978, recalled one 

of his first encounters with Louis Applebaum that illustrates how even simple musical gestures 

can amplify the efficacy of drama: ñThe first week I arrived they were rehearsing King John, I 

think, and the director said óLou, I need something dramatic here,ô and Lou said, óWhoeverôs 

closest to the bass drum hit it. You on the cymbal, roll it.ô And it made all the difference.ò
104

 The 

affects of music on audience members are being explored in such disparate fields as 

neuroscience, performance studies, physics and musicology, and are just now beginning to be 

understood. 
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As Friedrich Nietzsche suggested in The Birth of Tragedy, music enables joyous, 

Dionysian responses to art. When audiences are confronted with dark images about the 

inevitability of tragic fates in classical drama, they can still experience uplift. Nietzsche argues 

that it is musicðwith its ineffable power to target human emotions without recourse to language 

or representationðthat allows audiences to feel interconnected with their fellow humans, and 

thus to feel deeply appreciative of life.
105

 The power of music to strengthen drama is something 

that is particularly important for genres of music theatre, where music and drama are interwoven 

tightly. I will return to the affects of music on audience members in later chaptersðespecially 

with regards to how sung music is part of the special appeal of musicalsðbut for the sake of this 

chapter, it is enough to note that musicôs power to support theatre was something that was openly 

acknowledged by Stratford Festival founding artistic director Tyrone Guthrie. His decision to 

hire a composer for the Festival is a decision that had lasting influence on the artistic possibilities 

of the Festival.  

It was not only the Shakespearean works, but almost every play in Stratfordôs production 

history that had music newly composed for it by composers such as Applebaumðcomposers 

associated with the Festival who composed music for multiple productions over many years. The 

music was not always performed live at each performance; sometimes the composer would 

record carefully timed clips and sound effects to be played from the stage managerôs booth. On 

occasion the composer and sound designer would choose to use a mix live and recorded music, 

but most often all the music was performed by a live orchestra at each performance. In the first 
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season, the ñpitò musicians also played the fanfare to let the audience under the tent know that 

the performance was about to start. 

The placement of the musicians posed a challenge for Applebaum and Guthrie in those 

first years at Stratford since there was no ñpitò for an orchestra in Tanya Moiseiwitschôs thrust-

stage design (addressed in detail in Chapter Four). When Applebaum first saw the stage being 

built, he marvelled at it but asked where the orchestra was going to go. Guthrie gestured to a 

space off to the far corner of the stage, beside the audience. In an interview with his biographer, 

Walter Pitman, Applebaum recalled how he said to Guthrie, ñThere is hardly room for a string 

quartet!ò Guthrieôs reply did little to reassure Applebaum when he said, ñWe canôt destroy the 

sightlines and we canôt lose seats we can sell!ò
106

 This did not seem like an auspicious omen for 

music at the Festival. However, although the physical space for the orchestra seemed like an  

afterthought in the stage design (unusual for Moiseiwitsch, who was the daughter of musicians), 

it is clear that from very early on Guthrie planned on having live musicians playing newly 

composed Canadian music for the plays. This commitment to include music in the productions 

ensured that musicians and composers at Stratford had steady work during the summer months. 

The small ensembles for both of the plays in the 1953 season dealt with a heat wave that 

affected everyone under the tent that summer. Pitman writes, ñThe black gauze hung around the 

orchestra to hide the players from a curious audience ensured that there was no access to any 

fresh air in the blistering mid-summer temperatures of a stifling canvas tent.ò
107

 Further, 

conditions were less than ideal for Applebaum, who, ñconducted every performance of the three-
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week season and, in the cramped quarters of the orchestra pit, did so virtually on his knees.ò
108

 

When a permanent theatre replaced the tent for the 1957 season, the orchestra was moved to an 

ñacousticò loft above the stage. Though with more room for larger ensembles, the loft provided 

its own challenges in terms of sound design and communication between the conductor and the 

actors; these challenges were only partly met by technology such as microphones, speakers, and 

closed-circuit televisions. 

Louis Applebaum ended up composing music for over seventy-five Stratford productions 

during his career. He left the post of Festival Music Director after the 1960 season but continued 

to compose music for the Festival up until 1999, just before his death in 2000.
109

 In 1991, 

Applebaum told the Festival Education coordinator, Pat Quigley, ñThereôs no theatre in the 

world, I donôt think, that offers the kind of setting for music that this one does. And the concern 

for music and the attention to musicðIôm talking about dramatic musicðso that being a 

composer in this context is, I think, one of the valuable experiences in anyoneôs life.ò
110

 

Applebaum composed all of the music for the first two years of the Festival, but as more 

plays were added to the playbill each season, the Festival Music Director shared composition 

duties with other composers. Many of these composers, such as Harry Freedman, Stanley 

Silverman, Gabriel Charpentier and Raymond Pannell, formed longstanding relationships with 

the Stratford Festival and composed new music for multiple productions over many years.
111
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Because of the amount of music in many of the plays, the composer also often functioned as 

musical director, coaching the actors on singing. As a stable of musical talent began to be 

associated with Stratford in the early sixties, artists could also specialize, so that some composers 

wrote the music but another musical director and/or conductor realized the music in 

performance.
112

 Part of the Festival Musical Directorôs job was to assess the vision of a 

production and match the director with an appropriate composer. Recent Festival Music Director, 

Rick Fox (2008-2013) described the process as asking the director what style of music they 

wanted and what they hoped to accomplish. After that, he explained, ñIôll think of two or three 

names to suggest. Sometimes theyôll just take my suggestions, sometimes theyôll want to hear 

some samples of their work, and sometimes theyôll just want to talk with them.ò
113

 Composers 

therefore often joined the director and designer in crafting many details of a production months 

in advance of the first table read with the actors. 

Star musicians have also written new music for Festival productions. Duke Ellington 

became a big supporter of the Stratford experience after appearing in concert there in the mid 

fifties, and collaborated with Stanley Silverman to compose music for the 1963 production of 

Timon of Athens.
114

 Loreena McKennitt moved to Stratford in 1981 to join the chorus of H.M.S. 

Pinafore, then sang in the role of Ceres in The Tempest the following year.  She composed music 

and performed onstage in the 1984 production of Two Gentlemen of Verona, before her music 
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career took off. She then returned to the Festival in 2001 to compose music for The Merchant of 

Venice. The Barenaked Ladies wrote music for a song-heavy production of As You Like It in 

2005,
115

 and former front man of the band, Steven Page, returned to the Festival in 2012 to 

compose music for Cymbeline. The publicity for these productions prominently displayed the 

star musicianôs names so that the music became as important a draw as a star actor or director. 

In an interview with theatre director and critic Richard Ouzounian during the 50
th
 

Anniversary season in 2002, long time Music Director of the Festival, Berthold Carrière, 

expressed his hope that in the coming fifty years new music would continue to be commissioned 

and composed for the plays.
116

 If the last ten years are any indication, newly composed incidental 

music for each production is one of Stratfordôs unique features that is here to stay. 

 

THE CONCERT SERIES 

The rich musical life of the Festival was not limited to music in the plays. Especially during the 

first thirty years at Stratford, music at the Festival meant concerts (see Appendix B: Concert 

History). Festival founder Tom Patterson was an admirer of the concert series, and in his book 

recounts many of the big names who visited the small city:  

True, most people to this day think of ñShakespeareò and ñtheatreò when they think of 

the Stratford Festival, which is certainly fine with me. But my heart continues to thrill 

when I recall the many dozens of gifted men and women who graced our little city 

with concerts since the early 1950s. I must mention such giants as Anne Murray. 

Gordon Lightfoot. Joni Mitchell. Ravi Shankar. Julian Bream. Duke Ellington & his 

Orchestra. Jacqueline du Pre. Mel Torme. The Band. Roberta Flack. Liza Minnelli. 

Sarah Vaughan. Dizzy Gillespie. Yehudi Menuhin. Van Cliburn. B.B. King. The New 

York Philharmonic Orchestra. Cleo Laine and John Dankworth. Bruce Cockburn. 

Oscar Peterson. Liona Boyd. Regina Resnick. John Vickers. Benjamin Britten. Jan 
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Rubes. Isaac Stern. Ella Fitzgerald. The list goes on and oneðand clearly will 

continue to do so, in the decades and centuries ahead.
117

 

 

In official Stratford publications, 1955 is usually given as the first year of the concert series,
118

 

but in fact Applebaum made an attempt in the very first season to provide afternoon concerts for 

Festival guests. On short notice, and, unfortunately for ticket sales, with very little publicity, 

Applebaum managed to arrange concerts by Glenn Gould, Jan Rubes and Lois Marshall. He said, 

ñThe reasoning behind it was that if Stratford was going to be attracting an audience to see 

theatre, surely this is an opportunity to show off what we can do in music in Canada.ò
119

 The 

repertoire and calibre of music was, by all accounts, impressive, but attendance was 

embarrassingly poor.
120

 

Applebaum learned important lessons in that first seasonðthat publicity needs to happen 

far in advance of the event, and that international stars help to draw crowds. He decided not to 

plan any concerts for the 1954 season, but to put a great deal of advance planning into the 1955 

concert series. A large, draughty building down the road from the Festival theatre, the town 

casino, was renovated as a concert hall (see Illustration 4.7: Interior of the Casino set up as the 

Festival Concert Hall, in Chapter 4). The music was given a much higher profile in Festival 

publications and was branded the ñinauguralò season of music (see Illustration 1.3: 1955 Music 

Festival Poster and Illustration 1.4: 1955 Music Festival House Program). Musically, the 

concerts and recitals were all from the European art music tradition; the classical provenance of 

the repertoire aligned nicely with the dramatic classics performed by the acting company. 
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Illustration 1.3: 1955 Music Festival Poster 

 
Illustration 1.4: 1955 Music Festival 

House Program 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives 

& Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, 

Illustration 1.3 - ASC 33048; Illustration 1.4 - 

ASC 33047. 
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Even with advance planning and a suitable amount of publicity, the 1955 music season 

failed to make money. The first few years of the concert series took a loss, and had to be paid for 

by the profits from the drama festival.
121

 This caused resentment in  

certain quarters,
122

 but many people, including Guthrie, believed the Music Festival was 

important for the cultural life of Canada. In a letter to Applebaum, Guthrie wrote: 

My feeling is that the Stratford Committee should not be unduly scared by the 

prospects of a $10,000 deficit the first year (1955) if: 

1. the figure includes work done on the Casino (non-recurring expense) 

2. the results are artistically creditable 

3. the results are financially promising 

This is the first year. For a year or two, the Shakespeare plays may have to carry the 

music. Later, I suspect that the boot will be on the other foot.
123

 

 

The music concerts never did end up making profits large enough to fund anything but more 

concerts, but Guthrieôs prophecy came true years later when Gilbert and Sullivan  

operettas and American musicals made huge profits that helped to finance the drama festival.
124

  

Applebaum also recognized that staged musical works should form the centre of the 

Music Festival. I address music theatre in the next chapter, but it is worthwhile noting that 

recitals and concerts of art music tended to draw a somewhat different audience than the 

Shakespeare plays, and the music theatre pieces tended to be better attended than the concerts 
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because they attracted both music and drama lovers.
125

 In light of this, Applebaum wrote a 

proposal to the Stratford Board of Governors after the 1955 season suggesting longer runs of 

staged works and repeat performances of certain high-profile concerts. He wrote a detailed report 

on the successes and challenges of the Music Festival, ñThe unquestionable artistic and critical 

success has indicated that this country is prepared to welcome a series of musical events on the 

high level which this past season has offeredé The box office failure of many concerts of 

unquestionable musical merit, is more difficult to analyze.ò
126

 Applebaum found it difficult to 

forecast what types of concerts would attract audiences because some that should have done 

wellðwith a combination of well-known repertoire and internationally renowned musiciansð

did not always fulfill expectations. Nonetheless, Applebaum argued that box office failure was 

not necessarily a drawback, because most music festivals at the time needed financial help from 

their governments, and in order to apply for government funding, one must prove financial 

need.
127

 

The 1955 Music Festival was at the very least a critical success, and it also added to the 

festive atmosphere in Stratford. Reflecting on the early years at Stratford in 1968, then Artistic 

Director Michael Langham wrote: 

Music of the highest standard became a major part of the programme, operatic works 

were added to the concerts, an international film festival was launched and the 

exhibition plan expanded. Were these embellishments premature and ill-advised? 
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Undeniably they subtracted time, money and care from the drama, but on the other 

hand they made a richer, more varied feast for the summer visitor.
128

 

 

The óinauguralô music season had enough audience and critical support to convince the Stratford 

Board that the Music Festival was a worthwhile endeavour. The 1956 season was therefore 

planned along the same lines as the 1955 season, but with the important addition of jazz concerts. 

Duke Ellington came to Stratford for the first time in 1956, as did Dave Brubeck, Norm 

Symonds and Oscar Peterson. These jazz concerts attracted yet a different audience demographic 

to Stratford. More than half the audience at the jazz concerts were under the age of twenty-five 

and more than half were male, compared to attendees at the other concerts and plays, 65% of 

whom were female and 40% of whom were over the age of forty-five.
129

 There was not 

necessarily a great deal of crossover between the jazz concert audience and those who attended 

other concerts and plays, but on both sides, there were at least some patrons who gave an 

unfamiliar genre a chance because they were all part of the same festival. 

The inclusion of jazz in the Stratford Music Festival evidenced a willingness on the part 

of Applebaum to take programming risks, and a desire to both attract a different audience to the 

Festival and to musically educate the patrons that had already become regular Stratford 

attendees. In 1956, jazz had been around for several decades, but it was just beginning to be 

recognized as an art form, and in the conservative culture of mid twentieth-century Canada, jazz 

was still new, exciting music. The Stratford Festival had been founded with an air of adventure 
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and risk, but its immediate success perpetuated the establishment of certain traditions in order to 

maintain its audience. The Music Festival, without the same sort of success, was more adaptable 

year to year. Jazz reviewer for the Toronto Star, Stan Rantin, wrote, ñThe ice was officially 

broken at the Stratford Shakespearean Festival last nightðor rather it meltedðas ñhotò jazz 

descended on the sanctuary of Mozart and Henry V. Whistles and shouts of excitement replaced 

the customary well-mannered applause.ò
130

 Rantin noted, however, that the audience was still 

more staid than jazz musicians were used to. He quoted Jimmy Rushing, who said, ñI suppose 

they are a little nervous yet about how jazz will go,ò
131

 but also Willie ñThe Lionò Smith, who 

said, ñThis is the proper spot for jazz. The concert hall is where jazz is going to end up and thatôs 

where it should beðso people can listen.ò
132

 Smith acknowledged that jazz was evolving into a 

music to be listened to, rather than danced to, and so was a good fit for the Stratford Music 

Festival. 

The jazz concerts attracted some new patrons to the Stratford Festival, but the Music 

Festival still lost money in its second official year, such that there was some question whether a 

third year would even be feasible. Globe and Mail columnist John Kraglund hoped that the 

Music Festival would continue at Stratford, and would continue to attract well-known artists to 

the Ontario town. Kraglund wrote that Stratford ñconcertgoers are provided with an opportunity 

not only to hear the best of music, much of it not readily available elsewhere, but also to hear it 

performed in a manner that approaches the best possible anywhere.ò
133

 The Stratford Board was 

of the opinion that it was worth taking a loss on the Music Festival if it contributed to the 
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prestige of the organization as a whole, and that it certainly did, with many famous artists 

agreeing to travel to Stratford, and newspaper critics including an overview of the Music Festival 

in their summaries of the Stratford Festival season. Duke Ellington came back to Stratford in 

1957 and commended the Stratford Festival for their inclusion of jazz, pointing out that it shared 

some similarities with Shakespeareôs plays: 

Anybody who listens to a beautifully performed symphony for the first time gains 

something from it. The next time he hears it, he gains more; when he hears it for the 

hundredth time, he is benefitted to the hundredth power. So it is with Shakespeare. 

The spectator canôt get it all the first time; repeated viewings multiply the 

satisfaction. 

There is a perfect parallel with jazz, where repeated listening makes for enjoyment. 

The Stratford Festival, by tying in top-grade jazz with its Shakespeare productions 

each season, is showing an awareness of this.
134

 

 

The credit for including jazz in the Festival season lies with Applebaum, who was passionate 

about enhancing the cultural life of Canadaðboth by exposing Canadians to international music, 

and by developing the talents of Canadian musicians and composers. 

The 1957 season featured several concerts by the CBC Symphony Orchestra, and their 

involvement in the Festival ensured that all the music concerts were broadcast across Canada. 

Gordon Jocelyn, the music administrator at the Festival in 1957, wrote, ñWhile drama in the 

Festival Theatre draws a truly national audience to Stratford, music in the Festival Concert Hall 

takes Stratford to the nation.ò
135

 For those who could not make the trip to Stratford, the 

broadcasts gave Canadians a sense of the cultural atmosphere that was being developed at the 

Festival. More importantly for the sake of Canadaôs cultural landscape, the Canadian musicians 

who played at Stratford got the chance to meet and work with world class musicians, and then 

returned to other Canadian cities made richer by those experiences. Canadian compositions, too,  
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Illustration 1.5: 1956 Music Festival Poster 

 
Illustration 1.6: 1957 Music Festival Poster 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special 

Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, Illustration 1.5 - ASC 33049; 

Illustration 1.6 - ASC 33050 
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were being performed with unprecedented exposure at the Music Festival. The CBC Times 

described the Stratford concerts as ñthe most important contribution to summer listening.ò
136

 The 

Canadian content in the concert series delivered on Stratfordôs mandate ñto provide opportunities 

for Canadian artistic talentò and ñto advance the development of the arts of the theatre in 

Canada.ò
137

 Even more so than the theatre side of the Festival, which was developing Canadian 

acting talent in British plays, the Music Festival was developing the talents of Canadian 

musicians and providing exposure to Canadian composers and their works. This reached a new 

height in 1960, when an International conference of composers took place at Stratford, and 

Canadian compositions were heard alongside those from Italy, the Netherlands and the U.K. (see 

Illustration 2.1: Stratford Festival 1960 visitorsô pamphlet showing Music Festival offerings and 

the schedule for the International Conference of Composers, in Chapter 2). 

By the end of the 1957 music season, Applebaum was ready to put further ambitious 

plans into effect. He envisioned a group of Canadian musicians who would take up residence at 

Stratford for several weeks in the summer to form Stratfordôs first residential orchestra.
138

 In the 

initial 1955 season, the Hart House Orchestra, under the direction of Boyd Neel, had performed 

the role of a resident orchestra, but they were really the University of Torontoôs orchestra and 

had their primary duties there. A group of visiting musicians made up ñThe Festival Orchestraò 

in 1956, but dispersed the next year, while ñThe Festival Chorusò of 1956, directed by Elmer 

Iseler, also dispersedðmany singers following Iseler to join the Toronto Mendelssohn Choir. 
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The CBC orchestra took up summer residence in Stratford for 1957, but the Music Festival did 

not have a full time orchestra that would come back year after year in the same way that 

members of the drama company would. The Festival Board took Applebaumôs recommendations 

for a resident orchestra seriously, and in a brief to the Canada Council in early 1958 they 

requested government support for the Music Festival:  

The Festival is now committed to undertake a new venture with far-reaching 

possibilities. Based on a proposal made by Louis Applebaum, Director of Music for 

the Festival, it envisages the establishment in Stratford each summer of a group of 

world-famous musicians, leaders in the various fields of music. Around this nucleus 

will grow a working community, attended by musicians from all parts of Canada. 

Out of their efforts would develop the solo presentations, symphonic concerts, 

chamber groups and operas which would constitute the public part of the music 

programs.
139

 

 

The plan for a resident orchestra was realized in 1959 when the National Festival 

Orchestra was created. In the 1959 souvenir program, Applebaum described it thus:  

For a number of years now we have felt the need to create in Stratford a ócolonyô of 

musicians, resident for an extended period of timeé Our concert soloists, instead of 

visiting only long enough to prepare a concert or two, are spending the full Festival 

period in a close working relationship with our orchestral players, prominent 

members of several of this countryôs major symphonic ensembles. If our ócolonyô 

workshop concept achieves the purposes for which it was conceived, then a format 

on which we can build over the years has at last emerged.
140

  

 

The ñcolonyò of musicians not only formed the pit orchestra for the 1959 music theatre  

selection, but also featured prominently in the concerts, backing many of the famous visiting 

musicians. There was also a core of resident soloists to provide workshops for orchestra 
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members and student musicians: Oscar Shumsky (violin),
141

 Leonard Rose (cello),
142

 and 

Claudio Arrau (piano)
143

 led the workshops and performed as soloists. All these artists were 

attracted to Stratford for the opportunities it afforded them to play the type of repertoire they 

could not play elsewhere. Applebaum was an incredible letter writer, and was able to entice these 

artists to Stratford with promises of summer relaxation and musical challenges, if not much in 

the way of salary or stipends. 

The establishment of the National Festival Orchestra changed the direction of the 

concerts away from jazz guest artists back to orchestral repertoire and chamber concerts. When 

Applebaum stepped down in autumn 1960, Shumsky and Rose, together with Glenn Gould, 

formed a three-person directorate that took over as Festival Music Directors for the 1961 

season.
144

 This marked a change in the organization of music at the Festival. Gould, Shumsky 
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and Rose were performers, whose main concern was the Music Festival, or concert series, and 

who were less personally involved with composing incidental music for the plays than 

Applebaum had been. At this point, the Music Festival had grown large enough to justify the 

segmentation of roles and responsibilities into music directors who led workshops or the 

orchestra, administrators who organized concerts and booked talent, and composers who 

continued to write incidental music for the plays. Applebaum continued to compose music for 

the drama side of the Festival, and often returned to musically direct and conduct music theatre, 

but he handed over the organization of the Music Festival to three performers who programmed 

music that musicians wanted to play and hear, thus making Stratford music a Mecca for visiting 

classical musicians. From 1959 until 1964, the focus of the Music Festival was on art music 

concerts performed by the National Festival Orchestra and international guest artists.  

Gould and Rose stepped down as Festival Music Directors after 1964 and Shumsky 

continued on until 1968. Of the three, he was the best administrator, and he had the same desire 

as Applebaum to develop the musical life of Canada. He believed that audiences should 

experience live music at Stratford that they couldnôt hear elsewhere. In the 1963 souvenir 

program, Shumsky wrote: 

As we stand at the threshold of a new decade of music at Stratford we are tempted to 

seek an evaluation of musicôs unique meaning at this Festival. One asks ñWhy Music 

at a Drama Festival?ò Drama is surely King here and all other factors would seem 

subservient to it. Music, a strong dominating art form, is equally demanding of its 

own worshippers. Since the first days of its presence on the Stratford scene, Music 

has presented many of its different faces. The search for format was onéthe vital 

factors in assuring musicôs reason for being in Stratford are not the empty shells of 

form but rather its ñinner necessitiesò; the attitudes, devotion and efforts of all who 

have come to make music together during their perennial tenure in this unique 

placeéTo co-exist, not necessarily in alliance with, but rather parallel to, the 
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activities of the drama, and to feel the magnetic influences of the superb efforts of all 

connected with it from the Artistic Director to the wardrobe assistants reaching out 

of the ever receding horizon of perfection, is to experience the true meaning of 

inspiration.
145

 

 

Shumsky saw real value in the intermingling of all the arts at Stratford. He acknowledged that 

theatre had primacy at Stratford, but that the Music Festival was of immense value to the 

organization, the patrons, and to the wider national arts culture.  

It was Shumsky who reintroduced jazz repertoire to the concert series when the Dave 

Brubeck quartet played in 1965 and Duke Ellington returned to Stratford in 1966. Jazz music 

was well established by the mid sixties, yet Shumskyôs decision to reincorporate it into the 

Festival demonstrated his willingness to take programming risks by moving away from a the 

classical repertoire that had proven successful. The music side of Stratford seemed ever ready to 

reinvent itself, and was markedly less conservative than the drama side had become over the 

same time period. The progressive programming for the Music Festival continued when Victor 

Di Bello, a conductor and previous assistant to Applebaum, took over as Music Director in 1969, 

and introduced folk and world musicians such as Joni Mitchell, Gordon Lightfoot and Ravi 

Shankar to the Music Festival.  

The folk, pop and jazz musicians were more populist additions to the classical music core 

of the Music Festival. The cultural shifts present in the late sixties, evident in other music festival 

like Woodstock, and Ontarioôs Mariposa Folk Festival (founded in 1961)
146

 thus had some 

reverberations at Stratford. However, art music remained at the centre of the Music Festival 

through Di Belloôs directorship. Arranging the concerts, organizing composers for the plays, and 
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hiring musicians became such a large job that when one person held the title of Festival Music 

Director (instead of three people, as with Shumsky, Gould and Rose), more help was needed. 

Thus Andrée Gingras, singer, composer of popular songs, and later assistant general manager in 

charge of programming for the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, served as music administrator of 

the Festival 1970-73, and Alan Laing, who had previously established a relationship with the 

Festival as a composer, was hired on with the title of Music Director for Drama in 1971.  

Conductor, composer and pianist Raffi Armenian served as Festival Music Director from 

1974 to 1976, and Stuart Knussen took over as Music Administrator from Gingras when 

Armenian came on in 1974. While Di Bello and Gingras had continued to book international 

stars to come to the Music Festival, Armenian and Knussen were less successful. Armenian drew 

on more Canadian and local talent, such as Maureen Forrester and the Canadian Brass, perhaps 

in recognition of a move toward Canadian nationalism that was sweeping through arts 

communities in the seventies.
147

 The Music Festival never succeeded in making the Stratford 

Festival much money, so in 1975, when Robin Phillips became Artistic Director, he and the 

Board of Governors decided to put an end to a separate music festival. The Music Festival had its 

last official season in 1975. However, music had become an integral part of the Stratford 

Festival; festival goers had come to expect offerings beyond the playbill, and talks, tours, 

exhibitions and concerts continue to form part of the Festival fare. 

Composer and conductor Berthold Carrière took on the role of Director of Music for 

Drama in 1977, before taking over the top job as Director of Music in 1978. He continued to 

provide a concert series to Festival patrons even though the Music Festival as a separate entity 
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from the Drama Festival had been terminated. Carrière experimented with many different 

musical genres and structures for the concert series over the course of his 30 years (1978-2008) 

as Director of Music. One characteristic of his tenure was a smaller number of concerts; in the 

seventies and eighties, the concerts tended to all feature big name stars, and in the nineties and 

two thousands, the concerts were mostly by company members and Stratford locals. Between 

1977 and 1985, the Preservation Hall Jazz Band appeared at Stratford on an almost yearly basis, 

and artists like Dizzy Gillespie, Mel Tormé, Sarah Vaughan, Benny Goodman and Ella 

Fitzgerald all made the trip to Stratford. It is notable that many of these famous jazz musicians 

were bordering on legendary status by the seventies and eighties. When Stratford music first 

showcased jazz in 1956, it was fairly progressive, but two decades later the jazz Carrière 

programmed was more established. More progressive figures like Miles Davis, who were 

pushing jazz in new directions, did not make the trip to Stratford. As Willie ñThe Lionò Smith 

had predicted, jazz had become a music to sit and listen to in the concert hall, and Stratford 

music directors carefully chose the concerts that would complement the drama season and fit into 

the Stratford milieu. In the late seventies, most of the innovationðboth musical and dramaticð

was happening on the playbill with new Canadian works like Harry Somersô The Fool. The 

concerts, as add-ons to the season and not as part of a stand-alone Music Festival as in the past, 

became more conservative. 

Another trend of the later concert series was that it featured many members of the 

Stratford company as singers and performers, and the cabaret-style performances were often 

accompanied by Carrière or one of the other composers on piano. This was a further move 

toward the local, and it built on a trend of letting audiences see the company members as 
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themselves, instead of as a character in a drama, thus tying in to other behind the scenes extras 

for Stratford visitors like theatre and costume warehouse tours. It may be a coincidence that the 

concerts began to feature more of the Stratford company when musicals became commonplace at 

Stratford, but it is also likely that as the musicians who had formed relationships with Stratford 

in the fifties and sixties aged and were no longer able to perform, it made sense to develop fresh 

new talent by taking advantage of the built-in relationships of company members to the Festival.  

Composer and conductor Rick Fox took over from Carrière as Festival Music Director in 

2008, and he continued to program concerts by company members, or Canadian musicians who 

had longstanding relationships with the Festival. There were less than a dozen of these concerts 

programmed per season, and they usually took place on Monday eveningsðthe ñdarkò day for 

theatre, when there were no plays or musicals scheduled. The tribute concert to Applebaum by 

the Festival Gems that I wrote about at the beginning of this chapter, is a good example of the 

types of concerts that have been on offer in the past decade. The concerts are frequently nostalgic 

reflections on music of the past, and they are often celebrations of Stratfordôs own musical past. 

Franklin Brasz, who had previously acted as musical director for musicals at the Festival, took 

on the role of Festival Music Director in 2014, and scheduled ñNight Musicò concerts as well as 

a showcase of the Pulitzer Prize winning rock musical Next to Normal. These concerts and 

showcases give company members the chance to perform music that is perhaps more interesting 

or challenging for them than music that is part of the playbill. In this way, the music concerts 

perform the same function that they did in the 1960s, when Applebaum, Gould, Shumsky and 

Rose convinced musicians to come play as pit musicians for Gilbert and Sullivan operettas with 

the promise that they could play whatever they wanted to play in the concerts. 



 

 66 

In recent years, stars of the Festival, such as Lucy Peacock and Cynthia Dale, have hosted 

cabarets that were mini concert series showcasing these stars and other members of the Festival 

company. These cabarets did very well at the box office, and they provided Stratford audiences 

the chance to see the company members perform songs they had previously performed in shows 

at the Festival as well as rock and folk songs that would not normally be heard in a Festival 

production. Lucy Peacock said that the cabaret nights that she started in 2012 harkened back to 

the cabarets that she had been involved with in the 1970s when she was part of the Young 

Company. The private, company-only cabarets that happened every Thursday night through the 

seventies were a way for the company to ñblow off steam,ò according to Peacock, and the series 

she began in 2012 took that casual ethos and opened it up to audience members, giving them the 

opportunity to see the actor in her ñliving room self.ò
148

  

The music concerts were begun with a very ambitious agenda, and they did partly realize 

Applebaumôs dream of promoting Canadian talent in addition to bringing the best artists from all 

over the world to the attention of Festival patrons. Applebaum reflected, ñIt was one of the great 

music festivals of the world because of the uniqueness of the programming.ò
149

 He was able to 

draw big names from many musical genres by offering them a ñvacation atmosphereò and the 

chance to expand their musical horizons. Applebaum said he always asked the musicians, ñWhat 

have you always wanted to do that the normal concert circuit doesnôt let you do?ò
150

 and then he 

would try to make whatever their answers were happen for them in Stratford.  

The concerts did not end up continuing in the same ambitious vein in which they were 

founded. The Music Festival as separate from the Drama Festival died out in the mid seventies, 
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and the concerts became progressively fewer and more local after that. Nonetheless, there are 

plenty of musical options for the contemporary visitor to Stratford. In addition to the concerts 

offered by the Festival, there is a separate music festival called Stratford Summer Music, which 

was founded in 2001 by former National Director of the Canadian Music Centre and Executive 

Director of the Glenn Gould foundation, John A. Miller, and features acts like the Vienna Boys 

Choir, Tafelmusik, The Creole Choir of Cuba and The Recycled Orchestra of Cateura, 

Paraguay.
151

 In addition, a recently formed Blues and Ribfest features Canadian favourites like 

Blue Rodeo,
152

 local concert and big bands play on Wednesday and Sunday evenings throughout 

the summer in the Kiwanis bandshell,
153

 company members branch out to do cabaret nights 

(more informal than Festival Forum events) at local pubs, and roots and folk bands set up their 

gear on boats that slowly traverse Lake Victoria to charm visitors and locals with ñBarge 

Music.ò
154

 

The Music Festival at Stratford therefore paved the road for a number of music festivals 

in Stratford. It did not succeed in the long run as a venture equal to the Shakespeare Festival, but 

it did draw international musical attention to Stratford that made possible the creation of 

independent music festivals in the succeeding years. A vibrant musical life had been created as 

part of the Stratford Festival, and even though it ebbed and flowed under the aegis of the Festival 

Board, the Music Festival set a precedent for music of all genresðboth national and 

internationalðto be seen at Stratford. The appetite for quality musical offerings was thus 

whetted with the Stratford Music Festival, and a rich musical life was set up in the town of 
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Stratford so that it now enjoys a wealth of musical events. The Stratford Festival continues to 

include new music in its productions and concerts in the Festival lobby and as part of the new 

Forum,
155

 but the sturdiest seed to take root from the Music Festival turned out to be music 

theatre, which blossomed into extremely successful musicals in the last three decades at the 

Festival. 
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CHAPTER TWO: MUSIC THEATREðGENRE, CANON AND IDENTITY  

In late June of 1957, while the Stratford Festival productions of Hamlet and Twelfth 

Night were in final rehearsals, a musical opened in downtown Stratford at the Avon Theatre 

(then still a movie theatre). It was a professional remount of the McGill University Graduate 

Societyôs Red and Blue Reviewða little show called My Fur Lady. Created by Donald 

MacSween, Timothy Porteous, Eric Wang (book and lyrics), Beujeau Domville, Roy Wovin, 

Galt MacDermot (music), and Brian and Olivia Macdonald (direction and choreography), the 

show was a satire about Canadian life, following the story of the princess of a tiny arctic island 

who needs to get married before her 21
st
 birthday so her country does not lose its sovereignty to 

Canada.
156

 My Fur Lady was a landmark in the history of Canadian musical theatre; it was one of 

the first successful musicals with Canadian contentðpredating Anne of Green Gables (1965) and 

Billy Bishop Goes to War (1978) by several years. The Stratford performances of My Fur Lady 

kicked off a highly successful national tour that made its producer/creators just under a million 

dollars.
157

  

Herbert Whittaker of the Globe and Mail asked why My Fur Lady was so special among 

college shows and speculated that it was because ñit has a sharpness of approach, a refusal to 

imitate other musicals, a point of view which is constantly bright and witty.ò
158

 The show 

received international attention, and a review in Londonôs The Times noted that My Fur Lady 

was ñdazzling,ò and that its focus on Canadian culture indicated ña widespread desire in Canada 
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to break away from theatrical subservience to Broadway and London.ò
159

 The creators of My Fur 

Lady wanted to create a show that was uniquely Canadian, and that may have been part of the 

larger cultural trend toward expressions of national culture in Canada, but side by side with the 

Shakespearean plays at the Stratford Festival that season, under the artistic directorship of 

English-born Michael Langham, the contrast between a colonial vision of Canadian theatre and a 

nationalist vision was thrown into sharp relief. 

The Stratford Music Festival in 1957 was also highly reliant on imports from Britain and 

the U.S.A., with Benjamin Britten bringing over his entire company, the English Opera Group, to 

give performances of The Turn of the Screw, and jazz greats Duke Ellington and Billie Holliday 

giving concerts. While the Stratford Festival claimed The Turn of the Screw as part of its playbill 

for the 1957 season, My Fur Lady does not appear in any official Stratford materials. In the 

Canadian Encyclopedia entry on My Fur Lady and in Mel Atkeyôs chapter on the musical, My 

Fur Lady is called a ñfringe eventò of the 1957 Stratford season.
160

 However, neither the drama 

nor the music sides of the Festival claimed the musical as part of their seasons. So while there 

may have been a great number of Festival patrons who also saw My Fur Lady while it was in 

town that summer, and there is a traceable record of theatre critics who took in the musical while 

they were in town for the Festival, there did not seem to be any great desire on the part of 

Langham or Applebaum to form a partnership with the company of My Fur Lady. I believe that 

this was less due to the explicit national character of the musical (Stratford had, after all, 
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produced its first Canadian play, Tit-coq the year before, and Applebaum was a noted advocate 

of Canadian music), than it was due to the fact that My Fur Lady was a musical. 

The genres of theatre and music theatre were carefully selected by the Artistic Directors 

and Music Directors of the Festival. For the first three decades of the Festival, musicals did not 

appear on the playbill. The operas and operettas that constituted the music theatre offerings at the 

Festival were the centrepieces of the Music Festival; they were designed to attract audiences, but 

also to be artistically interesting and even challenging for the singers and musicians who came to 

Stratford each year. The genres of music theatre presented at Stratford over its history therefore 

reflect ongoing aesthetic arguments about the role of music at the Festival and which pieces were 

best suited for the artists and the general public. 

In this chapter, I argue that the types of music theatre that have been mounted at the 

Stratford Festival over the years provide a fascinating case study for the aesthetic reception of 

differing genres of music theatre. I explore themes of genre, canon and identity by giving some 

definitions of music theatre genres, examining the operas and operettas that were produced at 

Stratford between 1955 and 1980, and presenting some hypotheses about why certain works and 

genres have been chosen at specific moments in the Festivalôs history. Music theatre at the 

Festival has frequently functioned as a lightning rod for aesthetic arguments about what the 

Stratford Festival represents and what it should be, since music theatre has been historicized as 

something clearly apart from classical or Shakespearean drama. I contend that the highbrow or 

lowbrow associations of various genres of music theatre affected if, how, and when they were 

incorporated into the Stratford playbill, as well as affecting the audience reception and critical 

discourse about the Festival.  
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MUSIC THEATRE: GENRE AND VALUE AT STRATFORD 

Stratford has produced three main types of music theatre over its sixty-year history: opera, 

operetta and musicals. There is a great deal of overlap between these different genres of music 

theatre and some of the genre distinctions have more to do with value judgments than with true 

differences in musical or theatrical styles. The terms opera, operetta and musical each have their 

own ideological baggage, which can, in some cases, provide a useful shorthand for the type of 

music theatre being discussed, but in other cases only cloud the picture. In his chapter on genre 

in Performing Rites, Simon Frith writes, ñWe can only make sense of musical value judgments if 

we understand the circumstances in which they are madeðand what they are made foré value 

judgments only make sense as part of an argument, and arguments are always social events.ò
161

 

Genre definitions have their own historicity and are constantly being rewritten as newly created 

works within a genre stretch its boundaries, and as new genre histories are written, placing 

emphasis on an authorôs subjective exemplars of a genre. 

In short, genres are socially negotiated and contextually driven. As popular music scholar 

Fabian Holt noted in his book on genre,  

At a basic level, genre is a type of category that refers to a particular kind of music 

within a distinctive cultural web of production, circulation, and signification. That is 

to say, genre is not only óin the music,ô but also in the minds and bodies of particular 

groups of people who share certain conventions. These conventions are created in 

relation to particular musical texts and artists and the contexts in which they are 

performed and experienced.
162

 

 

In the Stratford context, the same piece of music theatre, The Beggarôs Opera for example, was 

treated differentlyðmore operaticallyðin 1958 when it was part of the Music Festival, than it 
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was in 1980 when the Music Festival no longer existed and singing actors (rather than acting 

singers) were hired and cross-cast in King Lear and Goldoniôs The Servant of Two Masters.
163

 

Long-time pianist and music director Laura Burton and her husband actor David Keeley both 

said that the cross-casting of actor-singers in musicals and plays at Stratford is something that 

helps to break down genre distinctions.
164

 When actors at Stratford act in musicals, tragedies and 

comedies, they often come to the conclusion that the same amount of acting work is necessary 

for all genres (I address this more fully in analyzing Stratfordôs acting company politics in 

Chapter Five).  

David Keeley, who has acted extensively in both musicals and plays, commented that 

genre distinctions often come from within, ñWe do it to ourselves. Within our own community 

musical theatre folk generally arenôt given the same cred as actors. You get typecast and 

labelled.ò
165

 Keeley here is referring to social hierarchies that actors face depending on what type 

of show they do. There are hierarchies of value in theatre genres just as there are in other media. 

Film actors are often taken more seriously by critics and audiences than television actors. In 

much the same way, classical actors are usually taken more seriously by their fellow actors, 

theatre critics and scholars than musical actors. These valuationsðof one art form being more 

serious than anotherðare embedded in our cultural discourse, and are revealed when certain 

works (like a film by Pedro Almodovar, or a play by Shakespeare) are labelled art, but other 
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works (like the television series Mad Men or the musical Wicked) needs a modifier for the ñartò 

label: they are popular art or mass art.
166

 Or, more frequently, they are labelled entertainment.
167

  

The Romantic ideal of the author as auteur has permeated much of our critical 

discourseðno matter how high or popular the artðso that single-author works tend to be more 

highly valued in modern Western culture than multi-author works. Television and musicals are 

both collaborative in their authorship, and these genres therefore have a steeper uphill battle to 

win in the fight to be valued for their cultural import and entertainment value as well as for their 

aesthetics. 

Des McAnuff, Artistic Director 2008-2012, thinks that the Stratford company is able to 

counteract some embedded high/low value judgments made about genres like comedies and 

musicals because Stratford audiences have the opportunity to see different theatrical genres side 

by side.
168

 Many Stratford actors can perform credibly across many genres, and as in the wider 

Canadian context where less work is available than in the U.S., there is a practical, employment-

related aspect to actors being able to act in as many genres as possible. 

Among certain artistic directors and members of the company, there is a reluctance to 

classify the work that is done at Stratford into different genres. This may be due to the fact that 

the directors and actors see their job as comprising the same task, whether the show is a classical 

tragedy or a Golden Age musical. Des McAnuff thinks that musicals and tragedies and comedies  
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all fit together. Itôs all the same thing. It requires the same talent and skill to do a 

great musical as it does to do a classical play, and the audience should be welcome in 

that way. We shouldnôt put genres into little boxes and separate them. It is all one 

thing. And this was true of course of the joint stock companies of Shakespeareôs 

time. They switched from revenge comedies to histories to tragedies and they mixed 

[genres]. Itôs a mistake to think of Shakespeare as doing plays in particular genres 

because he was constantly creating hybridsé He was not content to simply adopt a 

genre and ape some other structure, he wanted to be inventive.
169

 

 

McAnuff has explored some of this hybridity in his music-filled productions of Shakespeare at 

Stratford. His 2011 production of Twelfth Night, for example, was full of rock-inflected music, 

with actors playing electric guitars on stage.
170

  

Reflecting on the huge amount of music in the 1996 production of Alice Through the 

Looking Glass and the 2000 production of The Three Musketeers, Laura Burton said, ñWe could, 

in a funny way, stop the delineation between musical and theatre. Itôs all theatre, right? If we [as 

artists] allow it to cross over, it becomes less of a thing. It should be equal acting, dancing, 

singing. Itôs all communication, weôre all after the same thing.ò
171

 I agree with Buron that the 

desire to communicate to an audience may be the same across different genres. In fact, I would 

label that desire the ñEntertainment Impulseòðan impulse that is separate from the desire to 

create something of beauty or meaning (the Art Impulse), or the desire to make money from 

art/entertainment (the Commerce Impulse). However, I do think that the modes of 

communication make for some differences in how the Entertainment Impulse is conveyed and 
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received. Typologies of theatre genres have their place, provided it is acknowledged that labels 

are value-laden and, pace Bourdieu, classify the classifier as much as the classified.
172

 

 

MUSIC THEATRE: SOME GENRE DEFINITIONS 

We need to know how boundaries are constituted, not simply that they are fuzzier than 

various writers have assumed. 

David Hesmondhalgh
173

 

 

There are many forms of theatre that include music and use song to develop character, express 

emotions and/or further the story. The Stratford Festival has experimented with producing many 

different kinds of staged musical works and some genre definitions will therefore be helpful for a 

discussion of the changing trends in how Stratford approached these different types of music 

theatre. I largely rely on accepted, common sense definitions of the terms opera, operetta, and 

musical, but in categorizing Stratfordôs music theatre productions, I also take into account the 

particular Stratford context, including the training of the actor/singers and the directorôs 

approach to the production.  

Stratford produced opera between 1956 and 1975, and in the Stratford context the term 

opera mostly meant chamber operas by Benjamin Britten, comic operas by Mozart translated into 

English, and some experimental Canadian works. A defining feature of all of the Stratford operas 

is that their composers were trained in the Western art music tradition that spans Monteverdi to 

John Adams. Most of the operas were ñsung through,ò with recitative instead of spoken dialogue, 

but a couple of the new Canadian operas including R. Murray Schaferôs Patria II (1972) and 
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Gabriel Charpentierôs Orpheus (1972) had dialogue. Operas are usually sung-through, but it is 

not a necessity of the genre (i.e. Bizetôs original Carmen had dialogue instead of recitative), nor, 

if a work of music theatre lacks spoken dialogue, is it automatically classified as opera. A couple 

of musicals produced at Stratford have been completely sung throughðnotably Andrew Lloyd 

Webberôs Evita and Jesus Christ Superstarðand are sometimes subtitled ñrock operas.ò Here, 

we see that it is the genre of music and the training lineage of the composer, more than the 

workôs structure that determines its genre classification.  

Opera includes many subcategories,
174

 but at Stratford, the operas fall into two main 

camps: operas with authors and titles the audiences would recognize, and óotherô works that 

pushed at the genre boundaries of opera. For example, I have categorized R. Murray Schaferôs 

work Patria II as an opera in the óCanadianô sub-category (see Table 2.1), and Schafer himself 

had this to say about the issue of hierarchies within theatrical and musical genres,  

Patria is not an opera. Neither is it a drama. It uses the resources of both these forms, 

as well as those of television and film. What results is a mischievous hybrid which 

may begin to take on the appearance of a new genreé I would call this a Theatre of 

Confluence, because confluence suggests a flowing together which is inevitable but 

not forced, like the tributaries of a river. Confluent theatre has not been possible in the 

past because of the hierarchical nature of all combinatorial art forms. In traditional 

theatre, for instance, the arts are forced into a rank order in which the spoken word 

comes first, then action, then décor, then music. In opera this rank order is more or 

less inverted, but is no less incorrigible for that. Works for the Confluent Theatre must 

be conceived on all levels simultaneously. The parameters of all the arts must be 

established coevally and worked out in advance in detail. In this respect we may speak 

not of producing an óoperaô but a óco-opera.ô
175
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The hierarchical attitudes are so imbedded in the way most people think of dramatic forms, that 

although Schafer wrote about all the arts having equal weight in his work, he could only express 

this by using two new terms: ótheatre of confluence,ô which seems to put an emphasis on the 

theatrical art of acting; and the term óco-operaô (rather than óco-playô for instance) which places 

primacy on music. 

One way to categorize works is by the subtitles given them by their creators, but often 

those labels are so specific (as with Schaferôs term óco-operaô) as to be useless for comparing 

them to other, similar works.
176

 Another way to look at genres is to examine what the music 

directors at Stratford had to say about the works on Stratford stages, so it is interesting to note 

that during the years of the Music Festival (1955-1975), Stratford promotional material referred 

to all of the works of music theatre on their stages as operas.
177

 The Music Festival did coincide 

with when most of the operatic works were produced at Stratford, but there were also a good 

number of operettas produced in those years (see Appendix C). Prior to John Nevilleôs decision 

to cast classical actors in 1986ôs Boys from Syracuse, many of the acting singers in Stratfordôs 

operas and operettas were trained opera singers, spending the summer at Stratford, in their time 

away from seasons at the Canadian Opera Company, or The Met in New York. Unlike the 

Festival Music Directors of the sixties and seventies, I would like to draw a distinction between 

operas and operettas, not least because operettas continued to be produced at Stratford after 1976 

and operas, by and large, did not. 
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Table 2.1: Music theatre at the Stratford Festival divided by genre 

Opera Operetta Musicals 
 

W. A. Mozart  

- Marriage of Figaro 

- Don Giovanni 

- Cosi fan tutte 

Benjamin Britten  

- Rape of Lucretia 

- Turn of the Screw 

- Albert Herring 

Gioachino Rossini 

- Cinderella 

Kurt Weill  

- The Rise and Fall of 

the City of 

Mahagonny 

Richard Strauss 

- Ariadne auf Naxos 

Gian Carlo Menotti  

- The Medium 

 

 

Jacques Offenbach 

- Orphée aux enfers 

- La vie parisienne 

Gilbert and Sullivan 

- HMS Pinafore 

- The Pirates of 

Penzance 

- The Gondoliers 

- The Mikado 

- The Yeoman of the 

Guard 

- Iolanthe 

- Patience (in concert) 

 

Golden Age (1927-1966) Other and post-1966 

Cole Porter 

- Anything Goes 

- Kiss Me Kate 

Rodgers & Hart 

- The Boys from Syracuse 

Rodgers & Hammerstein 

- Oklahoma!  

- Carousel 

- South Pacific 

- The King and I 

- Sound of Music 

Lerner & Loewe 

- My Fair Lady 

- Camelot 

- Gigi 

Monnot & Breffort  

- Irma la douce 

Frank Loesser 

- Guys and Dolls 

Sandy Wilson 

- The Boy Friend 

Meredith Willson  

- The Music Man 

Bernstein/Sondheim/Laurents 

- West Side Story 

Sondheim/Shevelove 

- A Funny Thing Happened on 

the Way to the Forum 

Lionel Bart  

- Oliver! 

Bock & Harnick  

- Fiddler on the Roof 

Herman & Stewart 

- Hello Dolly! 

Leigh/Wasserman/Daiman 

- Man of La Mancha 

Kander & Ebb 

- Cabaret 

Warren/Dubin/Stewart  

- 42
nd

 Street 

G. & I. Gershwin 

- My One and Only 

- Crazy for You 

Porter/Shevelove 

- Happy New Year 

Clark Gesner 

- Youôre a Good Man, 

Charlie Brown 
Stephen Sondheim 

- Into the Woods 

Jacques Brel 

- Jacques Brel is Alive 

and Well and Living in 

Paris 

Webber & Rice 

- Evita 

- Jesus Christ Superstar 

Stanley Silverman 

- The Satyricon 

Carrière & Jones  

- Ready Steady Go 

Norman & Ouzounian 

- Dracula 

Norman & Panych 

- Wanderlust 

Other Music 

Theatre
178

 
 

John Gay 

- The Beggarôs Opera 

Weill & Brecht  

- The Threepenny 

Opera 

Leonard Bernstein 

- Candide 

Canadian Opera 
 

Gabriel Charpentier 

- Orpheus 

R. Murray Schafer 

- Patria II: Requiems 

for the Party Girl 

Charles Wilson 

- The Summoning of 

Everyman 

Raymond & Beverly 

Pannell 

- Exiles 

Harry Somers 

- The Fool 

Jean Vallerand 

- Le Magicien 
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Operetta began in the mid nineteenth century as a smaller, lighter form of opera than the 

large, serious works by nineteenth-century composers such as Wagner. Some of the operettas 

were akin to the comic operas of earlier centuries, but by the nineteenth century, Romantic 

attitudes toward the artist and the autonomous artwork had made many people unwilling to put 

works by Jacques Offenbach and Franz Lehár in the same category as works by Wagner and 

Verdi. Wagner wrote the librettos for his operas as well as the music, but most Western art music 

operas had multiple authors, just as operettas did. It was not for their multiple authorship, but for 

their playful attitude and satirical subject matter, that musicians and scholars classified operettas 

as a separate genre from operas. A distinction was therefore made between grand opera and its 

cousin with the diminutive suffixðoperetta. Richard Traubner, in his monograph on operetta, 

examines several definitions of the term and the way it evolved over time. Traubner notes that in 

the United States,  

the word operetta is now used solely to denote works that were written before the 

1940sé Operettas produced prior to 1900 were often called comic operas, as they 

were in England. In France the term opérette also connotes twentieth-century works 

(often produced with spectacular effects), while opéra-bouffe is the term used for the 

works of Offenbach, and opéra-comique (officially, but often grandiosely) the 

definition used by the authors themselves to describe the works of Offenbachôs rivals 

and successors, as these often played up romantic elements. Britainôs greatest works, 

the Savoy series of Gilbert and Sullivan, were comic operas, while their descendants 

at the turn of the century were called musical comedies, originally so-called to 

distinguish them from continental works.
179

 

 

Traubner classifies all these works as operettas, noting that one of the main differences between 

opera and operetta is musical unpretentiousnessðthat operettas were composed so that theatre 

orchestras (rather than symphonic orchestras) could play the scores, ñand in many cases the 

principal operetta singers were known first, and primarily, as comedians or café singers, rather 
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than as operatic singers.ò
180

 Operettas at Stratford did include some operatic singers (notably 

Maureen Forrester in the role of the Fairy Queen in Iolanthe), but they have also been cast with 

actors trained in musical theatre (Kyle Blair and Jeff Hyslop, who both played Frederic in 

different productions of The Pirates of Penzanceðsee Chapter 4, Case Study) and classically 

trained actors (i.e. Colm Feore as the Pirate King in the 1994 Pirates of Penzance). Like 

Traubner, I use the term operetta to refer to Offenbachôs opéra-bouffes and the comic operas of 

Gilbert and Sullivan. At Stratford, the operetta category has been the most consistent (by virtue 

of being the most repetitive), with Stratford offerings limited to works by Gilbert and Sullivan 

and Offenbach (see Table 2.1).  

Musicals were born of both European and American ancestors: vaudeville, operetta, 

music hall, burlesque and minstrelsy. There were many new genres developed from these 

relatives that found their way to Broadway stages starting in the 1890s. Revues sometimes had a 

theme to tie the disparate elements of satirical sketches, spectacular dance numbers, and popular 

Tin Pan Alley songs into one work, but did not have an overarching narrative, or ñbook.ò The 

revue genre was typified by the Ziegfeld Follies, which began in 1907 and ran annually until the 

1930s. Musical comedies (the term was shortened to musicals at a later date) had comedic plays 

as their basis, with musical numbers added in. The Princess Theater book musicals by Jerome 

Kern, P.G. Wodehouse and Guy Bolton from the 1910s are good examples of this genre that 

usually focused on contemporary characters living in New York and the comedy that arose out of 

believable situations. First or second generation Americans such as Victor Herbert, Sigmund 

Romberg, Vincent Youmans and Rudolf Friml wrote in another, more operetta-like genre. The 

music in shows like Naughty Marietta (1910) and The Student Prince (1924) tended to be more 
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demanding of singers than the music in musical comedies, and the stories usually focused on 

upper class characters in exotic settings, typical of operetta.  

While acknowledging the influence of vaudeville, revue and operetta and their place on 

Broadway stages in the early 20
th
 century, historians, musical creators and audiences have made 

the musical comedy the epicentre of the genre. This is likely because the ñintegratedò musical 

comedies and musical plays, with their enmeshed music, dance and plot, have stood the test of 

time better than the revues or operettas with their topical jokes and satire.
181

 Further, the core of 

the genre is made up of Golden Age musicals from the 1927 to the 1960s; and, as explored in my 

Introduction, it is this core repertory that is reinforced in literature about the musicals and in 

revivals, both professional and amateur. 

In his book The Rise and Fall of the Broadway Musical, Mark N. Grant divides 

Broadway history into three eras: 1866 with The Black Crook to 1927; 1927 with Show Boat to 

around 1966; and 1966 to the present.
182

 Grant draws parallels between the first and last eras in 

the types of ñfluffyò musicals that were and are produced and calls the middle erað1927-1966ð

the Golden Age, or canonical period, or, as Alan Jay Lerner called it, Broadwayôs ñbelle 

®poque.ò
183

 1927 is a significant year because it was when Showboat premiered. Joseph Swain 

calls Showboat ñBroadwayôs first maturityò
184

 as it ushered in a new era of musical theatre in its 

integration of story, music and dance. Grant does not explicitly state why he chose 1966 as a date 

to end the canonical period, but it is plausible to assume that he wished to include 1966ôs 
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Cabaret and make 1968ôs Hair part of the new era. Many overviews of Broadway history focus 

explicitly on Grantôs Golden Age: ñfrom Show Boat to Sondheim,ò as musicologist Geoffrey 

Block terms it.
185

 These historians and critics take on the role of gatekeeper and reinforce the 

notion that Broadway has a canon or core repertory of classics drawn from the forty-year period 

between 1927 and 1966.
186

 The way musicals are valuedðat Stratford and elsewhereðtherefore 

largely rests on the way Golden Age musicals are analyzed, taught, and revived. 

It is mainly from this central Golden Age canon of musicals that Stratford has drawn its 

musical theatre repertoire (See Table 2.2, the bottom half of the chart, in grey, contains the post-

Golden Age Musicals). The first musical wasnôt produced at Stratford until 1979, after the Music 

Festival had collapsed. There is a definite correlation between the types of music theatre 

produced at Stratford and the existence of the Music Festival. Music Theatre at Stratford 

between 1955 and 1975 was under the purview of the Festival Music Directors, and the staged 

offerings formed the centrepiece of the Music Festival. Music Directors from Louis Applebaum 

to Raffi Armenian tended to choose more musically demanding pieces such as operas and 
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Table 2.2: Comparison of core Broadway repertories with Stratford productions 

Geoffrey Blockôs ñBroadway 

Canonò (Block 1993) 

Joseph Swainôs The Broadway 

Musical (2002) 

Raymond Knappôs 

American Musical (2006) 

Stratford 

Productions 

Show Boat  

(1927 ï Kern & Hammerstein) 

Show Boat  

(1927 ï Kern & Hammerstein) 

  

Porgy and Bess  

(1935 G. & I. Gershwin) 

Porgy and Bess  

(1935 G. & I. Gershwin) 

  

Pal Joey  

(1940 ï Rodgers & Hart) 

   

Oklahoma!  

(1943 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

Oklahoma!  

(1943 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

 2007 

Carousel 

 (1945 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

Carousel  

(1945 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

 1991 

  Annie Get Your Gun 

(1946 ï Berlin) 

 

Kiss Me, Kate  

(1948 ï Porter) 

Kiss Me, Kate  

(1948 ï Porter) 

Kiss Me, Kate  

(1948 ï Porter) 

1989, 2010 

South Pacific  

(1949 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

  2006 

Guys and Dolls  

(1950 ï Loesser) 

  1990, 2004 

The King and I  

(1951 ï Rodgers & Hammerstein) 

  2003 

My Fair Lady  

(1956 ï Lerner & Loewe) 

 My Fair Lady  

(1956 ï Lerner & Loewe) 

1988, 2002 

The Most Happy Fella  

(1956 ï Loesser) 

The Most Happy Fella  

(1956 ï Loesser) 

  

West Side Story  

(1957 ï Bernstein & Sondheim) 

West Side Story  

(1957 ï Bernstein & Sondheim) 

 1999, 2009 

  Gypsy  

(1959 ï Styne) 

1993 

  Camelot  

(1960 ï Lerner & Loewe) 

1997, 2011 

 Fiddler on the Roof  

(1964 ï Bock & Harnick) 

 2000, 2013 

  Man of La Mancha 

(1965 ï Leigh & Darion) 

1998, 2014 

 

 

 Company 

(1970 ï Sondheim) 

 

 

 

Godspell  

(1976 - Schwartz) 

  

 

 

Jesus Christ Superstar  

(1971 ï Lloyd Webber & Rice) 
 2011 

 

 

A Chorus Line  

(1975 ï Hamlisch & Kleban) 

  

 

 

Evita  

(1978 ï Webber & Rice) 

Evita  

(1978 ï Webber & Rice) 

2010 

 

 

Sweeney Todd  

(1979 ï Sondheim) 

Sweeney Todd  

(1979 ï Sondheim) 

 

 

 

Les Miserables  

(1987 - Schonberg & Boublil) 
  

 

 

 Into the Woods 

(1987 ï Sondheim) 

2005 
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operettas than the musicals later chosen by Stratford Artistic Directors.
187

 Once the Music 

Festival folded, the emphasis on music at Stratford shifted and became more intertwined with the 

theatre festival, and the genres of music theatre at Stratford post-1975 likewise placed a more 

equal emphasis on music and theatre. 

In the years immediately following the demise of the Music Festival, a new approach to 

music theatre at Stratford was tested. By 1981, Artistic Director John Hirsch and director Brian 

Macdonald had settled into a string of hit Gilbert and Sullivan  

productions,
188

 but prior to that, Robin Phillipsô tenure (1975-1980) was marked by the end of 

the experimental opera phase and the end of the Music Festival, but the beginning of musicals 

and genre-bending works of music theatre at Stratford. In 1978, Stratford presented Leonard 

Bernsteinôs Candide, in 1979, a jukebox musical of Cole Porter songs with a book by Barry 

Shevelove called Happy New Year, and in 1980, the ballad opera The Beggarôs Opera. I have 

classified Happy New Year as a post-Golden Age musical, even though Porterôs music has a 

Golden Age provenance, because the Stratford performance was actually in the nature of a tryout 

for the Broadway production that flopped horribly in 1980.
189

  

                                                 
187

 Rick Fox, Festival Music Director from 2008-2013, said that it is the Artistic Director who chooses the musicals 

to be mounted at Stratford each season. He said that Des McAnuff was a very collaborative Artistic Director, and 

liked to discuss his choices with Fox, but that it was ultimately McAnuffôs decision (Rick Fox, interview). This 

differs from how things were done in the first half of the Festivalôs history, when the Music Directors chose the 

music theatre repertoire. 
188

 See Chapter Five. 
189

 See Ken Mandelbaum, Not since Carrie: Forty years of Broadway musical flops, (New York: St. Martinôs Press, 

1991), 220-221. This differs from my inclusion of shows such as 42
nd

 Street, Gigi, and My One and Only in the 

ñGolden Ageò category even though they did not have Broadway premi¯res between 1927 and 1966, because those 

works, unlike Happy New Year, not only have a ñGolden Ageò provenance, but were also established (and 

successful) Broadway shows before they arrived at Stratford. 42
nd

 Street premièred on Broadway in 1980, based on 

the 1933 musical film of the same name, with music by Harry Warren and Al Dubin from the thirties; My One and 

Only was a jukebox musical of 1930s Gershwin tunes with a new book (much like Crazy for You) that had its 

Broadway première in 1983; Gigi was adapted by Lerner and Loewe from their 1958 musical film for the Broadway 

stage in 1973. 
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Candide and The Beggarôs Opera, along with Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brechtôs adaptation 

of the latter into The Threepenny Opera, are harder works to classify because they all make use 

of an amalgam of musical styles. As Weill scholar Stephen Hinton wrote, ñWeillôs work is hard 

to pin down in terms of genre because genre is one of its topics.ò
190

 The Threepenny Opera has 

the word óoperaô in its title, is considered an operetta by many critics, and also became an Off-

Broadway hit in the nature of many musicals.
191

 Heinz Keller called it ñthe weightiest possible 

lowbrow opera for highbrows and the most full-blooded highbrow musical for lowbrows.ò
192

 In 

this assessment, Keller makes it clear that opera is a more highbrow form than musicals, and that 

the audiences of the genres are often divided not only along lines of taste, but also along class 

lines. I have decided to place The Threepenny Opera, like its parent The Beggarôs Opera, in a 

category apart from opera, operetta or musicals as it is closely related to each of those forms, and 

yet fits comfortably in none of them (see Table 2.1).  

Certain works of music theatre, like Oklahoma! and West Side Story, pushed at the boundaries of 

their genre, and in so doing enlarged and redefined what the genre could encompass. Other 

works, like Weillôs Threepenny Opera and Leonard Bernsteinôs Candide, straddled and mixed 

genres so completely that they pushed beyond the boundaries of genre into some interstitial 

space that can only be described in terms of montage. Unlike West Side Story, which also trod 
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ñthe fine line between opera and Broadwayò
193

 and ended up in opera repertories, Candide did 

not so much redefine the genre of Broadway musicals as it formed its own genre in the space 

between musicals and operetta. West Side Story was also musically ambitious, and some of the 

music Bernstein originally wrote for Candide ended up in West Side Story, and vice versa, yet 

the music in West Side Story escaped the connotation of operetta, and had a larger stylistic 

influence on Bernsteinôs Broadway successors than the music of Candide. West Side Story has 

assumed a place in the centre of Broadwayôs core repertory,
194

 while Candide exists on the 

fringes of the genre. 

The common thread weaving Candide, The Beggarôs Opera and The Threepenny Opera 

together into a genre of ñotherò music theatre, is that they are all satires and they all use musical 

parody. Bernstein and Weill were both classically trained composers who took many influences 

from the popular music of the day. They were both interested in blending genres and breaking 

down hierarchies of taste in the types of music that they wrote. Candide, The Beggarôs Opera 

and The Threepenny Opera are works that bridge more than one genre, and the productions of 

these works at Stratford often served as a pivot point between the different genres of music 

theatre that were produced on Stratford stages (see Figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1: Genres of Music Theatre as Stratford, 1955-2014
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OPERA AND OPERETTA AT STRATFORD 

The main genre focus of this dissertation is on musicals, but because musicals did not appear 

regularly on Stratford stages until 1986, it is useful to examine how opera and operetta set the 

precedent for music theatre at Stratford in the first half of the Festivalôs history. Operas and 

many operettas require classically trained singers, while musicals require a different type of 

vocal styleða style that many actors receive at least some training in.
195

 Certain musicals at 

Stratford could be cast with actors who had óenoughô vocal training for the music director to 

work with, whereas the opera and operetta-heavy years of Stratford Music (1955-1975) required 

a separate music theatre company of classically trained singers. I have therefore chosen to 

address opera and operetta separately from musicals not only for the generic differences, but also 

because of the difference in how music theatre was approached during the first half of the 

Festivalôs history versus during its latter half. 

The Stratford Festival began its foray into music theatre in 1955 with chamber works. 

Under the auspices of the Music Festival, the early chamber operas featured actor/singers who 

were not part of the drama company. In some cases, as with The Turn of the Screw in 1957, an 

established opera company was invited to perform a work from their repertoire as part of the 

Music Festival. In other cases, Applebaum selected the repertoire and the music director 

conducted the auditions and cast the work. In the fifties and sixties Applebaum invited many 

Canadian Opera Company members to perform in Stratford operas and operettas. With few 
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exceptions, the music theatre and drama companies were entirely separate until 1986, when John 

Neville cast the musical The Boys from Syracuse with members of the acting company.
196

 

Applebaum began very small with his staged musical selections in the 1955 Stratford 

season. Igor Stravinsky wrote Lôhistoire du soldat in 1918, when wartime economy dictated 

small ensembles. It is a work for an octet of instruments, a balletic, non-speaking part, and three 

speaking roles. It was not long enough to fill an entire programme, so Applebaumôs wife Jan 

suggested he round out the evening with a mime performance by Marcel Marceau. Marceau 

agreed to make his North American debut in the inaugural Stratford Music Festival, and he also 

took on the role of the Devil in Stratfordôs English-language presentation of Lôhistoire du soldat. 

The double bill of Soldat and Marceau was scheduled for only four performances, but was very 

successful and definitely one of the biggest box office draws of the Music Festival that year.
197

  

Applebaum had a fondness for chamber pieces, both instrumental and sung, and he 

believed that Stratford could develop a strong reputation for chamber works. He also believed 

that Stratford should not attempt to produce grand operasðat least ñfor a good number of 

years.ò
198

 Part of his reasoning was that the Music Festival had neither the space nor the 

resources to mount a grand opera with full sets and costumes. For the 1956 season Applebaum 

chose a chamber opera composed by Benjamin Britten with some Shakespearean resonances: 

The Rape of Lucretia. In the souvenir program he wrote, ñStratfordôs presentation will, we 

expect, aim the attention of the audience on the essential dramatic and musical values of the 
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work rather than divert it with the conventional operatic trimmings and trappingsé time and our 

audience should eventually let us know what to build on.ò
199

 The audience responded well 

enough to Lucretia for Applebaum to chose another Britten opera for the 1957 season, this time 

with Britten himself conducting his English Opera Group in The Turn of the Screw.  

These chamber operas were artistically successful for Stratford because they aligned with 

the mandate of the Festival to produce the highest quality music and theatre possible. After the 

Festivalôs resounding success in 1953, audiences came to expect compelling productions of 

classical works. The works might be new to the audience members (Allôs Well That Ends Well 

and Richard III were rarely produced in the first half of the twentieth century, and would have 

likely been unfamiliar to a large portion of the Festival audience in 1953), and they might even 

be new worksðlike Brittenôs chamber operasðbut the Artistic and Music Directors at Stratford 

carefully chose plays and operas that belonged to a canon of classical works. The selections 

reflected a valuation of Elizabethan plays and music from the Western art music tradition as 

being the highest forms of art that Stratford could offer to its patrons. The Stratford productions 

were meant to enrich the cultural life of Canada; they were meant to edify and enlighten the 

performers and the audiences. It is not surprising that chamber operas by a Western art music 

like Benjamin Britten were chosen to complement the classical dramatic offerings. Both 

Shakespeare and opera had moved from being popular entertainments to highbrow 

entertainments (the history of that evolution in America is traced in Lawrence Levineôs 

Highbrow/Lowbrow), and the Stratford Festival was aiming to both establish itself as a bastion of 

high culture in Canada, and to attract a wide audience. Tyrone Guthrie took something of a risk 

in choosing the lesser-known Shakespeare plays for the inaugural season of a new venture in 
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1953, but Applebaum proved to be a risk taker in his programming again and againðselecting 

contemporary art music (often a hard sell for audiences), before changing tacks and choosing a 

new type of music theatre for Stratford. 

For 1958, The Beggarôs Opera, requiring a larger number of musicians and actors, was 

selected. The production featured Robert Goulet as Macheath prior to his Broadway debut as 

Lancelot in the original run of Camelot in 1960. At twelve performances, Stratfordôs The 

Beggarôs Opera had twice the exposure as The Turn of the Screw the year before. Hugh 

Thomson of the Toronto Star wrote that the opening night had ñan appreciative audience which 

caught all of [the showôs] earthy humour, farcical fun and simple tunefulness with obvious 

relish.ò
200

The Beggarôs Opera was better received than the Britten operas, and it presaged a 

change in direction for the Festival away from chamber operas toward more comedic works in 

the operetta genre. This might have been the moment at the Festival when Applebaum listened to 

the complaints about the Music Festival losing money and needing to be subsidized by the 

Drama Festival.
201

 He may have recognized that a work with more popular appeal would 

perform better at the box office. If so, this marked the beginning of what has become an ongoing 

concern for the Festivalðthe desire to sell tickets, but avoid the appearance of overt populism 

balanced against the desire to produce artistically credible works, but avoid alienating audience 

members. 

 The Beggarôs Opera was succeeded in 1959 by Offenbachôs operetta Orpheus in the 

Underworld. In his report on the 5
th
 Season of Music, Applebaum wrote,  
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Orpheus in the Underworld was selected for its potential popular appeal and for that 

reason 17 performances were scheduled, as compared to 12 last year. The 

presentation was acclaimed by the press and the attending public. It was a happy 

show and contained many elements pointing to a box-office óhit.ô The average 

attendance was a disappointing 54% of potential and it cost about $25,000 more to 

produce than came in via box office receipts.
202

 

 

Perhaps Orpheus, like the Britten operas, was too highbrow for the majority of the audience, who 

may have wanted some levity in the music theatre offering to balance out the seriousness of 

Othello and the chamber music concerts featuring Oscar Shumsky, Leonard Rose and Claudio 

Arrau.  

The following year, the quest to find a box office hit succeeded when Tyrone Guthrie 

returned to Stratford to direct Gilbert and Sullivanôs HMS Pinafore. Guthrie admitted to 

Applebaum that he would like to try his hand at a Savoy operetta now that they were almost out 

of copyright and the strict production codes insisted upon by the DôOyly Carte company could 

be ignored.
203

 Applebaum wrote,  

During the first year [1953], while examining with Guthrie the failures and hopes for 

that first series of concerts in the tent, he confessed that of all the musical works  he 

was most interested in staging, his choice would fall not on Carmen, or 

Götterdämmerung or the St. Matthew Passion but on Pinafore. Seven years later it 

was made to happen at Stratford, setting off a five year cycle of Gilbert and Sullivan 

at the Avon.
204

 

 

The word ñconfessedò is an interesting choice in that it shows that Guthrie and Applebaum were 

both aware of the amateur associations with Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, and that they had less 
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cultural capital than works by Bizet, Wagner, or Bach. There may have been a division between 

what Applebaum envisioned for Stratford, and Guthrieôs ideas, and it is unclear what Michael 

Langham, who was Artistic Director in 1960, thought of the operettas. But whatever the internal 

politics, Guthrieôs return to Stratford and Applebaumôs last year as Festival Music Director was 

marked by a production that was decidedly more fun than the Britten operas or Shakespeareôs 

tragedies and histories. 

With Guthrie on board as director of the good ship Pinafore, he and Applebaum planned 

for a run of 24 performances at Stratford plus a 40-performance engagement at the Phoenix 

Theatre in New York City. It was a larger undertaking than any piece of music theatre at 

Stratford to date, and because it was a smashing success both at Stratford and Off-Broadway, 

Pinafore reassured the Stratford Board that music theatre could be a box office draw, and more 

Gilbert and Sullivan operettas were planned for subsequent years. 

Pinafore was also filmed for CBC television and June Graham of the CBC Times noted,   

This will be the first Stratford Festival production to be seen on television, and is 

also Guthrieôs first venture into TV directingé The 90-minute CBC-TV show was 

videotaped during a 10-day stopover in Toronto. It includes the original chorus, 

which had to be broken up before the New York opening, because several of its 

members were signed up for the Canadian Opera Company Festival in Toronto.
205

 

 

The show aired on October 10, 1960 in Canada and then was picked up by many U.S. channels 

so that by early in 1961, Stratfordôs Pinafore had been watched on televisions in New York, San 

Francisco, Cleveland, Washington, Philadelphia and Baltimore.
206

 In many of the reviews of 

Pinafore in Canada and the States, there was a focus on the freshness of the Stratford 
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 June Graham, ñHMS Pinafore: Dr. Tyrone Guthrie and CBCôs Norman Campbell recreate the Stratford 

production, with the original cast, for CBC-TV viewers,ò CBC-Times 13 no. 14 (October 8-14, 1960), 10. Copy in 

Louis Applebaum fonds, York University archive, 1979-002/026 (505). 
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 Poster for ñA very very special H.M.S. Pinaforeò Louis Applebaum fonds, York University archive, 1979-
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productionðthat it was a relief to see a production free of the DôOyly Carte strictures.
207

 Guthrie 

wrote an article on his updated approach to Pinafore wherein he expressed his view that 

modernization of the material was required to keep it relevant otherwise the operettas would fade 

away, 

Two things may happen; either the Savoy operas will gradually drop more and more 

out of fashion ótill at last they are no more seen; orðthe likelier alternativeðthey 

will achieve a place in the classic repertoire of light opera, along with The Marriage 

of Figaro, the best of Rossini and Offenbach, La fille de Madame Angot, Les cloches 

de Corneville, Die Fledermaus, The Merry Widow, andðwho knows?ðOklahoma! 

or West Side Story. Such works as these will continue to be revivedðand with 

respectðfor at least another century. Indeed, the older they grow the more respect 

they will earn.
208

 

 

In this passage, Guthrie expressed concern for the idea of works coming in and out of fashion, 

and with the way canons of theatre genres are formed and reformulated to adapt to changing 

trends. He spoke to something that was echoed by some (though certainly not all) of his 

successors at Stratford. Des McAnuff in particular has insisted that certain types of music theatre 

(including Oklahoma! and West Side Story) are classics in their own right and therefore fall 

within the mandate of the Festival to produce Shakespeare and the classics.
209

 McAnuff uses a 

broad definition of a ñclassicò work, but he seems to be saying that whatever the genre, if a work 

has achieved classic status within that genreðif it forms the core of the genreôs canonðit can be 

called a classic, and can thus be considered for inclusion on the Stratford playbill. There is 
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 Even DôOyly Carte fans such as journalist Richard Watts, Jr. gave Guthrieôs Pinafore a positive review. Richard 

Watts Jr. ñGilbert and Sullivan and Guthrie,ò New York Post (8 September, 1960). See also Howard Taubman, 

ñModernized Pinaforeò The New York Times (8 September, 1960), John Chapman, ñTyrone Guthrieôs Pinafore goes 

back to G&S for its charm,ò Daily News (8 September, 1960), Robert Coleman, ñGuthrieôs Pinafore sparklesò New 
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therefore some elasticity in the way the mandate of the Festival can be interpreted. Past Artistic 

Directors have certainly taken advantage of this leeway, it remains to be seen if future Board of 

Directors and Artistic Directors interpret the mandate of the Festival in the same way. 

In the early sixties, most newspaper critics and Stratford commentators had an attitude 

that the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas were fun additions to the Music and Drama festivals, there 

to provide some levity to the ballast of the Shakespearean drama and chamber music concerts. 

Louis Applebaumôs serious attention was on the International Composersô Conference in the 

1960 season, a week-long conference and concert series that began the week after Pinafore had 

its closing night at Stratford (see Illustration 2.1: Stratford Festival 1960 visitorsô pamphlet 

showing Music Festival offerings and the schedule for the International Conference of 

Composers). Applebaum regarded the composerôs conference, which brought Canadian 

composers together with composers from around the globe as ñthe crowning achievement of his 

work at Stratford.ò
210

 Applebaum was somehow able to balance convening the composerôs 

conference, organizing the rest of the 1960 Music Festival, and serving as musical director for 

Pinafore, but it is little wonder that after the 1960 season he was ready to step down as Festival 

Music Director to focus on composing for the plays and musically directing the operettas. 
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Despite Guthrieôs decision that ñGilbert and Sullivan will be given the respect due to a 

Mozart opera,ò
211

 the music of Gilbert and Sullivan was not very challenging or engaging for the 

National Festival Orchestra to play night after night, since much of the music for the operettas 

was designed to be played by accomplished amateurs, and mostly involved playing figures to 

accompany the singers. However, the musicians were órewardedô with more challenging music 

by the likes of Bach and Sibelius in the concert series and events such as the Composersô 

Conference and workshops. The high calibre of the musicians in the orchestra pit elevated the 

operettas from the somewhat dubious quality of music in 1955 (when Guthrie wrote a letter to 

the Board about his ñgrave dissatisfaction at the quality of music played by the orchestra at the 

theatreò
212

), to the very best available five years later.
213

 Regarding the 1960 production of 

Pinafore, the music correspondent to the New York Times wrote, 

The National Festival Orchestra of 22, conducted by Mr. Applebaum, gave a 

sparkling account of the scoreé To tempt the very best musicians into what might 

otherwise be found a rather dowdy assignment, Mr. Applebaum, a Toronto composer 

and director of music for the Festival, has made membership in the orchestra a 

passport to a chamber music workshop.
214

 

 

A formula was thus developed at Stratford that satisfied the musicians because the operettas 

helped to pay for the Music Festival. This formula pleased the board and the musicians at the 
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time, but it led to the notion that the primary job of music theatre at the Festival was to fund the 

more óseriousô worksða notion that has proven difficult to eradicate. 

The idea that some art is more óseriousô than other art makes intuitive sense when critics 

and scholars align art that addresses serious topics (like tragic plays or Picassoôs Guernica) with 

óseriousness,ô and art that is approached with a playful attitude (like musical comedies or Marcel 

Duchampôs Fountain) with ólightness.ô However, more frequently when critics and scholars refer 

to certain works as óserious artô and other works as ólight entertainment,ô
215

 they are not talking 

about the topic or content of the work, but are making a value judgment about the importance of 

the workðabout how influential or highbrow it is.  

The topic of an artwork may directly influence its valuation; works that are associated 

with fun and play are often easier for audiences to approach and enjoy, whereas works that 

access darker human emotions like fear and anger can be harder to process. In aesthetic 

philosophy, there has long been a correlation between how much work is expected of the 

audience and how highly valued the artwork is. From Hegel through Heidegger to Adorno, the 

arts were ranked according to their association with truth on the one hand and pleasure on the 

other. Truth in art held the highest value, followed by beauty, and pleasure trailed far behind. 

Adorno set up pleasure and cognition in a binary, ñwhoever concretely enjoys artworks is a 
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 The phrase ólight entertainmentô can be understood in general terms as the opposite of serious work, it may be 
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philistineé Actually the more they are understood, the less they are enjoyed,ò
216

 Richard 

Shusterman rebuts Adornoôs assertion asking, ñWhy should it be assumed that there is an 

essential opposition between truth and entertainment, knowledge and pleasure?ò
217

  William 

Irwin also disagrees with Adorno, writing that not understanding what music is about can lead to 

a negative evaluation of it, ñThere is no guarantee, of course, that proper comprehension will 

lead to proper appreciation, but in notable cases, full appreciation is impossible without proper 

comprehension.ò
218

 In a similar vein, Brecht, in his essay on theatre for pleasure or theatre for 

instruction, draws attention to the contrast between learning and amusement noting that theatre 

was a tool for ancient philosophers, who used it to instruct audiences and to provoke changes in 

worldview. Brecht argues that although instruction and amusement are often viewed as 

opposites, ñthe contrast between learning and amusing oneself is not laid down by divine rule; it 

is not one that has always been and must continue to be.ò
219

 

An operetta like Pinafore is a comedic work, and the quirks of Gilbertôs use of the 

English language are mostly comprehensible to modern English speakersðunlike the English 

used by Shakespeare. Pinafore is therefore less óworkô for an audience than a Shakespearean 
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play, or a modern chamber opera with unfamiliar musical language. So while philosophers like 

Shusterman and Irwin may argue convincingly that work and amusement can go hand in hand, 

and Bertolt Brecht can inform theatre practitioners why it is they take pleasure in working on 

understanding ancient drama, the very fact that audiences can take a sort of self-satisfied 

pleasure in working at understanding a Shakespeare play or Britten opera, means that certain 

audience members may be less satisfied with a piece like Pinafore that they didnôt have to work 

so hard to enjoy. Operettas are ólighterô fare than operas or Elizabethan drama not only because 

of their comic themes, but because audiences can afford to have a lighter engagement with them. 

At Stratford, audiences enjoyed the prospect of some lighter artworks mixed in with the 

highbrow drama and music, and Pinafore did very well at the box office. In 1961, Guthrie and 

Applebaum followed up their success with Pinafore by mounting The Pirates of Penzance for 45 

performances at Stratford plus another CBC taping and a tour. In the house notes for Pirates, 

Guthrie wrote, 

We are happy to have on hand the same Principals who sang in Pinafore last year; 

and many of the same choristersé This production after its run at Stratford will play 

a season in the Phoenix Theatre in New York City, then go on the road in the States 

until just before Christmas. Early in 1962, after a brief period of rest, the company 

will revive HMS Pinafore and present it, together with The Pirates, in London and 

principal cities of Great Britain.
220

 

 

A Stratford press release before the tour noted that Pirates at Stratford had ñplayed to 47,380 

people who paid $144,101 at the box office. For its 45 performances, during a period of six 

weeks and two days, the Avon theatre was filled to 92.9% capacity.ò
221

 The operettas might have 

been able to completely finance the rest of the Music Festival during the first half of the sixties if 
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not for the expenses associated with the productions and their tours. The operas and operettas 

tended to be the most expensive works produced at Stratford. The Avon stage required much 

bigger sets than the Festival stage, and for the tours of Pirates and Pinafore, Applebaum had to 

engage a large number of orchestral musicians whenever the theatre could accommodate them 

(see Illustration 2.2). Further, few of the proceeds from the tour went back to the Stratford 

Festival, as the tours were produced in partnership with a private U.S. company headed by 

Leonid Kipnis, friend and colleague to Guthrie and Applebaum. Although the Stratford Festival 

did not make much money from the tours, the Board viewed them as eminently worthwhile, 

since they gave international exposure to the Festival and its company. 

 
Illustration 2.2: Telegram from Cecil Clarke to Louis Applebaum, December 14, 1961 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, ASC 33045 

 

After the tour through the States, Pirates and Pinafore played in repertory in Her 

Majestyôs Theatre in London, England, where they were well received by the public, the press, 
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and HRH Queen Elizabeth II (see Illustration 2.3).
222

 Guthrie decided not to do another G&S 

operetta at Stratford after the success of his productions in England. He handed the reins over to 

Leon Major in 1962, who directed The Gondoliers at the Avon. George Kidd of the Toronto 

Telegram gave a good review of Gondoliers but also opined, ñit is hoped that Stratford and 

Gilbert and Sullivan will part company, at least for a few seasonsé the novelty seems to have 

worn off and there is a carbon-copy atmosphere that frequently brings a jaded quality instead of 

the freshness that was so paramount in HMS Pinafore of two years ago, and slightly less 

effective in last yearôs Pirates.ò
223

 The audiences were not tiring of the G&S as much as some of 

the critics, so the trend continued for two more years. Norman Campbell directed The Mikado in 

1963 and William Ball directed The Yeomen of the Guard in 1964.  

Louis Applebaum was musical director for all of the Gilbert and Sullivan productions 

even though he had stepped down as Festival Music Director after the 1960 season. There is a 

hint that Applebaum too was tiring of the G&S operettas, especially when Pinafore was revived 

for another tour in the autumn of 1964. He wrote to Herbert Whittaker of the Globe and Mail, 

I will once again act as Musical Directoré put the show together and conduct the 

Los Angeles run (two weeks starting Sept. 21) and the San Francisco run (one week 

starting Oct. 5). After that the show meanders through the U.S. and some bits of 

Canada (Ottawa, Montreal) and will end in Buffalo on Dec. 19. A nice hunk of work 

for the gang, which is one good reason to do the show again. Has any other Canadian 

opus been revived so often? Gad.
224
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Illustration 2.3: Pinafore and Pirates UK tour poster, 1961 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, ASC 33046 
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Applebaumôs priorities had always been more directed toward promoting Canadian musicians 

and the work of Canadian composers, so while he expressed happiness for the cast members of 

the operettas, who were getting the chance to perform in many cities, Applebaum himself was 

ready to move on. Indeed, he often rehearsed the cast of a new show, and conducted the opening 

week, before handing over the baton to another musical director so he could focus once more on 

his own compositions, and on his involvement with projects like founding the National Arts 

Centre in Ottawa.  

The 1964 tour of Pinafore was the last Stratford production of a Gilbert and Sullivan 

operetta until Brian Macdonald directed a new production of Pinafore in 1981, kick-starting yet 

another Stratford love affair with the operettas.
225

 But between 1964 and 1981, staged music at 

Stratford changed directions several times. 1964 was a notable year for music at Stratford 

because it marked the first time that two works of music theatre played together in the same main 

season. In addition to Yeomen of the Guard, opera returned to Stratfordôs stages with Mozartôs 

The Marriage of Figaro, directed by Jean Gascon and musically directed and conducted by 

famous Australian conductor Richard Bonynge. Gascon was a French Canadian director who co-

founded Montr®alôs Theatre du Nouveau Monde in 1951. He first came to Stratford with 

Nouveau Monde when they partnered with the Festival company to produce Henry V in 1956.
226

 

Gascon had a good relationship with Michael Langham, and he would take over from him for the 

1968 season as the Festivalôs first Canadian Artistic Director. For a number of seasons between 
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his first visit to Stratford, and when he became Artistic Director, Gascon directed operas for 

Stratford at the Avon. The intention was that an opera festival might become part of the larger 

Stratford Festival. Gascon wrote that the newly refurbished Avon theatre (see Chapter Four) was 

ñdesigned with a definite purpose in mind: to be the home of an opera festival of the same scope 

as the drama festival, which already ranks among the best known in the Western world.ò
227

  

Figaro played for only nine performances, compared to Yeomenôs 47, but it was well 

received. In the Canadian weekly magazine Saturday Night, Graham George summed up staged 

music at Stratford thus: 

the lesson seemed to be that the public thought of Stratford as a festival of theatre, but 

it was going to be choosy about what musical theatre it would attend. No Britten, 

despite his reputation as high as his brow; no Beggarôs Opera, despite its racy style 

and venerable age; but yes to G&S, despite its amateur associationséit is the drama 

festival that all Canada is proud of and all the world comes to see; musicðThe 

Marriage of Figaro gloriously exceptedðstill limps doggedly behind.
228

 

 

George points out that Stratford audiences were happy to attend highbrow plays, but they seemed 

less interested in attending highbrow operas. Perhaps this was because operas require even more 

background knowledge than classical drama. When the Festival Music Directors transitioned 

away from the ólighterô Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, they carefully selected operas that were 

by famous composers and had comic, rather than tragic, themes. They further made the operas 

accessible to audiences by presenting them in English translation. Figaro was enough of a 

success that it was reprised in 1965 for 30 performances. In that year, Gascon also directed the 

North American première of Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brechtôs satirical opera The Rise and Fall of 

the City of Mahagonny. Audiences responded with more fervour to Figaro than to Mahagonny, 
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which was considered ñover exposedò by administrative director Victor Polley at 35 

performances.
229

 Based on audience response and box office receipts, the Musical and Artistic 

Directors learned to schedule newer operas like Mahagonny and operas that had more serious 

themes like Albert Herring for fewer performances than well-known operas like Figaro and 

comic operettas by Gilbert and Sullivan. The Festival directors were learning what their 

audiences valued, and they balanced the pragmatic need to fill seats with their mandate to 

produce works of the highest calibre, and perhaps a desire to educate the public by exposing 

them to works that were difficult to find performances of elsewhere in Canada. 

In 1966, Gascon directed another Mozart opera, Don Giovanni (29 performances), and a 

ballet by Brian Macdonald with music composed by Harry Freedman called Rose Latulippe also 

appeared on the playbill for 12 performances (see Illustration 2.4). Gascon rounded out a fourth 

year directing operas with Mozartôs Così fan tutte (27 performances) in 1967, while David 

William (another future Artistic Director) helmed Brittenôs Albert Herring (19 performances). 

Violinist Oscar Shumsky was the Festival Music director in 1967 and in the souvenir program, 

he reflected on the past four seasons of opera with pride, 

On a Stratford evening in ô64 the candelabra of Tanya Moiseiwitschôs handsomely 

refurbished Avon Theatre was dimmed, and the gossipy opening measures of óFigaroô 

whispered in a new era for Opera. True, this was not Operaôs first appearance at 

Stratford. There had been a few isolated flings, and one could look back with nostalgia 

on the days of the perennial rash of G&S fun that broke out after Guthrieôs 

refreshingly daring óPinafore.ô However, the summer of ô64 did mark Opera Seriaôs 

first avowed declaration of taking up permanent residence in the area. Happily for all, 

Opera is unique at this festival in its opportunity to draw upon the best of theatre and 

music in order to achieve a high standard of its own.
230
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Illustration 2.4: Stratford Visitorôs Pamphlet, 1966, with productions divided by theatre 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, ASC 33043 
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Shumskyôs attitude that G&S operettas were ñfunò was typical of many artists who had classical 

training. It was a less serious endeavour than the attempt to create an opera festival at Stratford. 

By the mid-sixties, Stratford had earned a reputation for high-quality theatre, attracting actors 

from all over Canada to its company. It was also a place were Canadian musicians could come 

for summer residencies and workshops. The combination of high quality theatre plus high quality 

music in Stratford made for a promising place to house an opera festival that would combine the 

theatre and musical natures of the Festival in one artform. Although Shumsky seemed confident 

in 1967 that opera at Stratford would continue successfully in future years, when Gascon took 

over as Artistic Director for the 1968 season, he had less time to devote to directing operas and 

fewer operas were produced during his artistic directorship.  

Gascon did not direct another work of music theatre at Stratford until 1972 with Weill 

and Brechtôs Threepenny Opera. In the intervening years, under Victor Di Belloôs Music 

Directorship, music theatre at Stratford seemed to be rethought to include other genres like 

ballet. In 1968 the Royal Winnipeg Ballet was invited to perform four pieces at Stratford in 

addition to Douglas Campbellôs production of Rossiniôs Cinderella (19 performances). In 1969, 

John Hirsch (future Artistic Director of the Festival) directed the new musical The Satyricon with 

music by Stanley Silverman, based on the writings of Petronious. Silverman initially envisioned 

the work as a ñdisposable opera,ò meaning a work with the high culture aspirations of opera, but 

with the idea that it could be thrown out after a few performances and not enter the operatic 

canon. During the creative process, this formulation that questioned the nature of art and canon 

transformed somewhat and The Satyricon became a musical comedy. It was therefore the first 

musical produced at Stratford, although the Festival did not know they were signing on for a 
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musical when the 1969 season was first planned. The Satyricon was also an unexpected hit, 

playing to 90% capacity houses during its run.
231

 

In 1970 and 1971 no music theatre was produced at Stratford, although there were several 

concerts featuring preeminent classical musicians like Itzhak Perlman and Claudio Arrau. Marcel 

Marceau also returned to Stratford in 1970 and mime was again on the menu in 1971, with 

performances by Adrian Pecknoldôs Canadian Mime Theatre. In addition, two puppet troupesð

the Montreal Marionettes and the American National Theatre of Puppet Artsðvisited Stratford 

and performed in the 1971 season. The sorts of genres that were being included on Stratford 

playbill became more experimental through the early seventies, and the dream of an opera 

Festival to match the theatre festival ironically died out when Gascon took the helm as AD.  

Victor Di Bello continued to rethink Stratfordôs approach to music theatre during the two 

years when no music theatre was produced, and in 1972 the new direction was heralded by 

Gasconôs production of The Threepenny Opera at the Avon. The approach to music theatre in 

this era was a mix of new and experimental works housed at the Third Stage and the occasional 

longer run of a comedic work at the Avon. Canadian Nationalism in the arts was gaining ground 

in cities like Toronto and Halifax, and the choices of music theatre works reflected a need to 

support Canadian playwrights and composers (and thus, to be eligible for certain types of 

government fundingðsee Chapter 3 and Appendix D).
232

 In 1972, the season was rounded out 

with short runs of two new Canadian operasðPatria II by R. Murray Schafer and Orpheus by 
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Gabriel Charpentierðat the Third Stage.
233

 In 1973, the Festival commissioned its first work of 

music theatre, Exiles by Raymond and Beverly Pannell, directed by Michael Bawtree at the 

Third Stage. The experimental works at the Third Stage were almost all directed by playwright 

and director Bawtree; he also directed Menottiôs The Medium and Canadian Charles Wilsonôs 

The Summoning of Everyman in 1974 for five performances each. Everyman was also a 

premièreðStratford received funding from the Canadian Arts Council and the Ontario Arts 

Council to produce ñthe first fully professional presentation of the opera.ò
234

 A Canadian musical 

for children, Ready, Steady Go, with music by Berthold Carrière also appeared at the Third Stage 

for 22 performances.
235

 The same year, Gascon directed the seasonôs fourth music theatre 

offering, Offenbachôs La vie parisienne, for an unprecedented 78-performance run. The long run 

was something of a risk, as it diverged from the trend of producing short runs of a number of 

new pieces in one season, but it also reflected the lengthening of the Stratford season on the 

drama side of the Festival. In his directorôs notes for the operetta, Gascon wrote, ñI am delighted 

that for this, my last production as Artistic Director at the Stratford Festival, I have been able to 

bring operetta back to the Avon, an ideal theatre, I think, for such divertissements.ò
236

 Robert 

Cushman wrote that the Avon theatre  

had originally been reopened to provide a home for the opera productions mounted as 

part of the concurrent music festival, and occasionally for dramatic productions by 

visiting companies. As the years went on, the distinction between what belongs to 

music and what to drama became harder to draw. In Gasconôs time, several 

productions went more than half the distance between the two: Satyricon, obviously, 

and two somewhat more decorous offerings of Gasconôs own, staged in the last years 
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of his regime. One was The Threepenny Opera (1972), a half-successé The other, a 

complete success that found Gascon happily on his home ground, was Offenbachôs La 

Vie Parisienne (1974), boulevard-theatre plus.
237

 

 

Gasconôs term ñdivertissementò and Cushmanôs term ñboulevard-theatre plusò both acknowledge 

that the operetta was a celebration of entertainment. It was art as escape, diversion, or a night out 

on the town. The Entertainment Impulse was perhaps stronger than the Art Impulse (or, for that 

matter, the Commerce Impulse), and La vie parisienne (performed in English translation, like the 

operas before it) succeeded in entertaining Stratford audiences.  

Robin Phillips became the Artistic Director in 1975 and continued Gasconôs trend of 

producing chamber operas and works by Canadian composers in his first seasonðRichard 

Straussô Ariadne auf Naxos for five performances, and a Canadian double bill of Fram and 

Somersô The Fool with Vallerandôs Le Magicien for six performances. In 1976 and 1977, 

however, no operas were produced (due to some financial constraintsðsee Chapter 3ðand the 

dissolution of the Music Festivalðsee Chapter 1), and the second half of Phillipsô tenure was 

marked by the return of more name-brand music theatre at the Avon. As discussed above, 

Candide (1978)
238

 and The Beggarôs Opera (1980) are both works that are difficult to categorize, 

and they marked a change in direction yet again for music theatre at Stratford; after 1980 all of 

the works of music theatre produced at Stratford were English operettas or American musicals.  

The operas at Stratford received mixed reviews and uncertain box office, but the 

operettas tended to do very well, and after the Music Festival fizzled in 1975, the role of music 

theatre at Stratford shifted. Without champions like Gascon and Shumsky fighting for an opera 
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festival at Stratford, without music directors like Shumsky and Di Bello (who had a good deal of 

power in their roles as Festival Music Directors) advocating for new and Canadian works to have 

a home at Stratford, the genres of music theatre offered by the Festival changed. Music theatre 

was now being chosen by Stratford Artistic Directors, and many of the Artistic Directors along 

with members of the Board decided that it would now be the job of music theatre at Stratford to 

make money.  
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CHAPTER THREE: ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS  

Itôs very crucial to understand that art and commerce do indeed walk hand-in-hand. 

Successful theatre company personnel know when to be creative and when to take their 

heads out of the clouds and get down to the nitty-gritty of making the money they need to 

keep going. 

- Lisa Mulcahy
239

 

 

Thereôs still a tingle about a big West End first night that seems the very essence of 

theatre. The subsidized boys at the Barbican and across the river make much of the óright 

to fail,ô but, in reality, good or bad, most of their shows [are] safely protected by the 

corporate umbrella of the RSC or NT logoðand these days, even more perversely, if 

anything smells like a hit they do it in the 28-seat studio space so no one can get it: boffo 

smash or colossal floperoo, who can tell?  

If you want to exercise the right to fail, do a musical. 

- Mark Steyn
240

 

 

ñWeôre in the moneyòðso goes the chorus of the big production number before the 

intermission of 42
nd

 Street. Dancers clad in silver and gold sequins thrust dinner plate-sized 

dimes in the air as they tap danced across the Festival Stage during Stratfordôs 60
th
 Anniversary 

season in 2012. 42
nd

 Street was one of four musicals in the 2012 Stratford playbill, and there is 

little doubt that Stratford managers and artistic director Des McAnuff hoped that the spectacle of 

song and dance would put Stratford ñin the moneyò during an economic recession. Unfortunately 

for the Festivalôs books, programming a greater number of musicals than in previous years did 

not equal a greater amount of revenue, and the 60
th
 Anniversary season ended with the largest 

deficit in the companyôs history.
241

 Despite a longstanding assumption at Stratford that musicals 
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are ñcash cows,ò
242

 the box office revenue occasionally tells a different story. In this chapter, I 

trace that story of box office numbers, examining the risks that paid off, those that didnôt, and 

how the concept of the musical as ñcash cowò was woven into the Stratford narrative in the first 

place. 

Robert Cushman, writing about the start of Stratfordôs serious engagement with musicals 

during John Nevilleôs reign (1986-1989), wrote that musicals ñdid well at the box office, usually 

better than anything else in the season. Musicals were at Stratford to stay. Everybody knew why. 

The outstanding questions were which and how.ò
243

 Which musicals were chosen for each 

season and how they were produced are both important questions (I address the questions of 

which and how in Chapter Two and Chapter Four, respectively), but they are not the only 

questions to ask, nor is the ówhyô of musicals at Stratford so cut and dried as Cushman implies. It 

is by no means certain that musicals will always make money for Stratford nor that artistic and 

musical directors are primarily motivated by finances in their choices of musicals. The financial 

function of Stratford musicals must be problematized and analyzed in order to fully understand 

the placeðthe whyðof musicals at Stratford. 

The history of how the genre of musicals has been valued has had a lasting effect on how 

audiences, actors and funding bodies assess musicals at Stratford, and how their value is situated 

in comparison to classical drama. The narrative I give here not only engages with the financial 

role of musicals at Stratfordðsomething that has received press attention, but is not much 

written about in histories of the Festivalðbut also forms a useful case study for cultural theorists 
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who explore the relationships between art/entertainment and economics. In this chapter, I explore 

some of the facets of the Stratford Festival business model: its revenue (including corporate 

sponsorship, individual donations, government grants, ancillary revenue and tickets sales); its 

expenses (including production costs, salaries and capital expenditures); and its impact on the 

Stratford and Canadian economies due to its part in cultural tourism. I examine the commercial 

nature of the musical genre, arguing that the history of musicals as commercial theatre 

predisposed them to be perceived as ñcash cowsò in the Stratford environment. I then analyze 

how musicals fit into the business plan of the Stratford Festival, as a genre that often has high 

production costs but also the potential for great ticket revenue. Finally, I present a 

counterargument to the ñcash cowò narrative, arguing that the inclusion of some musicals in 

Stratford seasons was risky both artistically and financially. 

 

THE STRATFORD FESTIVAL AS A BUSINESS 

From the moment Tom Patterson brought the idea for a Shakespeare Festival to the Stratford 

town council, money has been a concern for the creators of the Festival.
244

 Fundraising 

initiatives, corporate sponsorship and government grants have all contributed to the Festivalôs 

financial resources from the first season, ensuring that Stratfordôs financial wellbeing did not 

solely depend on box office receipts. The Festival, like any other company, has had its business 

affected by new taxes, recessions and the varying strengths of the Canadian and American 

dollars. In difficult economic times, Festival artistic directors often made pragmatic decisions to 

increase box office revenue. Patterson had planned that the Stratford Festival would provide the 

town of Stratford with a new industry, and his plan succeeded; in its offices and workshops the 
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Festival employs many Stratfordians, and the entire tourism and hospitality industry that sprang 

up around the Festival is financially dependent upon it (see Table 3.1: Stratford, Ontario, 

economic indicators).  

Richard Monette wrote in his memoir that knowing the city depended on the Festival for 

its financial survival was a heavy burden:  

Every artistic decision I made affected the fortunes of a whole community of people 

who ran shops, restaurants and bed-and-breakfast establishments. My job was to 

create art, not save the city; at the same time, I couldnôt ignore the public-service 

component of that job. The reality was that livelihoods of people besides artists 

depended on what I chose to put on our stages.
245

 

  

In such circumstances, the artistic and the economic are understandably intertwined. Stratfordôs 

artistic directors have had to balance the dual nature of the Festival as a place of artistic 

expression and the Festival as a business. Sometimes good art meant good business, but that was 

not always the case. As Pierre Bourdieu argued, the degree of consecration an artwork receives 

from critics and other artists can occur in inverse relation to the artwork being rewarded by the 

market: ñsymbolic goods are a two-faced reality, a commodity and a symbolic object. Their 

specifically cultural value and their commercial value remain relatively independent, although 

the economic sanction may come to reinforce their cultural consecration.ò
246

 I use Bourdieuôs 

concepts of the ófield,ô habitus, and different forms of capitalðespecially ócultural capitalôð

throughout this chapter. However, like David Savran, I have found ñthat the way to be most true 

to Bourdieu is to be disloyal, to stray from his models and devise my own.ò
247

 

                                                 
245

 Richard Monette and David John Prosser, This rough magic: the making of an artistic director: a memoir, 

(Stratford, Ont: Stratford Festival of Canada, 2007), 301. 
246

 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, ed. Randal Johnson, series ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 113. 
247

 David Savran, Highbrow/Lowdown: Theatre, jazz, and the making of the new middle class, (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2009), 11. 



 

 119 

In 1994, CBC television aired a story about the financial impact of the Stratford Festival 

on the town of Stratford.
248

 Muriel Sherrin, chair of the long range planning committee for the 

Festival noted that there is a tension between those who want Stratford to be the national theatre 

of Canadaðheld to the highest artistic criteriaðand those who want people to come to Stratford 

to spend money. Barbara Quarry, of Tourism Stratford, was one of those who wanted people to 

come to Stratford to spend money in the town. She said that if the plays the Festival produces are 

too dark, the audience is depressed and doesnôt stay as long in Stratford; she cited Hamlet as a 

dark play.
249

 In contrast, most of Stratfordôs core audience and the majority of its directors and 

company, want Stratford to be renowned for the depth of its work. 

The relationship of high art and commerce is not automatically one of opposition. At 

Stratford, works of the highest caliber often attract audiences who are looking for exactly the 

type of high art that Stratford can provide, and who are willing to pay for it. In constructing its 

audience, the Stratford Festival has tried to cultivate an appreciation for high art in its patrons. 

The core audience that attends Stratford is usually upper-middle class, middle aged or older, and 

predominantly white (usually with the Anglo Saxon background that was common in western 

Ontario for much of the twentieth century). This core audience has occasionally had adverse 

reactions to appearances of overt populism on Stratfordôs playbillðperhaps worrying that the 

choices Stratford directors made would reflect poorly on the audience memberôs taste. The more 

populist musicals and family experience shows (see examples later in this chapter), may draw 

new audiences to Stratford, but they can also result in friction with the old guard audience, who 
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want Stratford to reflect their own tastes. The cultural capital of some Stratford patrons is 

dependent on the cultural institutions they attendðwhether Stratford, or the National Ballet, or 

the Canadian Opera Companyðremaining bastions of high culture. There can therefore be 

reactions from minor grumbling to great furor when works that are perceived as ólowbrowô or 

ómiddlebrowô (like many musicals) are included in seasons by directors trying to expand the 

mandate of the company, or attract a new (younger, more diverse) audience. 

Richard Monette, the Artistic Director in 1994 when the CBC special on Stratford 

finances aired, rebutted the notion that the Festival should avoid dark plays or risks. He said, 

ñMost people come here to see Shakespeare, in the studies of demographics weôve done. Thatôs 

what we doé We do this for the audience. If the audience tells us they do not want to see this, 

believe me, weôll stop.ò
250

 Monette also acknowledged that the Festival was a business that 

needs to be able to balance its books, ñIn a perfect world, you can never take enough risksébut 

weôre dealing in a real world on a mundane level. My job is to keep the theatre open in a difficult 

time.ò
251

 

At the time of the CBC report in 1994, the Festivalôs budget was $24 million and it 

brought in an estimated $100 million in tourist dollars to the town of Stratford. Less than a 

decade later, in 2002, Monette said that the Festival brought in ñ$360 million to the town every 

year. We employ 875 people. Our budget is now $40 million. Itôs doubled in the time that Iôve 

been here.ò
252

 The Festivalôs budget and its financial impact on the town of Stratford continue to 
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grow. The Stratford Town Council lists the finances of the Festival as a major indicator of 

Stratfordôs financial health (Table 3.1) 

Table 3.1: Stratford, Ontario, economic indicators253 

Indicators 2010 2009 

Population 32,000 31,644 

Retail sales  $549,467,000 $279,390,000 

Stratford Festival revenue  $59,100,000 $59,002,000 

Stratford Festival annual budget  $58,782,000 $58,829,000 

Stratford Festival attendance (tickets sold) 524,919 509,195 

 

Tourism is a large part of the Stratford experience. From the start, Tyrone Guthrie 

envisioned Stratford as a place where people would come to stay and participate in the cultural 

life of Stratford and the Festival. In the first years, Stratford homeowners opened their homes to 

billet actors and Festival ñguests.ò Later on, the hospitality of Stratford natives was monetized in 

a bustling bed and breakfast culture.
254

 Tom Patterson noted that the tourism aspect of the 

Festival was carefully managed so as to give visitors a relationship to the townspeople, 

That was one of our smartest moves. Right from the beginning, we decided that we 

would not call anyone a ótourist.ô They were, rather, óFestival guests.ô All our 

advertising read that it was our obligation to look after óour Festival guests.ô And this 

created the attitude among Stratford people that óthese people are our guests. Weôve 

got to look after them.ô
255

 
 

The relationship of a guest to their host is more equitable than the relationship of a tourist to a 

hotel clerk or restaurant cook (or even the actors that are there to provide entertainment). Further, 
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a guest does not usually pay money to their host, and this downplaying of the commercial nature 

of the Festival had a long history in its status as a not-for-profit company.  

Stratford natives have a complex relationship with their townôs major industry; there have 

been some vocal critics of the Festival from within the city, but the Stratford Festival also 

receives a great deal of support from the Stratford locals. In the first year of the Festival, a 

considerable amount of the money raised for the Festival came from Stratfordians. As Martin 

Hunter writes, ñThere were plenty of sharp-tongued nay-sayers in Stratford and across the land 

but Pattersonôs vision attracted strong supportersé their fundraising methods were amateurish, 

but by opening night they had reached and even surpassed their target of $150,000, a substantial 

portion of which consisted of small donations from ordinary Stratford citizens.ò
256

 Those who 

paid into the Festival with their support and their dollars had their support validated when the 

Festival proved to be a good investment for the town. 

 The inaugural season had a minor loss of $4,137.58, but the second season had ticket 

sales of $390,000 and a profit of $30,000. The fundraising efforts became more corporate than 

grassroots with the Rockefeller Foundation contributing $40,000 to the 1954 season.
257

 Some 

local companies and foundations like the Atkinson foundation, Labattôs brewery and a Kitchener 

rubber company donated funds to the Stratford Festival,
258

 but there was also a growing 

recognition that the Festival should have the sort of government support recommended in the 

Massey Reportðan influential report about the status of the arts in Canada with 

recommendations that resulted in the formation of the Canada Arts Council, among other 

government-supported arts institutions (see Appendix A). The first government grant to the 
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Festival came at a time when the Festival most needed a large inflow of cash for the building of 

the permanent theatre in 1957. Hunter recounts that Floyd Chalmers of Maclean-Hunter was 

recruited by the Stratford Board to help raise the $1.5 million goal. 

Chalmers had been Tom Pattersonôs boss and he quickly came on board as a 

fundraiser and onto the Board as a representative of big businessé He became a 

leading contributor and winkled major donations from such captains of industry as J. 

W. McConnell and R. S. McLaughlin, both of whom ponyed up $25,000. He also 

went after the federal government. Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent was just about 

to set up the Canada Council and, seeing an opportunity to show the kind of support 

for the arts he envisioned, announced a grant of $250,000. Chalmers then 

successfully challenged Ontario Premier Leslie Frost to add another $150,000éThe 

remaining cost of the theatre ($2.1 million in total) was financed by a $650,00 bond 

issue that was quickly subscribed.
259

 

 

The Canada Council for the Arts has provided grants to the Festival since it was founded in 1957 

(see Appendix D).
260

 The Ontario Arts Council was founded in 1963, and has awarded grants to 

the Stratford Festival every year since its inception.
261

 

There was a push in the 1990s and 2000s, during Richard Monetteôs artistic directorship, 

to reduce the Festivalôs dependence on government grants and to rely more on box office sales. 

That push had artistic repercussions for the Festival; rather than being accountable to granting 

agencies for a whole season, the Artistic Director could apply for grants for projects and plays 

that fit with the mandate of the granting agencies, and for other projects, the Festival would be 

more accountable to the ticket-buying audience. 
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Table 3.2: 1998 Financial Facts from the Stratford Festival Annual Report
262

 

1998 Financial Facts 

Income 

Ticket Sales $23,591,730 

Government Grants $ 1,575,122 

Fundraising $ 4,891,647 

Ancillary Revenue (theatre stores, parking) $ 2,213,714 

Total $32,272,213 

 

Expenditures 

Performance Costs  $11,502,472 

Sets, Costumes, Creative $ 6,920,763 

Marketing $ 3,494,851 

Fundraising $ 1,313,353 

Facility Operations $ 2,376,631 

Patron Services $ 1,581,777 

Administration $ 2,840,585 

Ticket Discounts $ 2,139,308 

Total  $32,169,740 

 

Income from operations $ 102,473 

Transfer to Endowment Fund  $100,000 

Net Income $ 2,473 

 

ü Stratford is 95.1% self-sufficient: 73.1% ticket sales, 15.2% fundraising, 6.9% ancillary 

revenue, 4.9% government grants 

ü Growth in self-sufficiency over the past five years: 1994ð90%; 1995ð91%; 1996ð93%; 

1997ð94%; 1998ð95.1% 

ü Festival attendance grew by 12% between 1994 and 1998: 1994ð466,091; 1995ð460,847; 

1996ð502,105; 1997ð504,707; 1998ð523,015 

ü Canadians represent 61% of seats sold, with U.S. patrons representing 38% of seats sold and 

international patrons 1%. 

ü In 1998, the Festival sold 115,858 seats to new patrons, representing 22% of its audience. 

The Festival, which draws some half a million patrons to southwestern Ontario each year, 

provides an enormous boost to the tourism industry in the region. 

Overnight accommodation  100,000 room nights 

Estimated accommodation revenue  $8,350,000 

Estimated economic benefit for all services and goods $125,000,000 

Estimated taxes generated for governments  $25,000,000 
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1998 stands as a representative year of the Festivalôs finances under Monetteôs 

leadership, when Stratford was moving to more reliance on the box office, and proudly published 

those statistics in the Annual Report for members. For example, the Report included the 

following line, ñStratford is 95.1% self-sufficient: 73.1% ticket sales, 15.2% fundraising, 6.9% 

ancillary revenue, 4.9% government grants.ò
263

 Table 3.2 provides the published financial 

figures from 1998 along with statements that the Stratford Festival decided to share with their 

membership in the membersô publication Fanfares. The grants amount for 1998 is made up of 

$710,000 from Canada Council
264

 and $865,122 from the Ontario Arts Council. Despite the  

Stratford Festivalôs focus on their ñgrowth in self-sufficiencyò starting in the mid 1990s, the two 

main granting agencies still awarded more money to the Stratford Festival than to any other 

theatre organization in 1998, and that was a typical trend. Only the National Ballet of Canada, 

the Canadian Opera Company, Royal Winnipeg Ballet and symphony orchestras in Toronto, 

Montreal and Vancouver were typically granted more money than the Stratford Festival.
265

 The 
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 Stratford Festival, ñFinancial Factsò in the Annual Report, published in Fanfares (Spring 1999), 4. 
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 Canada Council lists on their website that they awarded three grants of $710,000 to the Festival in 1998, but 

those grants were parceled out over three years. The Canada Council typically awarded grants to Stratford in this 

fashion; in 2001, 2004 and 2008 the Stratford Festival was again awarded three operations grants that were 

distributed to the Festival across the awarding year and the two years following that. See Appendix D: Stratford 

Festival Financial Data, Canada Council for the ArtsðStratford Festival Funding History. 
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 Canada Council had a number of ñonetimeò grants in 1998 that raised the typical amount awarded to arts 
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Similarly, the Ontario Arts Council awards more to classical dance and music, but Stratford receives more of the 

grants earmarked for theatre than any other theatre company. In 1998, the OAC distributed a total of $20,678,346 

grants, including the following large grants: National Ballet - $971,676; Canadian Opera Company - $952,521; 
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Shaw Festival in Niagara on the Lake and Canadian Stage in Toronto usually had smaller 

budgets than the Stratford Festival and were typically granted less money by Canada Council and 

the OAC. 

 The fact that the Stratford Festival receives a considerable amount of publically funded 

arts grants is significant for what types of shows it produces. The Stratford Festival is seen by 

some granting agencies, patrons and critics as a public good, and so there are a great many 

contrasting opinions about what deserves to be publicly funded. In 2002, actor/director Marti 

Maraden commented, 

It makes me sad that in the past, one could do more obscure shows like King John, 

Pericles or Loveôs Labourôs Lost all on the main stage and not worry about whether 

or not they would sell ticketséThere was so much more government support. The 

funding was extraordinary. And I donôt know what has happened in the erosion over 

the years. I donôt think its been one administration. I think itôs been incremental. 

People have done what they needed to do over the years. And there have been 

programming choicesðnot just in Richard [Monette]ôs time, but in years priorðthat 

have reflected the need to make money at the box office.
266

 

 

Martin Hunter noted that Stratford has been trying to balance their earning potential with their 

need to apply for government grants since Michael Langhamôs years (1956-67). 

When in 1960 the Festival had a good year with newly added school performances 

sold out, drama sales at 92% capacity and music at 91%, the Festival declared a 

profit of $64,000. The Canada Council responded to this fiscal success by cutting the 

Festivalôs grant from $75,000 to $25,000. The lesson was not lost. Thereafter the 

books were, if not exactly cooked, often gently simmered. Such elements as 

depreciation could be manipulated. The Festival learned to present itself as a not-for-

profit organization.
267

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
Toronto Symphony Orchestra - $910,486; Stratford Festival - $865,122; Shaw Festival - $468,129; and Canadian 

Stage - $374,435. See Ontario Arts Council, ñ1997-98 Annual Report/Grants Listingò 
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In a similar vein, the President of Stratford Festivalôs Board reported frustration with granting 

agencies punishing box office success in the Festivalôs 1979 Annual Report. He reported that the 

financial picture was bleak for the 1979 season in part because Stratford had a successful 1978 

season, and government grants were cut back as a result. 

Despite higher ticket prices and an attendance in excess of one-half million, the 

Festival finished the year with a deficit of $647,119, resulting in a net deficit of 

$245,395 after taking into account our surplus of $401,724 carried forward from 

1978.  

Disparate and uncontrollable conditions contributed to this result. The impact of 

inflation on travel costs and the dislocation caused by gas shortages in the U.S. 

(which incidentally represents 40% of our market) took their toll. However, the 

major culprits were the cutbacks in Federal and Provincial grants. Just as nature 

abhors a vacuum, the granting authorities seem to recoil from a successful operation 

that produces a profit. Against the rising tide of inflation which was bound to 

overtake us, during the past two years our grant requests were reduced by an 

aggregate of over $200,000, which you will observe is practically the equivalent of 

our deficit.
268

 

 

Since Monetteôs years (1994-2007), the Festival has done its best to reduce the percentage of 

government grants in its budget, while still applying for grants to help with operational costs and 

special projects like tours and commissions. In 2012, the Stratford Festival was awarded more 

grants that in previous years in recognition of its 60
th
 Anniversary season. The Festival received 

grants from the following agencies: Ontario Arts Council ($3,159,621); Canada Council 

($1,000,000); Ontario Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport ($700,000); Canadian Heritage 

($295,776); Federal Economic Development Agency ($150,000); Ontario Trillium Foundation 
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($61,664); and Ontario Tourism Marketing Partnership ($19,500) for a total of $5,385,561 

government grants, which came to just over 9% of the Festivalôs $57,731,774 budget in 2012.
269

 

In addition to the public funding, the Stratford Festival does a great deal of fundraising 

and encourages attendees to become members of the Festival.
270

 In 2012, fundraising accounted 

for $12,257,246 (or 22.6%) of the Festivalôs revenue.
271

 Each play or musical usually has a 

corporate sponsor; Canadian banks and large corporations like IBM and Unitel typically 

contribute a large amount of money to the Festival so that their corporate logo is included in the 

program as a productionôs main sponsor. Some wealthy families also choose to sponsor an 

individual production and are recognized in the house programs. This recognition of the arts 

philanthropy of wealthy members and companies is a smart move on Stratfordôs part to reward 

their patrons with some extra cultural capital (and encourage them to become repeat donors). It is 

difficult to determine, however, how much influence these corporate sponsors have over 

programming choices at the Festival. Corporate sponsors and donors are acknowledged via their 

entrée into different lounges at the theatres assigned to different levels of Stratford 

membershipðthe more exclusive rooms allowing for a hierarchical division within the theatre 

building. In these lounges, wealthy patrons are given perks like free drinks and backstage tours, 

and they can interact with each other in a space apart from the rest of the audience members. 
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Ticket revenue and ancillary revenue from the Festival gift shops have become the most 

important parts of the Festivalôs yearly revenue. In 2012, the Festival earned $27,446,637 in 

ticket sales and $5,014,455 in ancillary revenue, or 59.7% of the Festivalôs revenue that year. 

The cost of tickets has risen steadily from the Festivalôs beginning to the present, reaching a new 

high for 2013ôs Tommy at the Avon, with the best seats costing between $144 and $175 a ticket, 

and the lowest prices between $75 and $95.
272

 The ticket price for musicals has typically been 

higher than the ticket price of plays, set to correspond to the production costs of each genre. In 

addition, the larger Festival theatre usually had higher ticket prices than the smaller venues, but 

occasionally the larger sets at the Avon meant that the production costs were higher there than at 

the Festival theatre, and ticket prices were scaled accordingly.
273

 However, the set ticket prices 

were not always what everyone paid to see the shows; there were complimentary tickets for 

press, company members and supporting members of the Festival. There were also a variety of 

ticket deals offered over the yearsðstudent and senior pricing, two-for-one Tuesdays, youth-

targeted prices for attendees aged 16-29, reduced prices for previews, etc. In the 2012 season, 

when attendance was much lower than expected, the Festival initiated a number of last-minute 

promotions with $25-$29 deals for tickets in an attempt to entice people to the theatre. These 

deals did help somewhat with attendance figures, but also had the less desirable effect that many 

people waited for the deals instead of booking full price tickets ahead of time.
274

 Globe and Mail 

theatre critic J. Kelly Nestruck noted, ñIn 2012, attendance at Canadaôs largest theatre company 
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 For example, Tommy at the Avon was the most expensive production of the 2013 season, with giant projections 

on LCD screens, and its ticket prices were higher than any other production, including Fiddler on the Roof with its 

relatively simple sets over at the Festival theatre (prices for Fiddler ranged from $49-$135). 
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 These deals were announced on social media and in emails to patrons who had previously purchased tickets 
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fell to 432,240 ï the lowest such figure since 1986. Whatôs more, those who did show up paid 

less for the privilege than in previous years. Due to discounts, the average ticket price dropped 

from $68.90 in 2011, to $63.44.
275

 The financial solvency of the Festival is never a sure thingð

no matter how many musicals or shows that should attract audiences are programmed; as literary 

manager for the Festival, Elliot Hayes once said, ñPeople always say that the Festivalôs first year, 

in 1953, was a miracle. What they donôt realize is that every year is a miracle.ò
276

 

The corporate sponsors, wealthy patrons, government granting agencies and the ticket-

buying public all undoubtedly have varying visions of what Stratford is and could be. The 

Artistic Director and General Manager of the Festival have the responsibility of reconciling 

financial realities (and pressures) with aesthetic concerns. Increasingly, as Stratford relies more 

on ticket sales for its financial health, Stratford directors had to balance the not-for-profit status 

of the Festival with attracting audiences from competing for-profit theatre companies like the 

Mirvish Theatre in Toronto. In her CBC report, Carol Off asked if the Festival should try to 

compete with blockbuster shows in Toronto.
277

 The answer to that question is part of an ongoing 

debate about how the Stratford Festival should operate, both artistically and financially. A large 

part of that debate centres on musicals at Stratfordðmusicals that can make the Festival money, 

but that may not quite fit in with the Festivalôs original mandate. 

 From the mid-eighties onward, programming musicals was something of a financial 

necessity for the Festival, but musicals were often also looked upon as an artistic compromise. 
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Although artistic directors John Neville, Richard Monette and Des McAnuff argued that 

musicals had a place at Stratford,
278

 musicals were not part of the Festivalôs raison dô°tre and 

some conservative critics complained that financial reliance on musicals was turning the Festival 

into ñBroadway Northò or ñMirvish West.ò
279

 This complaint is rooted in an argument about 

what Stratford should beðshould it be a theatre for Shakespeare and the classics alone, or should 

modern drama and musicals also have a place at Stratford? The company and the audience 

undoubtedly change when many different genres of theatre are on the playbill as opposed to only 

Shakespeare and the classics. The number of people who resist these changes seems to have 

diminished over the years,
280

 but judgments continue to be made about what musicals at 

Stratford are for and these judgments are deeply rooted in how the genre of musicals is valued. 

 

MUSICALS AS COMMERCIAL THEATRE 

Most people today would not expect a symphony orchestra, an opera company, or, indeed, a 

Shakespeare Festival to survive without some government funding, but musicals are expected to 

succeed based on box office revenue, and are usually not thought to need or deserve subsidies. 

Instead, musicals are considered a form of commercial theatre that must prove itself in the free 
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 See Richard Ouzounian, Stratford gold: 50 years, 50 stars, 50 conversations, (Toronto: McArthur & Co., 2002), 

351-356, 188. 
279

 The term ñMirvish Westò comes from a CBC News article about the 2009 production of A Funny Thing 

Happened on the Way to the Forum transferring to Torontoôs Mirvish season after its Stratford close. A commenter 

styling himself ñTitus Andronicusò complained about Stratfordôs deal with Mirvish, ñIôm not surprised. Birds of a 

feather flock together. So what really is this news? A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Form is and always 

will be a purely commercial production of a totally commercial musicalé And Stratfordôs original mandate was to 

produce common and uncommon classical plays. The altered mandate has been allowed by a board always 

concerned primarily with money, financial success and tourism (which is also about money)é.and not for their love 

of classical theatre.ò http://www.cbc.ca/news/arts/theatre/story/2009/12/14/mirvish-stratford-forum.html This 

particular commenter was very vocal about his distaste for musicals at Stratford and ócommercialô theatre on 

Stratford stages in general. 
280

 This attitude was reflected in everyone I interviewed, whether they had been at Stratford two years or twenty, 

they all agreed that the attitude of company members and audiences toward musicals had improved in the time they 

had been at the Festival. See list of interviews. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/arts/theatre/story/2009/12/14/mirvish-stratford-forum.html


 

 132 

market. When an audience fails to pay for tickets for an expensive-to-produce musical, that 

musicalôs producer faces financial hardship. This is true even of musicals, like those by Stephen 

Sondheim, that scholars consider canonical and that entered the core repertory despite poor box 

office revenues. Musicals are notoriously expensive to produce, they often require a large 

number of actors in the chorus and musicians in the pit and they can be showy, spectacular 

entertainments that require a lot of investment capital for that spectacle. Jonathan Burston writes 

about the production costs of megamusicals like Disneyôs The Lion King (approximately $20 

million USD)
281

 and notes ñinnovations in technologies of spectacle are largely responsible for 

raising the sectorôs entry threshold to such formidably high levels.ò
282

 Many producers of 

musicals, from Florenz Ziegfeld to David Merrick, died in poverty after backing a musical (or a 

number of musicals) that did not recoup their investment at the box office. So it is at Stratford: 

when musicals do well, they can provide the Festival with a financial surplus, but when they do 

poorly, they can cripple the finances of the Festival.  

Like many other forms of popular music, the entire genre of musicals is ñtaintedò by its 

association with commerce. The Romantic ideal that an artwork must be created free from the 

demands of the marketplace has been passed down from Hegel
283

 through modern philosophers 

like Adorno,
284

 and remains a pernicious concept in how different types of art are valued, and if 

certain popular genres, like musicals, can even be considered art at all. Pierre Bourdieu wrote, 
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ñthe literary and artistic world is so ordered that those who enter it have an interest in 

disinterestedness.ò
285

 The disinterestedness applies especially to economic success, so that if an 

artwork achieves financial success, the artist will often distance their creative process from the 

financial result by disavowing any economic motivation, otherwise the success can signal 

compromise and impurity. The notion that in order to sell oneôs work, one must ñsell outò is 

highly problematic; there are many instances of art that achieved financial success with mass 

audiences, and were not necessarily considered high art by the audiences that first encountered 

them.  From Mozart to Dickens to Shakespeare, works that were designed to appeal to a large 

cross section of the population have, with temporal distance, all been consecrated as high art. Yet 

the suspicion of commercial success remains, and if an artist explicitly courts commercial 

success they are usually assumed to care more about the money than the art, with detrimental 

connotations (óprostitutingô or ópimpingô oneôs art).  

As Bourdieu suggested in his conceptualization of ñcultural capital,ò there tends to be an 

inverse relationship between economic value and cultural value in most artworlds. Works created 

with autonomy from the marketplace (or at least with the appearance of autonomy) are placed 

further toward the high art end of the spectrum (or Bourdieuian ñfieldò) by fellow artists, critics 

and scholars, than works that respond to the demands of the marketplace.
286

 Most musicals are 

commercial works that respond to the market, because if a musical is to survive it must attract an 

audience, and therefore the creators of musicals cannot always follow the pure dictates of their 
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artistic consciences.  Thus, the whims of the ticket-buying public have helped to form the canon 

of musicals as it now exists. Musicals that are well known today are musicals that people paid 

money to see, causing the run of a show to lengthen so more people could see it, a cast recording 

to be financed so more people could hear it, and for historians and scholars to write about the 

musical, spreading knowledge of it further afield. In a very real manner, the way audiences have 

expressed their tastes with their pocketbooks has helped to form and maintain the genre of 

musicals. Creators of musicals are aware that for their works to achieve lasting fame, they ought 

to be financially successful and attract as wide an audience as possible.
287

  

Musicals are written by many peopleðcomposer, lyricist, book writerðand therefore do 

not conform to the Romantic ideal of the auteur as creator. However, there are examples of 

multiple authorship in high art, so it is not for their collaborative nature alone that musicals do 

not conform to the Romantic ideal of a single author working in isolation.
288

 It is more because 
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 Musicals tend to be written with a specific (usually middlebrow) audience in mind. However, the notion that 

Shakespeareôs plays and Mozartôs operas werenôt also written with a specific audience in mind is a fallacy that many 
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Broadway musicals as works-in-process, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2005). 
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 Wagner may have been in charge of every aspect of his operas from the music to the scenery, but Mozart, Verdi 

and almost every other composer worked with a librettist, and left production details such as movement and scenery 
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the final form of many musicals is affected not only by feedback from an authorôs co-

collaborators, but also from the response of paying audiences. For many years, out-of-town 

tryouts were held to test a musicalôs material before the official Broadway opening. The 

feedback from audiences expressing their likes and dislikes in quantifiable ticket sales has 

affected (and continues to affect) the creation of musicals. The influence of the audience on how 

musicals are created is one of the main reasons they are excluded from the realm of high art. As 

Bourdieu puts it, ñthe professional ideology of producers-for-producers [artists who create their 

work for other artists] and their spokespeople establishes an opposition between creative liberty 

and the laws of the market, between works which create their public and works created by their 

public.ò
289

 Economic dependence is at the opposite pole from artistic autonomy in this 

ideological construction, and because the market influences the creation and reception of 

musicals, their artistry is often discounted and their function as moneymakers is emphasized. 

Within the genre of musicals, there are many artists who express varying degrees of autonomy 

toward the marketplace, so that those who had high art aspirations (like George Gershwin), or 

who seem unconcerned with financial success (like Stephen Sondheim), have a higher degree of 

cultural value than creators of Disney adaptations (like Alan Menken). However, within the 

larger theatrical ñfield,ò the genre of musicals as a whole is further toward the economic 

dependence pole than plays that were created with more of an appearance of artistic autonomy. 

Works created by their public (like reality television talent shows where audience votes 

influence the contest outcomes, such as American Idol and So You Think You Can Dance) are 
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valued much less than works that create their public (like Stratford created a public for itself by 

offering seldom-seen Shakespearean plays with the aim to educate Canadian audiences in the 

classics). This valuation indicates an ideological suspicion of the public, and of mass audiences 

in particular. The assumption that the mass audience is comprised of passive consumers, dupes 

of the ñculture industry,ò is a heritage of Adorno and the Marxist thought of the Frankfurt 

school.
290

 Subcultural and active audience theorists have argued that audiences have much more 

cultural agency than allowed for by the ñculture industryò model. As Franco Moretti argues, ñIf 

it is perverse to believe that the market always rewards the better solution, it is just as perverse to 

believe that it always rewards the wrong one!ò
291

  The market more often rewards popular art 

than high art, but not in every caseðin certain contexts, like that at Stratford, audiences expect 

the works at the Festival to skew toward the high art end of the spectrum, and react unfavourably 

to works (like 2012ôs Charlie Brown) that do not meet their high art expectations.  

It is not surprising that Stratford artistic directors mainly select for their seasons musicals 

from the Golden Age because the Golden Age of musicals was a time when theatre criticism 

frequently aligned with the market. The musicals that did well financially and critically between 

1927 and 1966 are revived often and remain some of the most highly valued works within the 

genre. In contrast, the period of the mega-musical, from the late eighties onward, reflected a split 

between what large numbers of people were paying to see (i.e. Andrew Lloyd Webberôs Cats), 

and what critics were heralding as the true successors of Golden Age musicals (i.e. Stephen 

Sondheimôs Company). It was not until Lloyd Webberôs works were a few decades old that they 

were introduced at Stratford; Des McAnuff guessed correctly that the elapsed time would 
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somewhat distance works like Evita and Jesus Christ Superstar from their commercial origins. 

Many of Sondheimôs works, on the other hand, now verge on too highbrow to be selected as one 

of Stratfordôs musicals. Stratford has not included an opera in its season since 1975, and Music 

Directors learned during the first twenty years of the Festival that certain works that were 

musically and thematically challengingðlike chamber operas by Benjamin Brittenðwere less 

well attended than works of a middlebrow natureðlike operettas by G&S or Offenbach. As 

more of Sondheimôs works are incorporated into the repertoire of opera companies, there may be 

concern that Sondheimôs musicals will not make money for the Festival because patrons who 

would be attracted to well-known Golden Age musicals might find Sondheim inaccessible, 

whereas patrons who come to Stratford for Shakespeare might not attend a Sondheim show 

because it still belongs to the commercial genre of musicals. 

When musicals were transplanted from Broadway to Stratford, they came as a genre of 

commercial theatre into a non-profit company known for its productions of Shakespeareôs plays. 

Audiences that came to Stratford specifically for the musicals, and the actors, directors and 

designers involved in their production were invested in the aesthetic and entertainment value of 

the musicals. However, there were many other vocal critics who focused primarily on economic 

value of the musicals and opined that the main purpose of musicals at Stratford was to make the 

Festival money. 

 

MUSICALS AS STRATFORDôS ñCASH COWò 

Unlike the concerts and operas that were part of Stratfordôs Music Festival (1955-1975), 

musicals at Stratford usually netted profits because their high production costs were balanced out 
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by high attendance figures. Tyrone Guthrie made a prediction in 1955 to Louis Applebaum that 

music would eventually help to fund the drama: ñFor a year or two, the Shakespeare plays may 

have to carry the music. Later, I suspect that the boot will be on the other foot.ò
292

 Guthrieôs 

prediction came true, though not in the way that he or Applebaum expected. The jazz and 

chamber concerts never made enough at the box office to do more at best than pay for their own 

costs, but when musicals began to be regularly included on the playbill in 1986, they helped to 

finance dramatic works. As Martin Hunter put it, ñIt is deeply ironic that the Festival abandoned 

musical production as a money-loser only to discover, a decade later, that long runs of large-

scale musicals in the big house would turn out to be the very thing that could save its financial 

bacon.ò
293

 As a genre, musicals are not inherently box office gold, and Stratford directors have 

not always made safe choices, but overall, including musicals in Stratford seasons has been 

financially beneficial for the Festival. 

The years of operas and operetta on Stratford stages paved the way for musicals not only 

in terms of the musical life of the Festival, but also its financial life. The experimental Canadian 

operas of Gasconôs reign never made much money for the Festival, nor were they designed to, 

with extremely short runs that barely recouped production costs and were often funded by 

granting agencies, but some of the better known operas and operettas made money for the 

Festival (the 1961 Music Festival made a $12,000 profit, mostly due to the success of Pirates of 
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Penzance).
294

 Robin Phillips said that when he began his tenure as Artistic Director, after several 

years of experimental musical theatre at the Third Stage, the financial situation was dire,  

God, when I took over, the Avon Theatre was to be closed. And I had to beg them to 

let me keep it for one year to see if I could turn it around, which is how the Young 

Company came into being. I put a Young Company in there and we did what I hoped 

was a fresh look at Shakespeare. And we had a very successful season and that was 

it. I was allowed to keep the Avon open.
295

 

 

Phillips managed to bring the Festival into fairly good financial shape during his tenure (1975-

1980), in part by getting rid of the Music Festival, with its high operating costs and low returns, 

and by attracting audiences to plays with stars like Maggie Smith and Brian Bedford. 1976, a 

year without any music theatre productions, was a top financial year for the Festival, with 90% 

attendance and over half a million tickets sold.
296

 Martin Hunter noted, ñIt is not that Phillips was 

unsympathetic to the charms of music. Buté he wanted complete control of every aspect of the 

festival, including music.ò
297

 By eliminating the Music Festival, Phillips not only saved money, 

but also ensured that in future the Artistic Director would chose any music theatre productions, 

rather than the Festival Music Director. Phillips chose Candide in 1978, Happy New Year in 

1979 and The Beggarôs Opera in 1980. All were departures from the operas and operettas of 
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previous years, and they marked a pivot point in the Festivalôs history toward more populist 

music theatre.   

When John Hirsch became Artistic Director in 1981, the granting agencies had decreased 

the amount of money they gave to Stratford, causing deficits. Hunter wrote, ñHirsch believed 

that his job was to create art and that it was up to the government to pay for it.ò
298

 Hirschôs 

attitude is common in cultural critics who believe arts to be a public good that contributes to the 

culture of a nation. If the marketplace does not reward certain arts (and, as Bourdieu has argued, 

there is frequently an inverse relationship between art that is valued as high and art/entertainment 

that makes money), Hirsch and others like him believed it was the duty of governments to 

subsidize the arts. Unluckily for Hirsch and the Festival, Canada was entering a recession in the 

early eighties and there was less money in the governmentôs coffers. Gas shortages in the U.S. 

and high unemployment rates in Canada led to fewer people attending Stratford. Hirschôs first 

season resulted in the biggest loss the Festival had seen to dateðif he had continued presenting 

new chamber operas as Gascon had, or even other music theatre works that straddled opera and 

Broadway as Phillips had, the Festival would have been in even deeper financial trouble. Instead, 

he let Brian Macdonald establish an operetta company within the Stratford company, and the 

operettas helped to keep the theatre doors open.
299

  

Actor David Keeley noted that the concept of music theatre as a cash cow may have 

started with the financial success of the 1981-1985 series of Gilbert and Sullivan operettas 

directed by Macdonald, ñMusicals here have become the cash cow because Brian started thatðI 

donôt think thatôs what he set out to do, but we both went to Broadway with Brian with Mikado. 
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You have this crazy little show and no one thought it was going to be what it was.ò
300

 The 

Mikado ended up being a smash hit for Stratford. It sold out its original run in 1982, and 

audience demand remained high for three revivals at Stratfordðin 1983, 1984 and 1993ðas 

well as two separate off-season tours around Canada, the United States and to the Old Vic in the 

U.K. The incredible financial success of the G&S operettas made future artistic directors aware 

that successful music theatre could finance artistic risks in other areas, or, if it came to it, save 

the Festival during a difficult economy.
301

  

As Applebaum and Guthrie had discovered in the 1960s, music theatre that was familiar 

to audiences, with middlebrow provenance, could attract audiences to the Festival in record 

numbers. The Gilbert and Sullivan operettas were classics in their own rightðmost were 80-100 

years old when they first appeared at Stratfordðbut to balance out the classic status of the works 

was the fact that they were fun. The comedy had an edge of biting satire, the music was 

memorable, and the overarching goal of the works seemed to be nothing more or less than to 

entertain audiences. The driving force of the works was what I call the Entertainment Impulse. It 

was this, combined with excellent production value and depth of talent in the Stratford company 

that set them up for success at Stratford. Audiences who appreciated the fun and wit of the 

operettas, but did not feel like their tastes were being pandered to, made the promise of success a 

reality. Macdonald, like Applebaum and Guthrie before him, found that these operettas were well 

suited to the Stratford audiences because they were neither too highbrow nor too lowbrow, but 

(like some sort of music theatre porridge for an audience of Goldilockses) were just right. 
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The Canadian economy had recovered somewhat in the mid-eighties, but the Festival 

struggled financially throughout the Hirsch years because the Gilbert and Sullivan productions 

could only go so far toward redressing the accumulated deficit. When John Neville took over 

from John Hirsch, he didnôt want to produce any more operettas, but the Festival had a large 

deficit that he needed to eradicate, so he turned to the Broadway musical repertoire and decided 

to mount Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hartôs The Boys from Syracuse on the main stage. It was a 

considered choice, as it was the first musical to be based on a Shakespearean play; George 

Abbott based his book on The Comedy of Errors and the show was a hit on Broadway in 1938. 

Neville calculatedly tied in Stratfordôs first serious foray into the world of Broadway musicals 

with a Shakespearean theme. However, he also raised some eyebrows by putting it in the Festival 

theatre. Negative reactions to Stratford opening its season with a big musical have not 

diminished in the intervening years. Pat Donnelly of the Montreal Gazette wrote about the 2012 

season, 

Celebrating the 60
th
 Anniversary of a theatre festival launched upon the good 

name of William Shakespeare by staging a 1980 Broadway musical hit renowned for 

its spectacular tap-dance numbers may strike some people as inappropriate. But the 

purists who abhor escapist entertainment and/or canôt stand Broadway musicals are a 

minority with the theatregoing public these days. And, like all established cultural 

institutions, Ontarioôs Stratford Shakespeare Festival has to think in terms of itôs 

[sic] own survival in a rapidly changing world. Seats must be filled. Bills must be 

paid.
302

 

 

Neville was also concerned with filling seats and paying bills when he put The Boys from 

Syracuse in the Festival theatre. Cushman notes, ñNone of the four years of drama [under 

Neville, 1986-1989] was responsible for putting Stratford back in the black. That was down to 
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the musicals.ò
303

 Neville made some significant changes to the ways in which music theatre was 

produced at the Festival (see Chapter Four) and the change that had the most significant impact 

for the Festivalôs finances was his decision to put the musical in the bigger theatre. As Robert 

Cushman cynically observes, Neville put Broadway successes ñin the larger Festival Theatre, on 

the principle that, if you have a cash cow, you may as well milk it to its greatest capacity. And he 

was up front about it. He opened each of his first two seasons with a musical.ò
304

 When Richard 

Ouzounian interviewed him in 2000, Neville acknowledged his financial motivation in moving 

the musical to the Festival theatre. He said he moved musicals to the main house ñbecause it had 

2,200 seats. And if you fill them, it will certainly help to get rid of the deficit. And it did.ò
305

 

The Boys from Syracuse played for 65 performances (only Hamlet at the Avon had a 

comparably long run in 1986) and the large number of performances allowed for a large financial 

return. Although the cost of mounting a musical can be very high, there is a certain point in the 

run of the show when the upfront costs for costumes, sets and technology have been paid for by 

ticket revenue, and each performance after that nets a large amount. Syracuse had an average of 

68% audience capacity over its 65-performance run and yet its revenue was higher than for 

Pirates the year before, which had played to 80% capacity houses at the Avon over 109 

performances. The difference in the size of houses between the Avon and Festival theatres more 

than made up for the lower percentage attendance figure and shorter run of Syracuse. Nevilleôs 

experiment proved that a successful musical could make substantially more money in the bigger 

theatre. I address the physical considerations of how the musicals were affected by the change of 

space in the next chapter, but as far as finances were concerned, musicals made more money at 
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the Festival theatre because they required less elaborate sets than at the Avon, and the Festival 

theatre had considerably more seats to sell. After John Neville first put a musical on the main 

stage, financial considerations have weighed greatly in ensuring that there has been a musical on 

the Festival stage almost every year since.  

For his second season, Neville decided to open with another musical at the Festival 

theatre. He invited back Brian Macdonald to direct Cabaret, and it did better even than Syracuse 

the year before, perhaps because it was a better-known musical. Most of the musicals in the next 

three decades were well known musicalsðnot just Golden Age (1927-1966), but post-

Oklahoma!-pre-rock musicals (1943-1966). Robert Cushman noted that Boys from Syracuse was 

the only musical done on the Festival stage that was written before the Second World War, ñall 

subsequent choices have been from the line of brand-name shows that essentially began with 

Oklahoma!ðshows, to put it bluntly, that everybody has heard of (and, in most cases, seen the 

film of)ò
306

 The Festival has yet to produce the canonical Golden Age works from prior to 1943 

like Pal Joey (1940) Show Boat (1927) or Porgy and Bess (1935), perhaps because they have 

darker themes than many of the later musicals. Stratford is now cycling through several of the 

post-Oklahoma! Golden Age musicals for a second production (see Table 2.2: Comparison of 

core Broadway repertories with Stratford productions, in Chapter 2). The policy that Neville 

initiated of mounting a ñbrand-nameò musical in the big theatre for a long run was born of 

contingencyðit was done to get the Festival out of debt. The awareness of that initial financial 

motivation for musicals at Stratford, combined with the acknowledged commercial nature of 

musicals, meant that musicals at Stratford were often seen through a financial lens first and an 

artistic lens second (especially by the Board and certain critics like Kate Taylor of the Globe and 
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Mail). John Neville had, all unwittingly perhaps, cast musicals at Stratford in the role of ñcash 

cow.ò 

The cash cow role proved remarkably persistent, but musicals also fulfilled other roles at 

Stratford, and aesthetic considerations were never far from the mind of an artistic director like 

John Neville. Golden Age musicals seem to be the favourite choices of Stratford directors not 

only because they are well known but also because they are well respected. Stratford has, by and 

large, steered clear of mega musicals like Les Misérables or even a creation by one of their own, 

like Des McAnuffôs Jersey Boys, and focused on Golden Age musicals that are treated as classics 

of the genre at Stratford. The motivation for largely keeping with the Golden Age repertory alters 

slightly with each director, but it is probable that Neville, Williams, Monette and McAnuff were 

all concerned with striking a balance between commercial and artistic needs, and Golden Age 

musicals already had some of that balance built in. Musicals by Rodgers and Hammerstein or 

Lerner and Loewe are familiar enough to attract audiences and are also usually critically well 

received in revivals. In late 1985, when Neville was planning for the 1986 season, Les 

Miserables had just premièred in the West End and The Phantom of the Opera wouldnôt open for 

another year, but My Fair Lady and Carousel were at least 30 years old and already considered 

classics of the musical genre. 

Des McAnuff strongly advocates for the classic status of musicals, ñI really believe at the 

bottom of my soul that the American musical is part of the classical theatrical repertoire, and I 

want [musicals] to be treated as classics, which means pouring resources into them.ò
307

 More 

company and audience members have come around to McAnuffôs way of thinking since 
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musicals first appeared at Stratford, but there are holdouts that believe musicals have little 

aesthetic value of their own, and that their sole function at Stratford is to put ñbums in seats,ò 

thus financing the true artistic life of StratfordðShakespearean drama. As explored above, the 

genre of musicals carries some ideological baggage due to its association with commerce. This 

commercial valuation is cast into sharp relief when musicals are juxtaposed with Shakespearean 

plays and supposedly non-commercial (i.e. more highbrow) theatre at a place like the Stratford 

Festival. There, musicals tend to suffer when they are evaluated with the same aesthetic criteria 

used to measure Shakespearean plays. Their aesthetic worth is further undermined by their cash 

cow function. 

When theatrical genres are compared and contrasted at Stratford, musicals tend to be 

placed on the lowest aesthetic rung. Thus, a typical valuation of generic aesthetic worth might 

look something like this: Shakespeare and Classical tragedies > Shakespeare and Classical 

comedies > Modern drama > Modern comedy > Musicals. However, artistic decisions made at 

Stratford for particular productions may upend this schema, so that a production of Romeo and 

Juliet might be more populist and accessible than a production of West Side Story in specific 

instances. Thus, what genres make money and how they are valued at Stratford looks more like 

the ñField of Cultural Productionò in Figure 3.1. 
308

 Importantly for the way Stratford audience 

members are purposely cultivated, musicals had to fit in with the mandate of the Festival and not 

alienate members who had upwardly mobile middlebrow or highbrow tastes. Audiences at 

Stratford through the 1980s and 90s were still predominantly white, middle or upper class, and 

middle aged or older (the school audiences only brought down Stratfordôs median age
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Figure 3.1: The Stratford Festival ñField of Cultural Productionò
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somewhat). The directors at Stratford programmed musicals that they thought would appeal to 

the typical Stratford audience memberðmaking certain assumptions about the taste, values and 

habitus of those audience members. The musical genre as a whole might be more toward the 

commercial end of the spectrum than classical drama, but musicals could be chosen from within 

the genre that were at the highbrow end of the spectrum. The Golden Age musicals were usually 

well regarded by critics and those people who did not dismiss the entire genre of musicals 

outright. Therefore, most of the musicals at Stratford skewed toward highbrow works within the 

genre, providing an interesting reflection of how various Artistic Directors viewed the evolving 

nature of the Stratford audience and the Festival as a cultural institution. 

One of the acknowledged classics of the musical genre, looked upon favourably by critics 

from Brooks Atkinson (who wrote ñin taste, intelligence, skill and delight [it] is the finest 

musical play in yearsò
309
) to Andr® Previn (who called it ñthe perfect  

musicalò
310
), is Lerner and Loeweôs 1956 classic, My Fair Lady. The Shavian musical was 

mounted on the Festival main stage in 1988 with John Neville taking on the (largely spoken) role 

of Professor Henry Higgins.
311

 Lucy Peacock, who had come up through the Young Company at 

Stratford with John Hirsch and had already played roles such as Ophelia, Lady Anne and Viola 

at Stratford, was cast as Eliza Doolittle, the female lead. Jean Gascon returned to Stratford to 

direct the production. Gascon sadly died before the opening night of My Fair Lady, but it seems 
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fitting that the last production of a man who wanted music theatre to be successful at Stratford 

was an incredibly successful production of one of the best loved musicals of all time, in pride of 

place upon the Festival stage. Lucy Peacock remembers that the theatre was ñpacked. Absolutely 

packed to the rafters.ò
312

 My Fair Lady broke revenue records in 1988,
313

 and to this day still 

holds the record for the highest audience attendance per performance of any Stratford musical.
314

 

To make the financial picture even rosier in 1988, another musical at the Avon accompanied My 

Fair Lady that seasonðIrma La Douce.
315

 

Irma La Douce was not expected to be a hit, so even though the percentage of seats sold 

was slightly higher for Irma than for Lady, it was scheduled for 40 fewer performances. The 

difference between the capacity at the Festival theatre (2,262) versus the Avon (1,102 in 1988), 

plus an additional 40 performances at the Festival theatre meant that Lady grossed $3 million 

more than Irma, even though the house would have looked fuller at the Avon than at the 

Festival.
316

 Attendance, the capacity of the theatre, and the length of a run are three of the main 

factors that affect box office gross. Another factor is the cost of the tickets, and, as Martin Hunter 

suggested, the general managers at Stratford would often tie the cost of tickets into the cost of the 
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production in a careful balancing of the budget so that Stratford would break even but not make 

so much that the Festival would be ineligible for government grants.
317

 

The ticket costs for 1989ôs Kiss Me, Kate were slightly higher than the previous yearôs 

My Fair Lady,
318

 but audience dropped ten percent, despite the musicalôs Shakespearean 

provenance. The musical still did well at the box office, and helped to leave the Festival in good 

financial shape when David William took over from John Neville after the 1989 season. 

Unfortunately for William, his artistic directorship was marked by the financial hardship 

engendered by a recession that affected most businesses and arts organizations in the early 

nineties. Guys and Dolls on the Festival Stage played to fuller houses than Kiss Me, Kate the 

year before, and grossed a great deal more over its 80-performance run. However, Guys and 

Dolls proved to be the peak of ticket revenue for William. None of the other musicals and 

operettas he programmed over the next three years did quite so well. He explained, ñwe were in a 

recession, and audiences were well below what they had beenéeven the musicals didnôt do as 

well as they had done before!ò
319

 Williamôs comment indicated the financial status of the 

Festival in the early nineties, but it also indicated the attitude that musicals should make 

moneyðthat when they cease to be profitable for the Festival, not only does the Festival suffer 

financially, but the purpose of musicals at Stratford is somewhat called into question. 

The theatre climate in Canada in the early nineties was not only affected by the recession, 

but also the mega-musical landing in Toronto. The Phantom of the Opera began its 11-year 

Toronto run at the Pantages Theatre in 1989. The Canadian version of Phantom, produced by 
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Garth Drabinskyôs LivEnt, was incredibly popular, and demand to see Colm Wilkinson in the 

title role not only spurred ticket sales, but also prompted the release of a Canadian cast recording 

that made a large amount of money for the production.
320

 The opening of Phantom was followed 

a few short years later by an incredibly successful Canadian production of Les Misérables and 

both shows ran in Toronto for several years in the early- to mid-nineties. It is probable that 

during the recession, audiences who were attracted to musicals and may have previously seen 

them at Stratford, chose to spend their money on one of the big new musicals in Toronto rather 

than on a Golden Age musical at Stratford. 

William kept to the Golden Age repertoire in his second season (1991), but Carousel 

played to only 64% capacity in the Festival theatre, perhaps prompting William to return to the 

tried and true Stratford tradition of mounting Gilbert & Sullivan at the Avon. H.M.S. Pinafore in 

1992 and Mikado in 1993 brought in a respectable amount at the box office, but were by no 

means the smash hits they had been ten years earlier. Robert Cushman wrote that during 

Williamôs time, ñG&S were there to make money, and in fact The Mikadoïwhich shared the 

season with Gypsyðturned out to be an insurance policy. Gypsy is one of the half-dozen finest 

musicals, but it is too hard-edged to make the general publicôs list of favourite shows, and it was 

never a popular film.ò
321

 In fact, the 1962 film version of Gypsy starring Rosalind Russell and 

Natalie Wood was very popularðin the top ten grossing films of that yearðand the Stratford 

production of Gypsy anticipated the December 1993 television release of the remake starring 

Bette Midler. It seemed like the time was ripe for a production of Gypsy, nonetheless, Cushman 

is perhaps right that Gypsy was ñtoo hard-edgedò for Stratford audiences (still comprised of 
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many ñbusloads of bluehairs from Buffaloò
322

): it played to 49% capacity audiences at the 

Festival theatreðthe lowest turnout for a musical there to date. But even with a shorter run than 

Mikado and the dismal house, Gypsy sold almost 1,000 tickets more than Mikado, once again 

proving that more revenue could be earned if a music theatre production were housed at the 

Festival theatre than if it were mounted at the Avon, even if the Festival theatre was half empty. 

Together, the two shows brought in more than any other single musical during Williamôs tenure. 

Pairing two works of music theatre in 1993 went some distance toward earning revenue for the 

Festival, but they could not completely save the Festivalôs finances during a recession. 

Richard Monette took on the task of turning the Festivalôs finances around when he 

assumed the role of Artistic Director after the 1993 season. He said,  

It was very difficult at first. Not many people know how bad things really were. My 

predecessor, David William, had a very hard time of it because of the GST, the 

recession, the rise of the mega-musical. The councils were cutting money. No, 

Stratford was not in a good financial state, and what I tried to do for the first three 

years is keep the doors open. 

Then, slowly, things got better and better. I was able to pay back the debts. We didnôt 

have a deficit, but we owed a lot of money. I mean I was here when we had to 

borrow money to pay for the heat in the winter to heat the buildings. So it was a very 

serious time. But then the audiences started to grow and kept on growing and now 

itôs a completely different organization than it used to be.
323

 

 

When Monette took over for the 1994 season, his concern was to get the Festival back in the 

black. The growth he spoke of to Ouzounian was due in part to his more populist policies. 

Monette was interested in making Shakespeare accessible to as wide a range of people as 

possible, while still satisfying aesthetic demands. Monette also made a concerted effort to 

diversify Stratfordôs company and audience, something that his successor, Des McAnuff, spoke 
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passionately about (see below).
324

 Monette continued with Williamôs decision to revive G&S, 

but moved Pirates to the Festival theatre (see Chapter Four, Case Study). Even though the 

production had the relatively low attendance figure of 62% capacity, it was a significant 

improvement over Gypsy the year before, or Mikado at the Avon. Monette succeeded in turning 

the Festivalôs finances around dramatically. Peter Parolin noted, ñAfter the 1994 season, the 

Festivalôs $1.3 million deficit had become an $800,000 surplus. Financially, Stratford never 

looked back, generating profits in each of Monetteôs fourteen seasons.ò
325

 

In the first eight years of his artistic directorship, Monette put a musical on the main stage 

all but two seasons, when he balanced out the earnings potential by putting on two shows at the 

AvonðThe Boyfriend and The Gondoliers in 1995 and West Side Story and Dracula in 1999. 

For the 50
th
 Anniversary season in 2002, Monette increased revenue further by blending the two 

strategies and mounting two musicals on the two biggest stagesðMy Fair Lady at the Festival 

and Threepenny Opera at the Avon. He continued with the model of producing one musical at 

the Festival theatre and one musical at the Avon theatre for the rest of his time at Stratford, and 

had five of the top-ten grossing musicals in Stratfordôs history in those years. In fact, when prices 

are adjusted for inflation, Monetteôs artistic directorship was responsible for nine of the top ten 

grossing musicals at Stratford.
326

 It is worthwhile noting that only one in those top ten was 

housed at the Avon, and 1999ôs West Side Story only made so much money in the smaller theatre 
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because its run was a record-breaking 156 performances (the average for Stratford musicals is 

around 93 performances). 

Monette, more than William or Neville, was criticized for diluting Stratford seasons with 

musicals and ñfamily experienceò shows like Alice Through the Looking Glass. Theatre critic 

Kate Taylor of The Globe and Mail was especially harsh on what she perceived to be Monetteôs 

populism. I explore Taylor and other criticsô adverse reactions to some of the musicals at 

Stratford below, so it is worth taking a moment to explore who these critics were, and how they 

helped to shape the field of cultural production at Stratford by guiding the discourse about the 

Festivalôs role in Canadian cultural life. Criticism is not disinterested; critiques of works include 

a validation of the right of the critic to criticize it. Bourdieu wrote, ñAll critics declare not only 

their judgement of the work but also their claim to the right to talk about it and judge it.ò
327

 In 

constructing their reviews about Stratfordôs musical theatre, the theatre critics positioned 

themselves as theatre experts whose taste and experience gave them the right to direct the 

conversation about the role of musicals at Stratford, and the role of Stratford in the Canadian 

theatre scene.  

The theatre critics at Canadaôs largest papers in the 1990s and 2000sðKate Taylor at the 

Globe and Mail,
328

 Robert Cushman at the National Post,
329

 and Richard Ouzounian at the 

Toronto Star
330
ðwere not enemies of the musical genre. Taylor occasionally wrote glowing 

reviews of musicals produced by other companies, and is omnivorous in her consumption and 
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reflections on culture, while Cushman and Ouzounian actually wrote musicals. Cushman devised 

and directed a West End musical called Look to the Rainbow (1985), and Ouzounian wrote the 

book and lyrics for three musicals: the successful Canadian Stage production of Larryôs Party 

starring Brent Carver, Emily, based on L.M. Montgomeryôs Emily books, and the Gemini 

Award-winning Dracula: A chamber musical with music by Marek Norman, which was 

produced at Stratford in 1999 and broadcast later that year on CBC TV. It is therefore somewhat 

surprising that Cushman and Ouzounian have been guilty of overemphasizing the economic 

value of musicals at the expense of their aesthetic value, and that comparatively little real estate 

in their books on Stratford is devoted to the musicals.  

Taylor, Ouzounian and Cushman each had specific ideas about the type of theatre that 

Stratford should do, and what musicalsðif anyðwere appropriate for the Festival. The three 

critics were not always in agreement about musicals, Stratford, or musicals at Stratford. Taylor, 

more than the others (perhaps because she did not act, direct or write for Stratford), was harshly 

critical of Monette producing big budget shows with popular appeal at Stratfordðshows that 

made the Festival money. 

Monetteôs success in getting the Festival out of debt was frequently conflated with artistic 

decisions that did not satisfy some theatre critics or Festival patrons. The success that Monette 

had in attracting audiences and making the Festival less dependent on government grants also 

had the effect of solidifying the cash cow role of musicals for the Festival. Although the plays 

and music theatre Monette selected for his seasons were not a great departure from what Neville 

or William had selected, Taylor and other critics accused Monette of more openly courting 

audiences than the previous two directorsðperhaps less because he actually made more populist 
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choices than because the Canadian economy was recovering from the recession of the early 

nineties and the Festival was making money. For some critics, the Festivalôs financial health was 

taken as a direct, causal symptom of its artistic infirmity. 

In The Globe and Mail, Taylor expressed the opinion that Stratford needed to be ñsavedò 

from Monetteôs populism, ñthe leading classical theatre in North America and the biggest 

performing arts organization in Canada has put the box office above the art.ò
331

 In 1998 she 

complained, ñIf the Festival is more financially successful than ever, it is at great expense to its 

classical mandate.ò
332

 She went so far as to suggest that Stratford cut in half the number of 

productions offered in a season to protect the classical mandate from the mass audience, ñthe 

artistic director must recognize that a laudable quest to make the classics accessible should not 

be achieved at the expense of the plays themselves or of the festivalôs mandate, even if that 

means giving up a mass audience.ò
333

 Ouzounian was also worried about the audiences that 

Stratford was attracting with its (big budget) musicals: ñItôs clear that a big Broadway musical 

will attract an audience, but is it the right audience? Do they come back for weightier plays?ò
334

 

Likewise, director Urjo Kareda, who had nearly shared the artistic directorship of Stratford with 

Martha Henry, Peter Moss and Pam Brighton in 1980,
335

 worried that Monette had directed 

Stratford away from its classical mandate, ñDo we really need Stratford for a well-realized 
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production of Man of La Mancha?ò
336

 These criticisms get at the heart of the purpose of the 

Stratford Festival, and sparked an aesthetic debate not only about the purpose of musicals and 

popular plays at Stratford, but about the purpose of theatre in general. 

Peter Parolin, who recounted some of these debates in his article ñWhat revels are at 

hand?ò revealed that he disagreed with Taylor and Kareda, writing, ñit is condescending to 

criticize Stratford for mounting productions that people take pleasure in seeing.ò
337

 Parolin does 

not name the pleasure entertainment value, but that is what he is defending. Taylor, Ouzounian 

(and, to a lesser extent, Kareda) displayed an innate suspicion of the mass audience, and exposed 

a good deal of snobbery when they expressed concern that Stratford attracts the wrong kind of 

audience by mounting the wrong kind of shows. The suspicion of a popular audience by cultural 

gatekeepers is part of a longstanding, class-based struggle that dates back to at least the Astor 

Place Riot of 1849 in America, and long before that in Europe.
338

 While Taylor does not appear 

to have a vendetta against popular culture or its audience in general (she often reviews popular 

movies, plays and books, without the same sorts of criticisms she leveled at Monette), she does 

appear to think that certain types of works belonged in certain venues. Her argument seemed to 

be that Stratford was a place for high culture (and, by extension, high class audiences), and it 

should not bother with popular culture that was readily available elsewhere. Ouzounian likely 

wished that Stratford did more small, Canadian musicals like his own Dracula, rather than 

mounting well-known musicals that were also on the playbills of for-profit theatre companies 

like Mirvish Theatre in Toronto. Underlying this argument is the idea that certain types of art 
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belonged to certain types of people and institutions, and that an intermingling of these arts with 

popular entertainment at Stratford degraded the art, the audience, and the institution, by virtue of 

popular entertainmentôs association with the working classes and commerce. 

Even in Taylorôs articles that listed the productions of an upcoming season, she managed 

to make her views about Monetteôs choices felt. When announcing the 2002, 50
th
 anniversary 

season, she wrote, ñthe populist artistic director Richard Monette has included the usual crowd-

pleasers: This yearôs musical is My Fair Lady and the so-called family experience is a dramatic 

version of The Scarlet Pimpernel. All that leaves little room for the 19
th
- and 20

th
-century 

classics that the Stratford, Ont. company has performed with great success in recent seasons.ò
339

 

Taylor clearly conveys that she prefers the classics to crowd-pleasing, populist choices like 

musicals, and in so doing she devalues the tastes many of audience members as well as 

undermining the entertainment value and aesthetic appeal of those shows. 

 Taylor repeated the same criticisms in many articles and reviews throughout Monetteôs 

Artistic Directorship, but many Stratford artists countered her voice by defending the way 

Monette balanced artistic and financial motivations. James Blendick thought that Monette was 

ñvery good for [Stratford] because heôs sensed how the business is changing. You know, with 

government cutbacks, we have to rely basically on sponsorship and raising money; heôs good at 

that. And obviously the audiences are coming and they love what weôre doing.ò
340

 There was a 

definite change in the business of theatre in a political/economic landscape that had been 

drastically altered by the neoliberalism of Brian Mulroney (following in Canada, earlier trends 

from Thatcher in the UK and Reagan in the United States). Simon Frith notes that government 
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support of the arts can work when it promotes and protects natural resources and spaces, and is 

disinterested; however, ñthe difficulty is to disentangle aesthetic and market judgements as to 

who should be supported.ò
341

 In the past 30 years, more arts organizations have had to try to 

survive with lower levels of funding, and not-for-profit theatre like Stratford needed money-

making shows to keep their doors open. From opera houses to ballet companies to orchestras and 

for-profit arts organizations, the search was on to find works that would attract audiences in an 

era of dwindling funding and in a market was highly competitive with ever more choices for 

where people could spend their time and money. Actor Carl Danielsen stated, ñItôs the same in 

every art form. Itôs all about balancing. Ballet companies have to do Nutcracker.ò
342

 When I 

asked him if he thought there were any ñNutcrackersò at Stratford in 2012, he said, ñThere are 

three ñNutcrackers.ò And thatôs a great analogy, because Nutcracker is a great piece of music 

and itôs also a great ballet. If youôre mounting it every year (and Iôve been in productions of A 

Christmas Carol, which is the same thing), if you treat it seriously, it doesnôt matter.ò
343

 

Danielsen believes that the approach matters when one is remounting shows that may be 

less than challenging for performers who have been in them time and again. He also notes that 

the aesthetic worth of a ballet like The Nutcracker is not in question, even though it may also 

function as a ñcash cow.ò The Nutcracker balances aesthetic value with economic value and 

entertainment value in its ability to attract audiences, please them, and offer them a chance at 

artistic uplift, only ifðand this is keyðit is good because it is taken seriously. When that is the 

case, arts companies can not only attract audiences, but also the audiences will, in Blendickôs 

words, ñlove what weôre doing.ò In Blendickôs assessment, pleasing the audience is not a 
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negative thing the way it seems to be for Kate Taylorðperhaps because Blendick was less 

concerned with the demographics of the audience than Taylor seemed to be.  

When David William was interviewed in 2002, he said ñthe main brunt of the revenue is 

now borne by the musicals. Well, this inevitably generates a different kind of audience. But what 

does Dr. Johnson say? óThe dramaôs laws, the dramaôs patrons give/ For we who live to please 

must please to live.ôò
344

 William seems somewhat ambivalent about the change in the type of 

audience Stratford attracted, but pleasing an audience does not have the completely negative, 

pandering association implied in Taylorôs criticism. Monette himself echoed Williamôs quoting 

Johnson by expressing much the same sentiment quoting Shakespeare, ñAs Feste says at the end 

of Twelfth Night, óWeôre here to please you every day.ô Iôm here to please the audience,ò
345

 and 

ñyou do theatre for peopleéthe art of theatre doesnôt exist without people. Plays on the shelf are 

literature. Plays on the stage are theatre. So you need an audience. And theyôre coming. And that 

thrills me.ò
346

  

Cynthia Dale, star of many musicals during Monetteôs time, also defended Monette and 

praised his business savvy, ñSure he does musicals, but they make money. They make money so 

some of the shows that are more experimental get done. And thank God somebody can program 
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the theatre so that it makes money, because it will keep it alive and well.ò
347

 Dale, Blendick, and 

William all acknowledge that attracting audiences is the job of a good artistic director, and that 

musicals, in their cash cow role, usually do a good job of attracting audiences. Where they part 

ways with Taylor is in the idea that attracting audiences is a bad thingðor that there is a right 

kind of audience that the right kind of work would attract. However, there is an admission, even 

from Dale, Stratfordôs musical sweetheart, that part of the purpose of musicals at Stratford is to 

keep the doors open for more experimental works, or works with a more highbrow appeal. 

Musicals are not always valued for themselves, but instead are sometimes valued for the way 

they can keep an institution in business to also produce works that would gain the approval of a 

critic like Taylor. 

Peter Parolin wrote,  

for all his populist aesthetic, Monette encouraged a wide range of approaches to the 

plays he programmed. But because he worked so hard to persuade the largest 

possible audience to come to Stratford each year, his Festival often relied on the 

templates of previous seasons, sometimes resulting in safe and predictable fare. Both 

the best and the worst of Monetteôs Festival emerged from the artistic directorôs own 

deepest understanding of his role: to make the classics accessible and to generate the 

revenue to keep the theatres running.
348

 

 

Parolin analyzed the way Monette programmed each season and describes a certain formula to 

the seasons. Each of Monetteôs seasons tended to be made up of: three to six Shakespearean 

plays; a lesser-known work from the classical canon; a mid-20
th
 century American play; two 

Broadway musicals; a ñfamily experienceò show; and, from 1999-2007, a new Canadian work.
349

 

For all the focus by critics like Taylor on Monetteôs ñfamily experienceò shows and musicals, 
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Monette managed to get through the entirety of Shakespeareôs works in his fourteen years, 

programming not just the popular tragedies and comedies, but the histories and romances that are 

hardly ever produced.
350

  

 Under Monetteôs Artistic Directorship, musicals were not invariably a ñsafeò choice. 

Especially after Monette began including more than one musical in each season, there was room 

for one of the musicals to be a well-known Golden Age musical, but for the other work to be a 

lesser-known musical, or even a new Canadian musical. Like Neville before him, Monette had 

acted in musicals in the past and had a great deal of respect for the genre, defending them to 

critics who derided their aesthetic value. Also like Neville, he took on the role of Henry Higgins 

in an incredibly popular production of My Fair Lady (in 2002, with Cynthia Dale as Eliza 

Doolittle). He shared the role of Higgins with fellow Shakespearean actors Colm Feore and 

Geraint Wyn Daviesðtwo Stratford favourites who had previously played twins in The Boys 

from Syracuse. The decision to cast Shakespearean actors in musicals not only went a long way 

toward breaking down divisions between the acting and musical sides of the company (see 

Chapter Five), but also to legitimizing the genre for many company members and Festival 

patrons. When the artistic merits of a musical production were clear, the attitude that musicals 

were only at Stratford to make money was lessened. 

 In the Stratford context, musicals that were critically well received and were lauded for 

their artistry also tended to do better at the box office than a musical that appeared to pander 

artistically to its audience. Thus, My Fair Lady, a classic, well-regarded musical, has done 
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especially well at the box office both times it has appeared at Stratford. Monetteôs 2002 

production broke records and was the first production to exceed the $10 million mark, with 95% 

houses over 119 performances at the Festival Theatre. That production still holds the record for 

the top grossing musical at Stratfordðeven before adjusting for inflation. My Fair Lady 

managed to hit a sweet spot for Stratford audiences, being neither too obscure a show, nor too 

obviously the type of popular shows commonly produced in summer stock or in high schools. 

The lowest grossing shows at the Avon in the past decade include A Funny Thing Happened on 

the Way to the Forum and Into the Woods by Stephen Sondheim, The Threepenny Opera by Kurt 

Weill and Bertolt Brecht, and Youôre a Good Man, Charlie Brown by Clark Gesner. On the one 

hand, Sondheim and Weillôs more obscure shows, loved by musical aficionados, lack the name 

brand appeal to do well at the Stratford box office, but on the other hand, there is also a poor box 

office showing for shows like Charlie Brown that have perhaps been overexposed in amateur 

productions.   

Shows like Sondheimôs Into the Woods and Weillôs Threepenny Opera represent the 

more artistically adventurous spirit of some of the musicals mounted at Stratford, and for the 

actors, they also represent more musical challenges than the average Golden Age musical. Kate 

Taylor was not uniformly against musicals at Stratford, and commented in 2002 that that 

seasonôs Threepenny Opera ñmarks the first time since the 1970s that Stratford has staged 

anything musically daring.ò
351

 The more daring musicals may have earned some critical praise, 

but there also seems to be some correlation between more challenging musicals and less ticket 

revenue. Therefore, Artistic Directors must decide if they want to spend the money earned by 
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Golden Age musicals on other, lesser-known musicals, or if they want to spend it on new plays, 

on experimental Shakespeare, or on some combination thereof. Sometimes Artistic Directors 

appear to double down on the musical-as-cash-cow tendency and produce two musicals that have 

proven box office track records at the Festival. However, there is no surety of financial success 

with any given production, and sometimes an appearance of overt populism can backfire, as it 

did with Charlie Brown in 2012.
352

 

Monetteôs long and financially successful artistic directorship came to an end in 2007, 

and the artistic directorship was split into three roles, shared by Des McAnuff, Marti Maraden 

and Don Shipley. They planned the 2008 season with five Shakespearean plays, four of them on 

the Festival stage, which meant that the two musicalsðThe Music Man and Cabaretðwere both 

housed at the Avon, marking the first time since 2000 that there wasnôt a musical on the main 

stage. The split directorship was abandoned before the season was over and McAnuff took over 

the job of helming the Festival on his own. McAnuff has a background in classical acting and 

directing, but has also been associated with the creation of popular musicals in the past twenty 

years like Tommy and Jersey Boys. Some critics feared that McAnuffôs Broadway credentials 

would steer the Festival further away from its classical mandate. Lynn Slotkin criticized his 

Shakespearean productions as ñoverinflatedò and commented, ñhis recent Stratford production 

of Twelfth Night diminished the play to a rollicking Broadway type musical, ignoring all the 

complexity, angst, sadness and depth.ò
353

 Nonetheless, McAnuff largely stuck to the pattern 
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Monette had established of putting a Golden Age musical on the Festival stage and putting a 

slightly riskier musical at the Avon. 

McAnuff also reintroduced the Tom Patterson theatre as a house for experimental 

musicals, putting a third offering there in 2010 and 2012. In 2010, Kiss Me, Kate was at the 

Festival Theatre, and McAnuff chose Evita for the Avon, marking the first time an Andrew 

Lloyd Webber musical was mounted at Stratford. Those two musicals were designed to attract 

crowds with their name brand appeal, and in contrast, the little-known Jacques Brel is Alive and 

Well and Living in Paris was selected for the Tom Patterson Theatre. Brel was more like the 

chamber operas produced in Stratfordôs Music Festival past than the Broadway musicals that 

followed. There were minimal sets and props, and the show had a cast of four singer/actors plus 

a four-piece band. It cost substantially less to produce than Kiss Me, Kate (that had a cast of 24 

and an orchestra of 18 at the Festival theatre) or Evita (that had a cast of 29 and an orchestra of 

16 at the Avon). Brel was therefore a calculated risk for the Festival because it cost much less to 

produce than the larger musicals. Richard Monette noted that the Festival ñcanôt afford to failò in 

the bigger theatres;
354

 but the corollary to that is that bigger creative risks can be taken in the 

smaller theatres, especially when directors donôt spendðand audiences donôt expectðas much 

on production there.  

In 2012, McAnuff took a larger risk with the show he put on at the Tom Patterson 

Theatre; a new Canadian musical by Morris Panych with music by Marek Norman, Wanderlust 

was commissioned by the Festival. It had much higher production values than Jacques Brel, with 
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a larger cast and orchestra,
355

 but the risks were offset by the fact that it was one of four musicals 

produced that year. The glitzy 1980s pastiche of the 1930s story 42
nd

 Street at the Festival 

attracted crowds comparable to Camelot the year before; the G&S standby Pirates of Penzance 

drew respectable numbers at the Avon; and although Youôre a Good Man, Charlie Brown filled 

only 40% of the seats on sale over its run at the Avon, its box office take provided extra 

cushioning for the experiment of a new Canadian musical. Wanderlust was a fictionalized 

account of Canadian poet Robert Serviceôs life. Robert Service was familiar with being derided 

as a populist poet. He wrote: 

Ah yes, I know my brow is low 

And often wished it high. 

So that I might with rapture write 

An epic of the sky; 

A poem cast in contour vast; 

Of fabled gods and fays; 

A classic screed that few would read 

Yet nearly all would praise.
356

 

 

Serviceôs life is an interesting choice for a musical commissioned by Stratford in this respect, in 

that he is a figure who was more associated with popular art than high art, much like musicals, 

but his work is removed temporally from popular culture, so that it is possible his poems could 

be sacralized much like the works of Dickens, Shakespeare, and other authors who had popular 

and elite audiences when their works first appeared, and only later were claimed by cultural 

elites as highbrow works. 
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Wanderlust was written and directed by Morris Panych with music by Marek Norman, 

whose earlier musical Dracula: A Chamber Musical was the first Canadian musical to be 

produced at Stratford. Norman said, 

The dramaturgical process (particularly for musicals) is still relatively new to the 

Stratford Festival. Until Des McAnuffôs arrival as Artistic Director, precious little 

original material (of any kind) had been developed by the Festival. That said, the 

hope is that more original work will be presented throughout the coming seasons. 

Iôm happy to report that our premiere production of Wanderlust actually turned a 

handsome profit in its run at the Patterson Theatre. Hopefully this happy fact will 

lead the Festival to initiate future commissions.
357

 

 

Wanderlust may have turned a profit, but it brought in less than half of what Brel grossed, so 

it remains to be seen whether the Festival is more interested in commissioning new works of 

music theatre, or if they are more interested in the potential cash cow functionality of proven 

musicals. McAnuff dreamed aloud that he would love to see Stratford create a successful 

musical production to which it owns the rights and could license to other theatre companies 

for profit.
358

  

McAnuff reflected on balancing box office success with risk taking in his statement 

on the 2012 season, 

Our enforced reliance on the box office leaves us very exposed. What keeps a theatre 

alive is the excitement of discovery, whether itôs discovering the potential of a 400-

year-old-work that has never been staged in Canada before, like Bartholomew Fair, 

or the potential for a new musical inspired by the work of a Canadian icon like 

Robert Service. But whenever we program new or unfamiliar titles, however 

brilliantly they might be staged, however glowingly they might be praised by critics, 

and however enthusiastically their audiences respond to them, we will inevitably run 

the risk of failing to attract those who will come to see only what they already 

knowðor at least have heard of.
359
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Here McAnuff acknowledged that a new musical on a popular Canadian figure can be as much 

or more of a risk for the Stratford Festival than mounting a classic, but little known piece of 

theatre. 

 Musicals have been accepted at the Stratford Festival as a financial necessity in keeping 

the doors open for what the Stratford Festival is known forðits productions of Shakespeare. 

Cushman writes ñDoing nothing but Shakespeare at Stratford is now an economic impossibility. 

(It may not be artistically desirable either). The audience for plays will no longer support the size 

of the operation.ò
360

 Cushman relegates to brackets the idea that Stratford offering more than 

Shakespeare may be artistically desirable, but it is one of the main points of my argument. 

Musicals have an aesthetic worth of their own, and the differences between their aesthetics and 

the aesthetics of classical drama do not detract from each other, but, for a company like 

Stratford, enrich the experience of each other in dialectical fashion. McAnuff argued for this 

point in a speech he made at the Stratford Festival Annual General Meeting in 2011: ñIn my 

vision of this Festival, the classical and the contemporary sustain each other, infuse each other 

with their energies and insights. Both have equal currency in the modern world; both speak to us 

with equal clarity here and now, in the eternal present.ò
361

 

If musicals have become a financial necessity for Stratford, then many directorsô attitudes 

are that they may as well be the best musicals available in the canon, in the best productions 

possible. Brian Macdonald said that he feels like the musical ñis sometimes regarded as the 

money maker. So, thatôs wonderful. Why not? As long as itôs well done.ò
362

 The quality of 

musicals produced at Stratford, and the musicals chosen have led to the gradual acceptance of 
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musicals at Stratford not only for the money they can bring in, but for the diversity they bring to 

the company, the way they illuminate themes in the plays, and for their own aesthetic worth. 

Theatre scholar David Savran writes that many of the cultural critiques about theatre 

contain, at their core, an ideology that literary, text-based works for the legitimate stage are high, 

and everything else is low. This construction ñguaranteed that literary or text-based theater 

(regardless of its provenance) was granted a degree of prestige denied musical or variety 

entertainments.ò
363

 Savran further argues that the hierarchy of theatrical entertainments in the 

first quarter of the twentieth century mapped almost exactly to class hierarchies, and most 

artist/entertainers and audiences were aware of these distinctions. Theatrical works ñaddressed 

themselves (sometimes deliberately, sometime not) to particular class fractions, however 

indistinctly and carelessly those fractions may have been defined in contemporary discourse.ò
364

 

The relationship to economics comes into play when we consider that certain forms of theatre in 

certain venues were more affordable to some classes than others. The higher classes could pay 

more for highbrow works, but their numbers were fewer than the middle and working classes, 

who paid less per person for tickets to variety entertainments but as a groupða ómassô 

audienceðcould popularize and fund entire genres. 

In a postmodern society like Canada, we have inherited the legacy of these distinctions, 

but we have also seen many hierarchiesðespecially of classðbreak down, so that many 

consumers of culture tends to be omnivorous in their tastes. The arguments from theatre critics 

and company members about what sorts of theatre genres are produced at Stratford is based on 

assumptions about the tastes of the ticket buying publicðwho they are in terms of education, 

                                                 
363

 Savran, Highbrow/Lowdown, 105. 
364

 Savran, Highbrow/Lowdown, 106. 



 

 170 

occupation, race, religion and class. Certain works are valued more highly than others by artists 

and those who consume art because they are a reflection of the cultural, political and economic 

capital of their audiences. Des McAnuff has been vocal in his desire to see the Stratford 

company and its audiences represent Canadaôs multicultural makeup. Kate Taylor and Michael 

Posner wrote a summary of his Artistic Directorship to date in 2011: 

both McAnuffôs fans and his detractors love the way he has transformed the near-

monochromatic company into something far more multicultural, bringing Stratford 

up to speed with casting practices in the U.S. 

ñStudents come in off school buses, and they are the same composition as people 

onstage,ò McAnuff says, adding that the ease with which both young and older 

audiences have embraced the casting is gratifying.
365

 

 

His vision of Stratford is a democratic one with both Stratford shows and audiences embodying 

the heterogeneous twenty-first century Canadian identity. As Antoni Cimolino steers the 

Stratford company into the future, it remains to be seen if that vision will help Stratford to 

maintain its role as a cultural forceé and if it will also earn the Festival money. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PLACE AND SPACE, OR, STRATFORDôS THEATRES 

ñA theatre is a place of many spaces.ò 

- J. Lowell Lewis 

STRATFORDôS THEATRES 

In 1953, the Stratford Festival had two productions at one iconic theatre, purpose-built to 

stage Shakespearean productions. By its sixtieth anniversary season in 2012, the Festival had 

fourteen productions across five distinct spaces. Philosopher J. Lowell Lewis writes that a theatre 

is ña tangible, contoured environment, with all its features, foibles, and qualities, within which 

acts of spatial and placial imagination are meant to take place.ò
366

 The sets and costumes of each 

production help the actors and audience to imagine the space(s) of a play within the physical 

place of a theatre. The specific ñfeatures, foibles and qualitiesò of a theatre may help or hinder 

artists and audiences in creating imagined spaces and places. In this chapter, I therefore describe 

each of Stratfordôs theatres, giving a brief history of each theatre and describing its structure and 

its place in relation to the other theatres. I then analyze which types of productions are mounted 

on which stages, arguing that there are specific traditions at Stratford (such as new and Canadian 

works being produced at the smaller Tom Patterson and Studio theatres) that reveal how 

Stratford and its audience value certain types of works. In this chapter I also examine how the 

thrust stage (which is emblematic of Stratford) contributes to unique stagings of musicals at 

Stratford and how Stratfordôs stages can alter the character of musicals. 

 

 

                                                 
366

 Lewis believes this statement aligns with Gay McAuleyôs analysis of theatre space and place in her book Space 

in Performance: Making Meaning in the Theatre, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999). J. Lowell 

Lewis, ñAfterword: Theoretical Reflectionsò in Unstable Ground: Performance and the Politics of Place, ed. Gay 

McAuley, Dramaturgies No. 20 (Bruxelles: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2006), 285. 



 

 172 

The Festival Theatre 

The Stratford Festivalôs stage was designed by Tanya Moiseiwitsch based on Tyrone Guthrieôs 

desire to create a space suited for classical theatre. The inspiration for the stage, its creation and 

the stage itself have been much written about,
367

 especially as the design of the Festival stage 

was highly influential on modern stage design.
368

 The repetition of these stories has lent the stage 

an aura of specialness, a mythic status that Stratfordians explain with awed and loving voices. 

Current Artistic Director Antoni Cimolino states, ñThis stage is like a beautiful violin. It 

resonates. It allows the actor to be a source of vibration. A source of inspiration. A conduit for 

Shakespeare.ò
369

 Actor Sara Topham said, ñI love that the Festival Theatre feels like a room and 

weôre all in it together telling a story.ò
370

 William Hutt opined, ñThis stage serves Shakespeare 
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better than any other, but it is still to my mind an experimental one. No one can prejudge what 

may or may not be done upon it.ò
371

 Lucy Peacock enthused,  

There was something that Tanya Moisewitsch did that is like science married with 

magicé it made it the perfect roomðfor language, for text, for the Shakespearean 

text in particular, for the iamb. For some reason, I always thought if someone asked 

me how big that stage was, I would say itôs iambic pentameter big. Because it fits 

perfectly there.
372

 

  

Actor Kyle Blair said, ñI think I almost had too much reverence when I first was here. It almost 

shackled me because I was so busy playing homage to the space and who had walked before that 

I wasnôt freeing myself to push the boundaries. And that space, Iôve realized you can push and it 

will push back. It can take it. You can really play hard in that arena and it holds it.ò
373

 The sense 

of reverence is due in part to an awareness of all the famous and talented actors who have trod 

the boards of the Festival Stage, and due in part to the stage itself. 

Guthrie had dreamed of creating a thrust stage for years before he ever heard of Stratford 

Ontario. In his autobiographies and other writings he explains how he wished to create a playing 

space based on the type of the stage for which Shakespeare might have writtenða stage that was 

surrounded by the audience on three sides.
374

 When Tom Patterson approached Guthrie about 

coming to Stratford to direct a Shakespeare festival, he approached a director who had very 

definite ideas of the spaces best suited for productions of Shakespeare. Guthrie made his 

agreement with the Stratford Festival Board conditional upon his being in charge of the type of 
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stage and auditorium that would be built at Stratford.
375

 It was the very thing that so excited 

Guthrie about the Stratford óadventureôðthe chance to create something new in a nation that 

wasnôt married to old ideas of staging. Michael Langham, after Guthrie passed away, 

remembered, ñStratford, Ontario, came at a propitious moment in his [Guthrieôs] life. His 

resentment of the picture-frame stage had been fermenting. Here was a possible chance to build 

the theatre he had, for so long, wanted. I think Stratford became his favourite child.ò
376

 

Guthrie had worked with designer Tanya Moiseiwitsch in England and they shared a 

sensibility about the possibilities of platform stages. Guthrie gave Moiseiwitsch a loose idea of 

what he was after and she came back with a design that they fine-tuned together. Moiseiwitsch 

credited Guthrie with being the true visionary of the stage; she humbly claimed that she merely 

realized his vision.
377

 Guthrieôs influence is undeniable, but for those involved with the Stratford 

Festival, the main stage is the ñTanya Stageòðit is Dame Moiseiwitsch who is celebrated 

whenever the stage is mentioned.
378

 

In the advertising for the first season, much emphasis was placed on the uniqueness of the 

stageðit was proclaimed to be an ñElizabethan theatre.ò
379

 This has led to the misunderstanding 

that Stratfordôs stage is a recreation of an Elizabethan stage. It draws some inspiration from the 

Elizabethan stage, true, but it is, as Antoni Cimolino calls it, ña modernist take on the 
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Elizabethan stage.ò
380

 Guthrie declared that he wanted to eschew any vestiges of ñYe Olde.ò
381

 

Stratford historians Pettigrew and Portman note, ñsome audience members still have the vague 

notion that the Festival Theatre is largely an imitation of the Globe or of an Elizabethan theatre. 

It is no such thingðthe auditorium is more a scaled-down version of a Greek theatre than it is 

Shakespearean.ò
382

 On backstage tours of the Festival Theatre, led by volunteer ñFriends of the 

Festival,ò
383

 audience members are seated in the auditorium and asked to imagine that the half 

circle of audience seats continues to completely encircle the stage. In picturing this, the Festival 

theatre does indeed resemble a smaller version of a Greek theatreðor, indeed, of a Roman 

arena.
384

 Guthrie wrote that the shape of the auditorium had an impact on the way the audience 

would experience theatre, ñThe stage is planned upon the theory that illusion is not the aim of 

performance. The shape of the auditorium, in which the spectators are constantly and inevitably 

aware of the presence of other spectators, is a constant reminder that the performance is what it 

is: a ritual in which actors and spectators are alike taking part.ò
385

 The circular shape of the arena 

reinforces the sense of community among actors and audience together in the same room with no 

dividing arch or orchestra pit. Actor Juan Chioran said, ñThe great thing about the Festival stage 

is that youôre all under the same sky. Unlike a prosceniumðwhere we are separated by [the 

arch], weôre under this sky, youôre under that skyðwe are all in the same room. And that affords 
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you a kind of intimacy so that you can say, ócome with me, let me take you into this world.ôò
386

 

The special nature of live theatre is strengthened by the design of the auditorium because an 

audience member can gaze past the actors on stage to the audience beyond them. The audience 

members across the auditorium from each other have different perspectives on the play literally, 

and perhaps figuratively, and are also aware of each other as part of the same theatre-going 

community. 

The concept of an arena is also found in a very important and unusual component of the 

Festival theatreðthe two tunnels (or vomitories) that lead on diagonals off the front of the stage 

and down under the audience. This feature was completely new to theatre design in 1952, and 

Moiseiwitsch claimed that Guthrie was influenced by football stadiums in his desire for 

entrances and exits that actors could come pouring out of in large numbers.
387

 Guthrie wanted the 

action to be continuous, with plenty of entrances and exits for actors to utilize. The stage was 

therefore designed with nine entrances: the previously mentioned vomitories, a central entrance 

below the balcony, a central entrance onto the balcony, two entrances on either side of the 

balcony, with two more entrances above those doors, and a trapdoor. Construction on the theatre 

began in April 1953 on a hill overlooking the Avon river. An amphitheatre was carved into the 

hill and concrete was poured to create the arena. The stage was then constructed and one of the 

biggest tents on the continent was raised by tent master Skip Manley over the whole arena just in 

time for the opening performance on July 13, 1953, only three months after construction began. 

The original design had a main five-sided acting platform eighteen feet wide and eleven 

feet deep, with three wide steps from the platform down to the ñgutterò that narrowly separated 
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the acting area from the first row of seats (See Illustration 4.1). The balcony was a diamond 

shape that was supported by nine pillars, with the central pillar preventing the actors from 

entering in a direct line from the backstage to centre stage. In fact, the design of the stage and its 

entrances force actors to work on the diagonal, encouraging movement that plays to the whole 

audience, rather than just to the centre. 

 
Illustration 4.1: The Festival Stage, designed by Tanya Moisewitsch, 1954-1961. 
Stratford Festival Archives. Photo by Peter Smith. 

   

Guthrie wrote about the Festival stage that, 

with its gallery, its pillars, its various levels and entrances, the necessary facilities are 

provided for grouping the actors and arranging the scenes in a logical and expressive 
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way. The relation of the stage to the auditorium is such that a large audienceðnearly 

two thousand peopleðcan be accommodated so near the actors that the farthest 

spectators are only thirteen rows from the front.
388

 

 

The amphitheatre was a deep bowl with seats that ascended from the gutter in a steeper angle 

than would be found in a traditional proscenium theatre. Designed with a circular arena in mind, 

the audience fills two thirds of the circle around the stage, with the remaining third as a 

backstage area. The audience was therefore physically closer to the actors on the Festival stage 

than they would be in a proscenium theatre. In the second season the stage was widened to cover 

one of the steps and deepened to fourteen feet. The front row of seats was also moved back 

because actors and audience members in the first year had found the auditorium almost too 

intimate.
389

  

 
Illustration 4.2: Crowds arriving at the permanent Festival Theatre for opening night 1962. 
Stratford Festival Archives. Photo by Peter Smith. 
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In 1956, after four successful seasons, the board decided to build a permanent theatre 

around the existing auditorium and stage. The Festival theatre was designed by Robert Fairfield 

to look like the seasonal tent it replaced, with the centre peak of the roof built directly over the 

central pillar of the stage below (see Illustration 4.2). The backstage and office area was built on 

six levels and included rehearsal space and workshop space for costume and props departments. 

The floor area of the auditorium was 17,400 square feet and the backstage and administrative 

area was 51,450 square feet, but if measured cubically, the auditorium would take up about half 

of the space of the building (see the designs for the permanent Festival theatre, Illustration 4.3). 

 
Illustration 4.3: Stratford Festival Permanent Theatre schematic 1956 ï cross-section 

 

Guthrie noted, ñThe Stratford theatre is certainly not perfect. I know well that, over the 

years, subsequent directors will make many alterations and improvements. But I am convinced, 

partly by my own productions there, and far more by those of my successors, that the principle is 
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right.ò
390

 The stage has been renovated several times, most of the renovations have been in 

keeping with Guthrieôs principles of the thrust stage and have simply been to make technical 

improvements and updates. In 1962, Tanya Moiseiwitsch altered the stage according to some 

things she had learned in designing the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis and in response to 

requests from the Festival company and Artistic Director Michael Langham. One of the most 

significant changes was that the number of pillars supporting the balcony was reduced from nine 

slim pillars to five sturdier pillars (see Illustration 4.4). The theatre was also renovated in 1974, 

allowing for the balcony to be removed so that the stage could be opened up into the backstage 

space, and included the installation of new electronic sound and lighting systems. In 1981 the 

original floor of the stage was uncovered and refinished, and at that point the theatre seated 2,262 

people (1,404 in the orchestra, 858 on the balcony) in a 220 degree sweep around the stage.
391

  

A large change was made to the building in 2002 when the degree of seats surrounding 

the stage was reduced to 180 degrees. The auditorium went from seating 2,262 people to seating 

1,833 people, when two pie-shaped wedges of seats on either side of the stage were cut off from 

the theatre by a new wall. Those seats still remain backstage, a ghost audience that only the 

actors and crew are aware of. Architect Richard Leacroft wrote in 1984, that ñthe seating was 

taken too far round the stage, so that the end sections of seating at both levels have their view of 

the actors restricted by the stairs and balconies, a problem which was recognized by the pricing 

of these areas as the cheapest seats.ò
392

 The 2002 renovations therefore addressed this problem, 

but not all of the actors were happy about the change. Lucy Peacock said, ñI think thereôs 

controversy with the renovations that were made. There have been renovations over the years, 
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but with this last big one, someone forgot to put two actors on the stage and have them line 

up.ò
393

 Juan Chioran said, ñI loved the old theatre. What was great about it was you could stand 

here [downstage left in front of the stage left vomitory], facing upstage, and you still had half the 

audience at your front. So something fundamental changed.ò
394

 Lucy Peacock also said that there 

was a fundamental shift, ñ[after the renovation] I had to recalibrate. And that took a couple of 

years. There was a wrench, like my body would know what it wanted to doðsomething inside 

me would say, óthis is how it works,ô except it didnôt work anymore. Ten years later itôs back in 

the bones, but it still doesnôt feel quite right.ò
395

 

 
Illustration 4.4: The bare Festival Theatre stage. Stratford Festival Publicity.  
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 Lucy Peacock, interview. 
394

 Juan Chioran, interview. 
395

 Lucy Peacock, interview. 
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Over the years, the sets and designs that were laid atop the basic structure of 

Moiseiwitschôs stage grew more elaborate. Some of the designs obscured the qualities of 

Moiseiwitschôs stage and the productions would have done just as well (or better) in a traditional 

proscenium theatre. In recent years there have been some gentle rumblings among the company 

that the very thing that defined Stratford, Guthrieôs vision of an open stage with minimal set 

design but with opulent costumes and props, had been undermined.
396

 Actors James Blendick 

and Stephen Russell commented in 2012 that the sets had gotten too big and Blendick opined 

that some productions, in opening up the back and sides of the stage, have also interfered with 

the acoustics of the theatre. The new artistic director in 2013, Antoni Cimolino, perhaps mindful 

of his companyôs attitude, decided to restore óThe Tanya Stageô to its original structure.
397

 Juan 

Chioran said, 

Iôm happy to see the original Tanya Moiseiwitsch design coming back next season 

[2013]. Theyôre going to eliminate the huge sets, which I donôt think work in that 

space because that space is all about moving in and out of scenes very quickly. So 

Iôm glad to see that Antoni has gone [back to the bare stage]ðI mean, forced 

primarily by financesé finances have forced them to be creative and go back to 

being minimalistic. And it will be a better thing. Thatôs what the space was designed 

for; it was designed to have just decoration. The classic [example] is seeing a 

Michael Langham show, designed by Desmond Heeley, and itôs basically bare. Each 

scene is established by one chair, or one small prop. And you know where you are 

with lighting change and costume change. Thatôs how you do it.
398

 

 

Blendick also commented that he was looking forward to Cimolinoôs commitment to strip things 

back, ñIôd love to be on the bare, Moiseiwitsch stage. Itôs been covered up for years.ò
399

  

                                                 
396

 Guthrie went so far as to say that, ñThe stage is so planned that no illusionary scenery is possible.ò Yet that has 

not prevented numerous directors and set designers from building elaborate sets. Some sets, like the one for 2012ôs 

Henry V, were so large that they impeded the sightlines for some sections of seats and prices for those seats are 

adjusted downward. See Guthrie, A life in the theatre, 300.  
397

 See ñThe Tanya Stageò Stratford Festival YouTube channel. 
398

 Juan Chioran, interview. 
399

 Blendick and Russell made these comments at a ñTheatre Explorerò Question and Answer brunch, held at 

Stratford on October 13, 2012.  
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The Avon Theatre 

The Avon theatre was built in 1901 in downtown Stratford as a legitimate theatre and vaudeville 

house.
400

 Originally named the Theatre Albert, it was ñthe largest and finest theatre in Western 

Ontarioò and welcomed touring productions such as the Westminster Abbey Choir from England 

and the Marks Brothers.
401

 The theatre also showed films, the first was Our Navy in 1910, and by 

1929 the renamed Majestic Theatre was almost exclusively a movie house. The name was 

changed once more to the Avon Theatre in 1941 after a change of ownership, and was first 

rented by the Stratford Festival for their auxiliary film and music festivals starting in 1956. 

According to the 1984 edition of The Stratford Festival Story, 

In 1963 the Festivalôs Board of Governors purchased the theatre and a campaign was 

mounted to refurbish it with enlarged stage facilities, and a comfortable and 

attractive auditorium seating 1,102 people. Under the direction of talented designer 

Tanya Moiseiwitsch the handsome interior of the Avon was altered in keeping with 

its new stature as a partner in the Festival Theatre. In 1967 the project was completed 

with an attractive new exterior front designed by John B. Parkin Associates, 

architects. Further renovations were undertaken in 1974 when the auditorium was 

redecorated and the stage rebuilt, and in 1981 when the original proscenium arch was 

restored.
402

 

 

Both the interior and the exterior façade of the Avon were renovated again during a massive 

renewal project for the 50
th
 anniversary season of the Festival in 2002. The theatre currently 

seats 1,090 people in the orchestra, balcony and four boxes (see Illustration 4.6).  

                                                 
400

 The term ólegitimate theatreô dates to the British Theatrical Licensing Act of June 21, 1737, which censored all 

theatre not approved by the Lord Chamberlain as óillegitimateô theatre that could only be performed in unapproved 

playhouses. The act was partially a response by the First Lord of the Treasury Robert Walpole to works that 

satirized him such as John Gayôs The Beggarôs Opera. (See Calhoun Winton, John Gay and the London theatre, 

(University Press of Kentucky, 1993), 132ï133). The act wasnôt suspended until 1968, but many North American 

theatres, such as the Theatre Albert in Stratford, werenôt subject to the act and theatres were built to house both 

ólegitimateô theatre like Shakespeareôs plays and óillegitimateô theatre like vaudeville. 
401

 Stratford Festival, Press release: Facts about the Avon Theatre, 1965. Stratford Festival Archives. The Marks 

Brothers were a Canadian theatrical troupe that toured all over North America from the 1870s to the 1920s in the 

vaudeville circuit. They are not to be confused with the Marx Brothers. 
402

 Stratford Festival, The Stratford Festival Story 1984, 5. 
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Illustration 4.5: Avon Theatre exterior, 1967 
Stratford Festival Archives. Photo by Peter Smith. 
 

The Avon theatre is the Stratford Festivalôs only proscenium arch stage, and as such it 

was originally intended to house works of music theatre and modern plays. Many musicals were 

written for the proscenium stage and are therefore well suited to the Avon theatre. It therefore 

took several years and some unconventional thinking for Stratford  

directors to move music theatre out of the Avon. There have been works of Shakespeare 

mounted at the Avon on occasion, but most artistic directors have fallen in with Guthrieôs vision 

that Shakespearean plays work best on a thrust stage, and have chosen to mount Shakespeare and 

the classics on the Festival stage and modern plays and musicals on the Avon stage. The 
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bifurcation in theatre eras and genres was therefore reinforced to a large extent by the artistic 

decisions at the Festival. This started to change when John Neville was appointed Artistic 

Director for the 1986 season, but up until that point a clear distinction was made between the 

works worthy of being housed at Stratfordôs flagship theatre and ñotherò works that did not quite 

fall in line with Stratfordôs original mandate to promote Shakespeare and the classics. The Avon 

was therefore the ñotherò house for the Festival, and to this day remains the second in 

importance of the Festivalôs stages. The fact that it has been the home of a considerable amount 

of music theatre is indicative not only of staging conventions, but also of how music theatre as a 

genre has been othered throughout the Festivalôs history by many artistic directors. 

 
Illustration 4.6: Avon Theatre interior, 2013 
Stratford Festival Publicity. Photo by Terry Manzo. 
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The Tom Patterson Theatre (previously The Third Stage) 

Stratfordôs third theatre in size and stature was originally the townôs casino. It is situated 

on the shore of Lake Victoria between a lawn bowling club and a hockey arena, close to the main 

downtown area of restaurants and shops in one direction and a short walk along Lake Victoria to 

the Festival Theatre in the other direction. The Casino was first called upon to be used as a 

performance space by the Festival in 1955, when Louis Applebaum mounted a series of concerts 

there, including four performances of Stravinskyôs Lôhistoire du soldat and Marcel Marceauôs 

solo mime show (see Illustration 4.7). Music concerts were occasionally housed at the Casino 

even after the Festival purchased the Avon as its secondary, and opera, house in 1963. 

 
Illustration 4.7: Interior of the Casino set up as the Festival Concert Hall, 1957 
Stratford Festival Archives. Photo by Peter Smith. 

 

The Festival board decided that the Casino could be an ideal venue for a third theatre 

when the seasons grew large enough to necessitate more space. In 1972, the Festival opened a 
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new theatre at the Casino named the Third Stage. As described in the 1984 Stratford Festival 

Story, the stage 

has been used for Workshops and the presentation of both drama and music: original 

Canadian plays, contemporary plays from abroad, experimental productions of 

classic theatre, and chamber opera. The Third Stage has been an important link 

between the Festivalôs classic work and its interest in new developments in theatre. 

Used for Workshop programs and closed to the public in 1976 and 1977, the Third 

Stage was open for public performances in 1978, 79 and 80. During the 1981 season, 

it was used for workshops and in 1982 housed the Third Stage Company and the 

Virtuoso Performance Series. For the 1983 season, the Third Stage building 

underwent renovations to accommodate the needs of its resident Young Company. 

These renovations included installation of an air conditioning system, a new stage 

designed by Desmond Heeley and new seating plans that gave the Third Stage a total 

seating capacity of 410. 
403

 

 

 
Illustration 4.8: The Tom Patterson Theatre interior, 2013 
Stratford Festival Publicity. 
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 Stratford Festival, The Stratford Festival Story 1984, 5. 
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The runway-style stage became a favourite of company members who were used to working 

on the thrust stage of the Festival theatre (see Illustration 4.8). At the Third Stage, actors had 

the opportunity to work on a stage that fostered even closer intimacy with a small audience. 

The small number of seats also meant that the Artistic Directors could program experimental 

works for the space without a great deal of financial risk, as they relied on works with wider 

appeal to play in the bigger houses at the Festival and Avon theatres and subsidize new 

works and workshops. Some of those riskier ventures were musical theatre piecesðchamber 

operas and new Canadian musicals that had short runs. For example, when the Third Stage 

 
Illustration 4.9: Crowds outside the Third Stage in 1972 before a performance of Patria II 
Stratford Festival Archives. Photo by Robert C. Ragsdale. 
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was first housed in the Casino in 1972,
404

 the second part of R. Murray Schaferôs ñco-operaò 

Patria II had its world premiere as part of the Stratford Festival and a workshop of the 

chamber opera Orpheus (music by Gabriel Charpentier, long-time composer of incidental 

music at Stratford) had six performances at the Third Stage (I will address how these works 

were staged later in this chapter). These chamber operas were a departure from the operettas 

and light opera that had previously been mounted at the Festival. Not since the first years of 

the Festival had small, modern operas been a part of the season. So the acquisition of the 

Third Stage gave the Festival the opportunity to experiment once again, and in the same 

building that had been home to the Festivalôs first foray into staged music in the fifties. 

In 1991, the space was renamed The Tom Patterson Theatre in honour of the 

Festivalôs founder, and renovations were made to both the exterior and interior. Many 

ancillary activities continue to be housed at the Tom Patterson, such as lectures on the plays 

and free question and answer periods with various company members.  

 

The Studio Theatre 

The Studio Theatre is an addition that was built onto the back of the Avon theatre that 

houses yet another thrust stage (see Illustration 4.10). It was opened in 2002 as part of the 50
th
 

anniversary celebrations. An even smaller house than the Tom Patterson, it seats 260 people. In 

the past ten years, it has taken over from the Tom Patterson in large part as the experimental 

                                                 
404

 The Third Stage had actually been introduced the previous year in 1971, but was an open-air theatre called ñ3
rd
 

Stage in the Park.ò The 1971 brochure for the season announced, ñNew at Stratford this year, a third stage at the 

pavilion in the park. A covered theatre in a beautifully rustic setting.ò Guest theatre companies, Americaôs National 

Theatre of Puppet Arts, the Montreal Marionettes, and Adrian Pecknoldôs Canadian Mime Theatre joined a Stratford 

Festival production of The Red Convertible at the 3
rd
 Stage in the inaugural year. The following year, the Third 

Stage was moved to the Casino where it remained until it was renamed the Tom Patterson theatre in 1991. Stratford 

Festival Archives, brochures and visitorôs guides. 
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space where new works, concerts and workshopsðespecially of Canadian piecesðare mounted. 

On the Stratford website, the Studio theatre is described as, ñan ideal space for exploring new 

and experimental works as well as rarely produced classics. It is sublimely intimate, and actors 

refer to it as óthe chapel.ôò
405

 

 
Illustration 4.10: The Studio Theatre interior, 2013 
Stratford Festival Publicity. Photo by Terry Manzo. 
 

A rehearsal space in the Studio theatre was turned into yet another performance space in 2012, 

named The Studio Annex. With only 72 seats, it was home to a visiting production of 

VideoCabaretôs The War of 1812 and a concert series developed by Lucy Peacock called Late 

Night with Lucy. In 2013 and 2014, there were no productions scheduled to be performed at the 

Annex, and it is mainly a rehearsal space once more.

                                                 
405

 Stratford Festival, Studio Theatre: History and stage, 2013 website 

http://www.stratfordfestival.ca/about/theatre.aspx?id=1868 
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HIERARCHIES OF PLACE: WHERE ARE THE MUSICALS? 

Musicals at the Festival have been housed in all of the three main theatres at Stratford, with 

concerts and cabaret nights housed in the Studio and Studio Annex theatres in recent years. The 

types and genres of music theatre and the value that various artistic directors placed on the 

musical offerings (as compared to the playsðespecially Shakespearean) has influenced where 

the musicals have been staged. Music theatre has moved from an afterthought in Festival 

programming (as it was when the Festival was founded and Applebaum had to scramble to 

advertise his concert series) to holding a more important (though still secondary) place. This shift 

in importance has been mirrored and aided by a shift in where the musical works are performed.  

Artistic directors like John Neville may have been more motivated by finances than the 

feeling that musicals deserved the same exposure as plays, and put musicals in the Festival 

theatre because more tickets could be sold in the bigger house (see Chapter Three). Neville said, 

ñYes, I did put the musical onto the main stage and was severely criticized for it. Very, very 

severely. I ignored the criticism because I knew that if we did them well, it would make 

money.ò
406

 Artistic directors like Richard Monette and Des McAnuff also faced criticism for 

their publically expressed beliefs that musicals belong on the same stage as Shakespeare at 

Stratford. In 2007, the year Monette left Stratford, Richard Ouzounian wrote,  

to some critics, [Monetteôs financial] success has cost the Festival some of its artistic 

soul, with the emphasis being placed on lucrative musicals and the middle-brow 

"family experience" shows like this season's To Kill A Mockingbird. óI know I'm 

maligned in the press for this,ô concedes Monette, óbut I had my priorities straight, I 

took care of the money, I took care of the audiences, I took care of the future.ô
407

 

 

                                                 
406

 Ouzounian, Stratford Gold, 354. 
407

 Richard Ouzounian, ñRichard Monetteôs final bow at Stratford,ò The Toronto Star (August 5, 2007). 

http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2007/08/05/richard_monettes_final_bow_at_stratford.html 
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Des McAnuff acknowledged the financial considerations of putting popular musicals in the 

biggest theatre, but he also believes that musicals deserve to be there and that interesting things 

happen with Shakespeare when it is juxtaposed with newer works. McAnuff stated that musicals 

and drama should ñall happen in the same chemistry laboratory. We should be putting these 

things together side by side, thatôs the healthiest work.ò
408

 As the Festival and the genres of 

music theatre presented there have evolved, so too has the willingness to integrate music theatre 

into the same spaces as the classical plays (see Figure 4.1: Musical productions by theatre).  

The first music theatre pieces were technically part of the Music Festival, organized by 

Louis Applebaum (see Chapter One), and so were housed in the Casino with the concert series. 

When Applebaum chose to audition and cast local actors for The Beggarôs Opera in 1958 rather 

than hosting a touring British opera company as the Festival had for Benjamin Brittenôs The 

Turn of the Screw in 1957, the music theatre works were moved to the Avon. The Avon was 

home to the Festivalôs music theatre productions for the next ten seasons, including for the 

Festivalôs first foray into Gilbert and Sullivan, and for the operas that Jean Gascon imagined 

would beget an opera festival to match the theatre festival.  

Since the year the Festival started including music theatre works in its seasons, there have 

only been two times when there werenôt any music theatre pieces produced. These two dry spells 

for music theatre at the Festival bookended a four-year experiment in commissioning and 

producing new music theatre. During the experimental period (1972-75) the new musical works 

were housed at the Third Stage and had short runs of three to eleven performances, while better 

known works such as The Threepenny Opera and La vie parisienne were mounted at the Avon 

for 36 and 78 performances respectively. When Berthold Carrière took over as music director of 

                                                 
408

 Des McAnuff, interview. 
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the Festival in 1978, the two year dry spell (1976-77, when the Third Stage was closed to the 

public) that followed the experimental phase was reassessedðas was the Third Stage as a venue 

for music theatreðand all the musical offerings once again enjoyed long runs at the Avon. 

It wasnôt until 1986 that a musical was housed on the Festival stage, and I address how 

the stage can affect the productions in the next section. What is important to note here is that the 

Festival stage almost took over from the Avon as the theatre where musicals were housed after 

1986. The Avon continued to be a venue for musicals in years when more than one musical was 

on the playbill, but even then, usually one musical would still be performed at the Festival 

theatre. This marked a drastic shift in how the Festival showcased musicals; no longer were the 

musical works and company housed in a separate theatre, but they were integratedðthe musicals 

more firmly held a central role in the playbill and the musical company was incorporated into the 

Festival company as a whole. 

Since 1986, the Festival theatre has housed a musical or operetta in all but four seasons: 

1992, when there was a return to Gilbert and Sullivan at the Avon, 1995, which saw both an 

operetta and a musical mounted at the Avon, and 1999 and 2008, again with two musicals at the 

Avon in each season. In 2008, a conscious decision was made by the troika of Des McAnuff, 

Marti Maraden and Don Shipley to stop mounting musicals on the Festival stage. A news release 

that year announced that Cabaret and The Music Man would both appear at the Avon Theatre, a 

ñnatural home for musicals, with that lovely proscenium arch that allows for all kinds of fantastic 

scenery and visual effects.ò
409

 The transition in leadership from Richard Monetteôs fourteen-year 

artistic directorship to the shared directorate was not a smooth one, as the directorate lasted for  

 

                                                 
409

 Stratford Festival News Release, ñChristopher Plummer returns to the Stratford Festival,ò (August 21, 2007). 
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Figure 4.1: Musical Productions by Theatre, 1953-2014
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the planning stages of the 2008 season but not beyond.
410

 Peter Parolin noted that ñMcAnuffôs 

2009 playbill reverse[d] the directorateôs decision to stop producing musicals on the Festival 

Stage.ò
411

 Indeed, with McAnuffôs link to the world of musical theatre outside of Stratford, the 

emphasis on musicals was only heightened.
412

 During his time as artistic director, there was a 

large musical on the Festival stage every year, and one to three other musicals housed at the 

Avon and Tom Patterson theatres. However, there has never been a season where more than one 

musical was mounted on the Festival stage, and there were only three years when the season has 

opened with a musicalðtwo of those seasons in John Nevilleôs reign.
413

  

Actor Cynthia Dale, who starred in Camelot when it opened the 1997 season, stated that 

she thought many people felt that the Festival has already gone far enough in putting one musical 

on the main stage, and to open the season with a musical rather than a Shakespeare play was a 

step too far for most Festival purists.
414

 Richard Monette wrote in his autobiography, ñNot 

everyone agreed with my choice of Camelotðthe first musical Iôd ever directed and one Iôd 

                                                 
410

 Michael Posner, ñThe unravelling of Stratfordôs dream team,ò Globe and Mail (March 15, 2008) A3.  
411

 Peter Parolin, What revels are in hand?: A change of direction at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival of Canada, 

Shakespeare Quarterly (60, no. 2: 2009), 218. 
412

 McAnuff continued to direct shows away from Stratford during his appointment there, including Guys and Dolls 

on Broadway in 2009. In an interview with Peter Parolin, he commented that he thought his connections with the 

wider theatrical world was a strength, ñI think Stratford is going to gain something by having leadership that really 

has another life. Iôm not sure how healthy it is for anyone to just seal themselves into the bunker here.ò Parolin, 

ñWhat revels are in hand?ò 217. 
413

 The Festival has an opening week in May or June, when the performances that will be running all season open 

officially with press and dignitaries invited. Often there are previews of the plays and musicals before the official 

opening, and musicals usually have longer runs than plays when counting the previews, but the play or musical that 

opens the Festival is usually chosen to represent the theme of the season. Musicals that have opened the Festival are: 

The Boys from Syracuse in 1986, Cabaret in 1987; and Camelot in 1997. In addition, 1978 and 1979 were both 

opened with a ñGala Shakespeare Revelò that combined songs and Shakespearean speeches. At that time, the 

practice was to open two plays per day, works on the Festival stage would have the more prestigious evening 

opening, and works at the Avon would have matinee openings. Therefore in 1980 and 1981, the Festival was 

technically opened by operettas with The Beggarôs Opera and H.M.S. Pinafore respectively, even though the 

evening openings (Twelfth Night in 1980 and The Misanthrope in 1981) at the Festival were the true openings those 

years. 
414

 Cynthia Dale, interview. See also Kate Taylor, ñIt should have been the best of years,ò Globe and Mail (August 

31, 2002). 
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always wanted to doðas the opening production of our 1997 season. Many thought it 

inappropriate to reopen our largest venue with anything other than a Shakespeare play. But I felt 

strongly that Camelot was the right choice.ò
415

 Monette stood by his decision, but never opened 

the Festival with a musical again. Neither has McAnuff opened the season with a musical. Dale 

believes ñIt will never happen again. Never again. This is a Shakespeare Festival.ò
416

 Musicals 

might have a place beside the Shakespeare plays on the Festival stage, but they are not the raison 

dô°tre of the Festival, so opening honours since 1998 have gone to Shakespeareôs plays. 

In the course of the Festivalôs history of producing music theatre (1955-2014), there have 

been 89 productions involving music (including opera and operetta, but not including concerts, 

workshops, ballet or mime) and more than half of those have been mounted at the Avon (see 

Figure 4.1). The Avon was the main house for musical works before 1986 with 27 musical 

productions mounted there in the 30 seasons between 1956 and 1985. In that time period, only 11 

other musical works were produced and they were all housed at the Third Stage with much 

shorter runs (3-11 performances versus 25-80 performances). In the 29 seasons between 1986 

and 2014, 24 music theatre productions were mounted at the Avon, 25 were produced at the 

Festival Theatre and only two produced at the Tom Patterson Theatre. If the trend of producing 

at least two musicals a yearðone at the Avon and one at the Festivalðcontinues in the future, 

the Festival Theatre will never overtake the Avon as the home of Stratfordôs music theatre, but it 

will play an equally important role. 

The 1981 season is an important year musically in that it marked the first year of Brian 

Macdonaldôs immensely popular Gilbert and Sullivan operettas. Actor David Keeley, who began 

                                                 
415

 Richard Monette and David Prosser, This rough magic: The making of an artistic director, (Stratford: Stratford 

Shakespearean Festival of Canada, 2007), 313. 
416

 Cynthia Dale, interview. 
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his career at Stratford in those operettas, noted that it was the success of those works that proved 

to artistic directors and the board that the Stratford audience would enthusiastically attend music 

theatre as well as Shakespearean plays in large numbers.
417

 Keeley said that the success of 

Macdonaldôs productions made possible the idea of housing a musical at the larger Festival 

theatre.
418

 Housing a musical at the Festival theatre meant that 736 more people could see each 

performance than at the Avonðthat difference is more than one and a half full houses at the 

Tom Patterson. For many productions, the seats at the Festival theatre were also more expensive 

than the seats at the Avon or the Tom Patterson theatres. These financial considerations are more 

thoroughly explored in Chapter Three, but it is worth reiterating here that the different stages at 

Stratford indicate not only different styles of staging and different levels of prestige within the 

Festival, but are also linked to the ticket revenue. Because it is largely assumed that musicals 

were moved to the Festival theatre in order to make more money for the Festival, it is worth 

examining what types of music theatre are produced at which theatres. 

The Festival theatre has been home to 24 well-known musicals from the ñGolden Ageò of 

Broadway (1927-1966)
419

 and one operetta, Gilbert and Sullivanôs The Pirates of Penzance (see 

Table 4.1). Compare this to the Avon, which has housed only 11 musicals from Broadwayôs 

ñGolden Age,ò but 18 productions of Gilbert and Sullivanôs operettas and two Offenbach 

operettas. The Avon has also been home to eight musicals written after 1966, and/or non-

Broadway musicals that include two Canadian works. In addition, the Avon housed seven operas 

between 1959 and 1978, and five productions of hard-to-classify ñotherò operas such as The 

                                                 
417

 David Keeley interview. 
418

 Ibid. 
419

 I am using Mark Grantôs parameters for ñThe Golden Ageò of Broadway from his book The rise and fall of the 

Broadway musical, (Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 2004). 
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Beggarôs Opera, The Threepenny Opera and Candide.
420

 All the works mounted at the Tom 

Patterson theatre have been smaller pieces that suit the size of the theatreðten chamber operas 

and three non-Broadway musicals. Of these 13 pieces, eight had music by Canadian composers. 

The Avon has been home to two Canadian musicals and the Festival theatre none. 

Table 4.1: Genres of musical theatre at The Festival, Avon and Tom Patterson theatres, 1956-2014 

Festival Theatre 

1,826 seats 

Avon Theatre 

1,090 seats 

Tom Patterson Theatre 

480 seats 

24 ñGolden Ageò Broadway 

musicals 

11 ñGolden Ageò Broadway 

musicals 

 

 8 ñotherò musicals  

(including 2 Canadian 

musicals and 2 rock 

musicals) 

3 ñotherò musicals, 

(including 2 Canadian 

musicals) 

1 Gilbert & Sullivan 

operetta 

18 Gilbert & Sullivan 

operettas 

 

 2 Offenbach operettas  

 7 operas 

5 ñotherò operas 

10 chamber operas, 

including 6 Canadian operas 

 

As artistic directors have made decisions as to what types of works are produced at what 

theatres each season, definite trends have emerged. The Festival theatre presents works that will 

be most familiar to audiences, both from Shakespeare and from the Broadway canon.  The Avon 

houses works that are less familiar but still accessible, such as mid twentieth-century American 

plays and many different types of music theatre. The Tom Patterson and Studio theatres house 

the most experimental works: unique productions of the classics, Canadian works, and chamber 

operas such as Charpentierôs Orpheus and Vallerandôs Le Magicien. The choices to house works 

in descending order of familiarity to the audience from largest theatre to smallest is a pragmatic 

decision that artistic directors make as they try to forecast how many seats and performances 

each production might sell. In the fiftieth anniversary season, Richard Monette said, ñin the 

                                                 
420

 See Chapter Two for a discussion of these genre-defying works. 
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larger houses the demands are so huge that you canôt afford to fail.ò
421

 It is little wonder then, 

that the tendency has been to play it safe in the large theatres and to entice new talent (and 

hopefully new audiences) to Stratford with unique productions in the smaller theatres. It seems a 

shame that newer works and Canadian works are rarely produced at the Avon, let alone at the 

Festival theatre, but they at least have a place at Stratford, even if it is in smaller theatres. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.11: Stratford Visitorôs Pamphlet 

1973, reverse 
York University Libraries, Clara Thomas Archives & Special 

Collections, Louis Applebaum fonds, ASC 33041 

 

MUSICALS ON A THRUST STAGE 

The first time a musical (and not a concert) appeared on the Festival stage was when Candide 

was transferred there from the Avon in 1978 for a short run.
422

 The Festival stage would not 
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 Quoted in Parolin, 208. 
422

 In the Stratford Festival Archives, there are archival films of Candide as it was staged on the Avon stage, and as 

it appeared on the Festival stage. The set for the Avon mimicked the thrust stage at the Festival, so very few 
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house another musical until the first year of John Nevilleôs artistic directorship in 1986 with The 

Boys from Syracuse (Rodgers & Hart, 1938, based on Shakespeareôs A Comedy of Errors). Des 

McAnuff calls Neville a visionary for putting a musical on at the Festivalôs flagship stage. He 

said he didnôt know if Neville was actually being visionary when he made that choice, but 

McAnuff likes to ascribe him visionary status,  

I think the major turning point came under the leadership of John Neville when he 

started to put musicals on the Festival Stage. And many, many people were horrified 

(and some still are, by the way). Iôm not sure John, in all honesty, was being 

visionary although I like to give him credit for that, and I have given him credit for 

that. I actually believe that to a large extent he was motivated by financesé For 

whatever reason he managed to be an icebreaker.
423

 

 

Putting a musical on a thrust stage was revolutionary, whether Neville intended to start a staging 

revolution in musicals or not. Since the beginning of the genre, musical comedies were created 

for the picture frame staging of the proscenium arch theatre. One merely needs to think of chorus 

girls lined up along the front of the stage doing high kicks to envision the type of forward-facing 

staging that was common to revues, vaudeville, operetta and musical comedies alike.  

There had been experiments in breaking down the fourth wall of the proscenium stage in 

the 1910s and 20sðmost notably with platforms extended into the audience for performers such 

as Al Jolson to take solo turns singing show stopping numbers. Jolson and others utilized these 

ramps to get as close to the audience as possible, but broke the narrative of the show in order to 

do so.
424

 Theatre producers like the Shuberts and Ziegfeld built ramps and staircases out into the 

audience not to suit the exigencies a book musical, but for fashion parades, and star turns in 

musical comedies and revues that broke down the fourth wall. Writers and directors of musicals 

                                                                                                                                                             
alterations had to be made in blocking or choreography when the show was transferred to the Festival stage. See the 

case study later in this chapter. 
423

 Des McAnuff, interview.  
424

 Larry Stempel, Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater, (New York:  W. W. Norton, 2010), 153.  
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continued to create musicals for the proscenium stage, but audiences had also been given a 

glimpse of the intimacy and immediacy that was possible when a performer was surrounded by 

the audience. 

Before Desmond Heeley designed a permanent platform stage at the Tom Patterson 

Theatre in 1983, various stages and seating plans were experimented with in that space. For 

many of the chamber operas that were commissioned by or premièred at the Festival in the 

seventies, the creative process for the writers, composers and directors included a combination of 

writing the work to suit the space, and altering the space to suit the work. R. Murray Schaferôs 

Patria II, for example, was premièred at Stratford in 1972 on a sunken stage with audience 

members on all four sides of the stage looking down into the designerôs conception of a mental 

hospital. In the same year, Gabriel Charpentierôs Orpheus: A Liturgy in Seven Parts was staged 

on a long runway, similar to the later Heeley design, surrounded by the audience on three sides. 

The set design for Orpheus by Art Penson included a bridge from an angled platform upstage to 

a multi-level platform downstage that encouraged quick movement on an otherwise bare stage. 

After a long break when no musical works were mounted at the Tom Patterson Theatre, 

the small four-hand cabaret-style Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in Paris was 

performed there in the 2010 season when three musicals were part of the playbill (Kiss Me, Kate 

at the Festival theatre and Evita at the Avon). The staging was extremely simple, with a four-

piece band on a platform against the upstage curtain, and the four actors taking various positions 

on the bare stage so that they faced every part of the audience throughout the course of each 

song. Mood and setting were suggested by the lighting design and simple props, and the violinist 

and guitarist at times stepped down off the musiciansô platform and onto the stage to interact 
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more closely with the performers. In recent years, musicals have only been staged at the Tom 

Patterson when there were more than two musicals produced in a season. 

In the 2012, 60
th
 anniversary season, when four musicals were included in the playbill,

425
 

a musical was again mounted at the Tom PattersonðMorris Panych and Marek Normanôs 

Wanderlust. The creative team also directed the show (Panych as director and Norman as music 

director), so they were able to adapt their writing for the specific requirements of a runway-style 

stage. The six-piece orchestra was situated upstage and partly offstage, somewhat obscured in 

some scenes by set pieces and backdrops. Norman conducted from the piano for all of the 

performances. When asked about conceptualizing a new work for the Tom Patterson Theatre, he 

said, 

The Tom Patterson Theatre is a wonderful (and unusual) space.  It is much beloved 

by actors, mostly due to the fact that it presents a type of intimacy (or communion, if 

you will) between cast and audience. There is a comforting, womb-like sensibility 

within its long, dark frame. Patrons are similarly taken with the hall's quirky shape 

and many oddities. Personally, I have long admired the "TPT"ðhowever, as 

composer/musical director of Wanderlust, my appreciation has lessened in one 

important respect. The space renders good/appropriate sound production 

an enormous challenge. Our intrepid sound designer, Jim Neil, and board operator, 

Jim Stewart, worked like trojans in their valiant attempts to overcome the space 

deficiencies. Sadly, it wasn't until well into our run that we all felt comfortable with 

the overall mic/monitor relationship. Really, the only true frustration with regards to 

our time at the TPT. If the Festival's future plans are to present more musicals in the 

space, the organization would be wise to consider re-designing the existing system in 

order to better accommodate and ensure strong sound production.
426

 

 

In addition to concerns about the sound design, the Tom Patterson also poses a challenge for 

choreographers. In the history of the Tom Patterson, Wanderlust was the first musical that made 

much use of choreography and choreographer Diana Coatsworth made good use of the whole 

                                                 
425

 The other three musicals, addressed in previous chapters, were 42
nd

 Street at the Festival, and The Pirates of 

Penzance and Youôre a Good Man, Charlie Brown at the Avon. 
426

 Marek Norman, email communication November 16, 2012. 
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stage, turning the dancers to every corner of the audience. Whether or not the Tom Patterson 

Theatre continues to be used as a venue for musicals in the future will likely depend on whether 

or not the Festival continues to mount smaller and home-grown musicals.  

Unlike the new and experimental works at the Third Stage/Tom Patterson Theatre that 

were created for an unusual stage and space, The Boys from Syracuse was a Golden Age 

Broadway musical that had been created for the standard proscenium stage. It therefore needed a 

strong director to re-envision it for the Festival stage. Neville chose Douglas Campbell to direct 

the musical after Brian Macdonald withdrew from the 1986 season. Campbell had singing and 

dance training in addition to his reputation as a classical actor, and Neville believed that 

Campbell could as easily have had a career in opera as in theatre.
427

 Campbell had been with 

Stratford since the very first season; he was one of four British actors that Tyrone Guthrie 

brought to Canada with him in 1953 and Campbell had directed or acted in more than 30 shows 

across 34 seasons prior to helming The Boys from Syracuse. Even prior to his experience on the 

Stratford stage, Campbell had been a part of Guthrieôs production of A Satire of the Three 

Estates done in the proto-thrust space of the Assembly Hall of the Scottish Church at the 1948 

Edinburgh Festival.
428

 One of the first works Campbell directed at Stratford was Stravinskyôs 

Lôhistoire du soldat as part of the 1956 music festival. He also choreographed for the Tyrone 

Guthrie-directed Gilbert and Sullivan operettas in the 1960sðHMS Pinafore and The Pirates of 

Penzance. Campbell therefore had familiarity with directing action on three-sided stages as well 

                                                 
427

 Robert A. Gaines, John Neville takes command: the story of the Stratford Shakespearean Festival in production, 

(Stratford, Ont: William Street Press, 1987), 179.  
428

 See Gaines, John Neville takes command, 174 and Pettigrew and Portman, Stratford: the first thirty years. 

Volume I, 75. 
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as familiarity with music theatre and he was a solid choice for Stratfordôs first experiment 

staging a Broadway musical on their iconic stage. 

The Boys from Syracuse was the first musical to open the Festival and the first to run for 

a full season on the Festival stage (65 performances between 19 May and 19 November, 1986). 

In programming his first season as artistic director, Neville knew that Brian Macdonald, director 

of a string of very successful Gilbert and Sullivan productions at the Avon between 1981 and 

1985, would not be returning to Stratford in 1986. Neville therefore took the opportunity to make 

three major programming changes. First, Neville chose a musical that was based on a 

Shakespeare play, rather than continue with the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas. Second, he cast 

classically trained actors in the musical rather than having an almost completely separate musical 

company that emphasized vocal and dance training. And finally, he decided to stage the musical 

at the Festival theatre rather than the proscenium arch Avon, or the Third Stage, where every 

opera, operetta and musical had previously been performed. These three factorsðthe change in 

genre, the attempt to integrate the opera and acting companies, and giving a musical pride of 

place on the Festival stage, ushered in the golden age of musicals at the Stratford Festival. 

Staging musicals at the Festival theatre has not been a uniform success in terms of 

adapting the movement to a thrust space, but it has been almost uniformly successful in financial 

terms. Robert Cushman wrote that The Boys from Syracuse ñis definite proscenium-arch, lined-

up-in-front-of-the-audience material; a platform stage dissipates it.ò
429

 Some actors like Peter 

Donaldson were vocal in their criticism of musicals on the thrust stage, ñThe fact that musicals 

have been put on in that theatre is in my view sacrilegious. Because in order to do it, you have to 

                                                 
429

 Cushman, Fifty Seasons at Stratford, 171. 
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destroy the stage.ò
430

 In contrast to Donaldsonôs views, outspoken critics of the thrust stage have 

opined that it is more suited to musical theatre than to Shakespearean plays. English theatre critic 

Kenneth Tynan stated, ñonly those forms of theatre in which words are secondaryðsuch as 

musicals, dance drama, and Comedia dellôArte [sic]ðhave much to gain from a three-sided 

stage.ò
431

 Claudia Cassidy, in a scathing review of the first season at the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre 

in Minneapolis, said that the ñoutthrust stageò (designed by Moiseiwitsch in 1963) was ñmore 

suited to the theatre of movement than to theatre of the mind.ò
432

 Tynan and Cassidy both 

implied a mind/body split mapped onto different genres of theatre in their opinions that theatre 

that privileges the body over the mind is better suited to thrust stages than intellectual works. 

Shakespeareôs tragedies are often taken as the highest and most intellectually complex examples 

of English language theatre, and musicals are often considered to be entertainment that puts 

bodies on display but doesnôt make too many intellectual demands. It therefore speaks to the 

fervent disagreement that Stratfordians from Guthrie on down have had to views like those held 

by Cassidy and Tynan, that the Festival stage was the domain of Shakespeare and the classics for 

decades before a musical was allowed on its boards. Proving that the Festival stage was ideal for 

the works of Shakespeare was one of the unspoken missions of the Stratford Festival, which is 

perhaps why it took the Festival more than thirty years to experiment with mounting a musical 

on the Festival stage. 

                                                 
430

 Peter Parolin, What revels are in hand?: A change of direction at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival of Canada. 

Shakespeare Quarterly (60, no. 2, 2009), 219, note 93. 
431

 Quoted in Pettigrew and Portman, Stratford: the first thirty years. Volume I, 84. 
432

 The review is reproduced in full in Guthrie, A new theatre, 121-124. 
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The thrust stage calls for changes in the choreography and movement patterns from the 

patterns typical of musicals created for the proscenium stage. Kyle Blair, who has acted in both 

musicals and plays at Stratford, explained, 

I love the opportunity to do a musical on a thrust stage here because itôs very rare. 

Most musicals are written with the proscenium stage in mindé And so thereôs an 

added challenge when all of a sudden youôre working on a thrust. What I like about it 

is that itôs a much more natural relationship physically that you have with other 

people. In a thrust, you relate to the person as you would in life because the 

[audience] are all the way around you so you donôt have to open to the front as you 

would in a proscenium. The proscenium has a more presentational style by nature 

because you always have to be turning out so that the audience can see you. But in a 

thrust it works more in circles. Youôll notice if you watch a lot of blocking in plays 

or musicals that weôll be óturning the actor.ô If you put the actor centre and you go 

upstage and do sort of a banana around them and they follow you, eventually 

throughout the scene everyone will have had a chance to see your face. Thereôs 

diagonals that we work on at the thrust at the Festival, where you line up the other 

actorôs head with the aisle so the rest of the audience sees you, youôre not blocking 

yourself with that other person. There are just different rules for movement. And 

these are not hard and fast, you break all the rules too, of course, otherwise stage 

movement would get really boring. But you know your basic patterns.
433

 

 

The blocking patterns on the Festival stage follow their own logic. Directors like Campbell, who 

embraced the thrust and its unique patterns were often (if not always) successful in reimagining 

musicals for a different space. In dialogue scenes, the directors could follow the patterns that had 

proven useful on the Festival stage in the more than thirty years plays had been performed there. 

For choreographers, the challenges were a little more daunting. Instead of mostly moving 

dancers in two dimensions, side to side across a proscenium stage, choreographers needed to be 

aware of the sides of the audience that wrapped around the thrust stage. The way the stage is 

surrounded on three sides also means that weak dancers cannot be hidden in the back; every 

actor on that stage is visible from multiple places in the audience. For an inventive 

choreographer, each challengeðthe number of stairs, a fairly narrow main stage area, the need to 

                                                 
433

 Kyle Blair interview. 
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address all 220 degrees of the audienceðcould become strengths. Circular, Busby Berkeley-like 

patterns could be enacted on the Festival stage in ways that would never work on proscenium 

stages. Film-like qualities could also be found in quick movements out of multiple entrances and 

exits that gave the effect of cross-fades between scenes and numbers.  

Director/choreographers like Brian Macdonald and Donna Feore have had the most 

success adapting musicals for the Festival stage when they have used circular and diagonal 

patterns in blocking and choreography.
434

 These dynamic patterns of movement are a large part 

of what differentiates musicals on the Festival stage from musicals produced elsewhere. The 

musicals produced at the Festival theatre have all been well-known Broadway or operetta 

audience favourites. The fact that so many of these old chestnuts were incredibly successful at 

Stratford speaks not only to their built-in familiarity, but also to the freshness that is achieved 

when a well-known work is dynamically reimagined for a unique stage. 

Another aspect of producing musicals on a thrust stage that also applies to plays is the set 

design. In a review of My Fair Lady during the Stratford Festivalôs fiftieth anniversary season, 

writer and critic Jamie Portman wrote, 

Designer Debra Hansonôs attractive Edwardian costumes are more successful than 

her set concept. The Festival Theatre stage has been denied its flexibility because of 

those two massive Greek columns which may be appropriate for the exterior of the 

Covent Garden Opera House but remind one of a mausoleum in other scenes. One 

wishes as well than in directing the show, Monette had honoured the demands of the 

Festival Theatreôs thrust stage more effectively.
435

 

 

                                                 
434

 Macdonald, for example, directed Cabaret in 1987, Guys and Dolls in 1990, Carousel in 1991, Gypsy in 1993, 

Pirates of Penzance in 1994 and The Music Man in 1996 on the Festival Stage. Feore directed Oliver! in 2006, 

Oklahoma! in 2007, Fiddler on the Roof in 2013 and Crazy for You in 2014 on the Festival Stage. Reviews generally 

praised the staging, see newspaper collections in the Stratford Festival archives. 
435

 Jamie Portman, ñDale and Feore more than fairò Southham News (appeared in The Ottawa Citizen June 3, 2002; 

The Calgary Herald May 30, 2002; and The Windsor Star May 31, 2002). 
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In contrast, Robert Cushman wrote, ñMonetteôs productionémakes one of the definitive 

proscenium shows look perfectly at home on the platform stage.ò
436

 Perhaps Cushman and 

Portman were seated in different areas of the theatre, and if that were the case, then it would 

indeed be true that the design was not completely effective for the space, because in order for it 

to be effective, the whole sweep of the audience should be able to see and enjoy the show (see 

Illustration 4.12).  

 
Illustration 4.12: Maquette for the 2002 production of My Fair Lady designed by Debra Hanson 
Stratford Festival Archives, photo by author 

 

One of the challenges of the Festival theatre, is that the director and designer cannot 

merely be content with sitting in the centre aisle to see how the design and staging looks, they 

                                                 
436

 Robert Cushman, ñAs loverly as youôd expect it to beò National Post (May 30, 2002). Stratford Festival 

Archives, 2002 reviews. 
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must be aware of the full house. Juan Chioran, after seeing the 2009 production of West Side 

Story at the Festival Stage from a seat at the side and back of the auditorium, congratulated 

director Gary Griffin, saying, ñThank you so much, that I was able to get the full meal deal from 

here.ò
437

 Now, Chioran says, ñwhenever  [Griffin] blocks on that space, he says, óOkay, letôs not 

forget Juanôs mom!ô [Chioran is] his guy to remind everyone to play to the full house.ò
438

 Actors 

can be encouraged to play to the full house, but only if the set design allows them to do so. It is 

telling that there was so much excitement among the Stratford company in 2013 to get back to 

the bare stage. And that excitement applied as much to musicals like the 2013 production of 

Fiddler on the Roof as it did to the plays. 

Besides movement and set design, another large consideration for staging musicals at the 

Festival theatre is the music and sound design. Movement on diagonals is all very well for 

turning the actor so they can be seen, but in a musical it is also important that they be heard. This 

is where Tynan and Cassidyôs argument, that the thrust is more suited to musicals because of 

acoustic problems, falls flat. The rhyming couplets of a Hammerstein lyric may not be of quite 

the same calibre poetically as a Shakespearean soliloquy, but the audience members attending 

each show will be equally upset if they canôt hear the actor.  

In the first few years musicals were staged at the Festival, there were few microphones 

for the singers. The classically trained actors in Boys from Syracuse were expected to apply their 

voice training to singing and to project the songs into the natural acoustics of the space, the same 

way they would a speech. The problem, of course, is that musicals tend to be louder than playsð

even plays with incidental musicðand the actors must be heard above the orchestra. Initially, 

                                                 
437

 Juan Chioran, interview. 
438

 Juan Chioran, interview. 
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some area microphones were used to pick up the chorus and a limited number of radio 

microphones were used for the main characters. Lucy Peacock played the lead in the 1988 

production of My Fair Lady and she recalls,  

In those days they were still working out a lot of how-do-you-put-a-musical-on-the-

Festival-stage kinks. You put a mike pack on if you were singing a lead line in a 

song, and there were only two or three to share. None of the chorus had microphones. 

Douglas Campbell was playing Doolittle and everybody remembers him saying, ñIôm 

not wearing that thing!ò He didnôt wear a microphone. And obviously the orchestra 

was miked but it couldnôt have been very much, maybe a couple of area mikes. I 

donôt think it would be anywhere near what weôre doing now.
439

 

 

Directors and sound designers of musicals at the Festival soon moved into more complex sound 

design out of necessity, and once budgets and technology allowed, every actor in a musical had 

an individual microphone pack. Actor Kyle Blair said,  

I think itôs quite an intricate setup for sound at the Festival. Iôm sure on a thrust stage 

the sound challenges are great. We have monitors at our feet, and I imagine in the 

ceiling too, for us [actors]. And same for the orchestra. The orchestra, actually, can 

control their own feed so they can choose what they listen to, whether it be the singer 

or they want the bass line coming through their headphones. And we also have visual 

monitorsðin each of the voms [vomitories] thereôs a video monitor and up the centre 

aisle, so we have three different spots where we can see the conductor.
440

 

 

The television monitors are necessary in all of those places for the actors to see the conductor 

because unlike in a proscenium theatre, there is no orchestra pit. At the Festival theatre, the 

orchestra is concealed above the stage in an 800 square foot room, in the óacoustic loftô of the 

Moiseiwitsch design (see Illustration 4.3).
441

 

In the early years of mounting musicals at the Festival theatre, then Festival Music 

Director Berthold Carrière would tell actors not to look at him during rehearsal because they 
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 Lucy Peacock interview. 
440

 Kyle Blair interview. 
441

 The Stratford Festival has posted behind-the-scenes footage on their YouTube channel of percussionist Graham 

Hargrove working his magic in the cramped loft space for 2014ôs Crazy for You: http://youtu.be/7BWupY8d_E8 
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wouldnôt be able to see him during performances. Not being able to make eye contact with actors 

during a performance could be an issue. Carri¯re said, ñIf you ask me where I prefer to work, itôs 

at the Avon theatre because there was more contact there.ò
442

 Sound could also be an issue at the 

Festival Theatre, ñAt the Festival Theatre, when youôre up there [in the orchestra loft] it sounds 

like itôs coming out of a matchbox because itôs too small, so you have to support that.ò
443

 The 

way to support the sound is to maintain large numbers in the orchestra and to amplify it. At 

times, audience members have been confused as to where the orchestra is at the Festival theatre. 

Blair recounted, ñI donôt know if this is true, but Iôve heard people say that the Festival will get 

letters saying óI canôt believe youôre using recorded sound for these musicals!ô Not realizing 

thereôs a twenty-five person orchestra but theyôre hidden.ò
444

 Carrière recounted, ñNobody can 

see us and Iôve got a great orchestra of twenty-seven musicians. At the end of the show, I pop my 

head out from the loft. The first time I did it, people didnôt know who I was. But I take my baton 

now so they know Iôm the conductor.ò
445

 In 2012, for the first time, the opening where Bert had 

popped his head out to take a bow was widened so that the orchestra for 42
nd

 Street and was 

visible to the audience.
446

 

The orchestra may sound recorded to the audience because of the practice of amplifying 

all the sound electronically for the musicals and mixing it live. Recent Festival Music Director 

Rick Fox (2008-2013), who musically directed most of the musicals during his music 

directorship, said that the challenge in the different theatres is ñwith sound designðhow the 
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 Berthold Carrière, interview. 
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 Berthold Carrière, interview. 
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 Kyle Blair, interview. 
445

 Quoted in Cushman, Fifty Seasons at Stratford, 176. 
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 Most of the orchestra was visible to the audience, but there were certain instruments, like percussion and harp 

that were in the orchestra loft, separate from the rest of the band. Des McAnuff said, ñFinally for 42
nd

 Street, we 

opened up that balcony where the musicians play, which should have happened years ago. That was a big 

breakthrough.ò McAnuff, interview. 
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audience hears it.ò The actors are ñmiked for all the musicals. You wouldnôt get the voices above 

the band satisfactorily otherwise. In the classical shows hopefully itôs subtle, and it doesnôt sound 

miked.ò
447

 When the actors are miked, they are more able to indulge in a range of movement that 

includes turning their backs to a large portion of the audience while singing, but the mediated 

sound can have the effect of undermining the sense of liveness. Of course, this is not just a 

product of sound design at the Festival theatre; at the Avon and Tom Patterson theatres and in 

centres of musical theatre from Broadway to Toronto, the trend of miking singers has become 

more and more dominant.
448

 

Des McAnuff said that not putting a musical on the Festival stage in his first year as 

artistic director was a mistake; he said ñweôve managed to conquer that theatre as a musical 

house.ò
449

 With McAnuffôs obligations on Broadway and at La Jolla continuing during his 

artistic directorship at Stratford, he was perhaps more outward looking than his predecessor, and 

encouraged a flow of talent and productions into and out of Stratford. He took two musicals that 

had great success at Stratford on the road to other cities. It is worth noting that musicals rather 

than plays were chosen to represent Stratford to the wider world.
450

 It is also noteworthy that 

both of the musicalsðA Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum in 2009 and Jesus 

Christ Superstar in 2011ðwere staged at the Avon theatre and were therefore easier to transport 

to standard proscenium theatres in Toronto, La Jolla and New York. The musicals staged at the 

Festival theatre during McAnuffôs tenure (West Side Story (2009), Kiss Me Kate (2010), Camelot 
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 Rick Fox, interview. 
448

 See Jonathan Burston, ñTheatre space as virtual place: Audio technology, the reconfigured singing body, and the 

megamusical,ò Popular Music 17, 2 (May 1998): 205-218 for a further exploration of how mediated sound affects 

the production and reception of musicals. 
449

 Des McAnuff, interview. 
450

 During Des McAnuffôs tenure, the live productions that toured outside of Stratford were musicals, but Stratford 

was also represented by productions of Shakespeareôs Twelfth Night and Shawôs Caesar and Cleopatra that were 

filmed and disseminated via DVD and special viewings at movie theatres. 
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(2011) and 42
nd

 Street (2012) might have been better representations of the types of musicals 

Stratford was known for (and, in the case of West Side Story, a stunning display of staging on the 

thrust) but they would have required a great deal of restaging in order to go on tour. McAnuff 

said, ñItôs harder to move work out of the Festival theatre because itôs such a unique theatreé 

The proscenium arch theatre is going to be easier for transfers.ò
451

 It is highly probable that 

McAnuff chose to personally direct the riskier musicals such as Forum, Superstar and 2013ôs 

Tommy at the Avon rather than the well-known Golden Age musicals that were housed at the 

Festival with the intention that if they were well received by Stratford audiences, the musicals 

could go on tour. McAnuff believes that, ñitôs important to do [transfers] because it gets the word 

out. People need to know that Stratford is here.ò
452
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 Des McAnuff, interview. 
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 Des McAnuff, interview. 
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INTERLUDE : A CASE STUDYðAVON VERSUS FESTIVAL  

The Stratford Festival often returns to works they have done in the past. With 

Shakespeareôs plays this is inevitable, and Stratford would not be a Shakespeare festival if they 

did not cycle through his most popular works on a fairly steady basis. Many musical works have 

also been produced more than once in Stratfordôs sixty seasons. The Mikado reigns with the 

number of remountsðit has been produced at Stratford five times.
453

 Indeed, the only musical 

works that have been produced at Stratford more than twice are Gilbert and Sullivan operettas. 

However, a number of musicals have been produced more than once, and six musical works have 

been produced at both the Avon and the Festival theatres in different seasons. This allows for a 

direct comparison of the same musical produced on two different stages at Stratford. While many 

of the staging choices can be attributed to the director and the designer, the difference between 

the proscenium Avon and the thrust Festival undoubtedly plays a part in how the musicals are 

produced and received. 

Of the six musicals that have been produced at both the Avon theatre and the Festival 

theatre (see Table I.1), I have personally seen productions of West Side Story in 1999 at the Avon 

and in 2009 at the Festival, and The Pirates of Penzance in 1994 at the Festival and at the Avon 

in 2012, in addition to viewing the filmed version of MacDonaldôs 1985 production of Pirates at 

the Avon.
454

 I have also viewed archival footage of the 1978 production of Candide, both as it 

                                                 
453

 Two of the productions were exact remounts of a previous production. In 1982, Brian MacDonald directed 

Mikado, in 1983 he remounted Mikado and added The Gondoliers, and in 1984 he remounted Mikado and 

Gondoliers and added Iolanthe. 
454

 W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, The pirates of Penzance. Directed and choreographed by Brian MacDonald; 

produced and directed for CBC Television by Norman Campbell [1985]. (Canada: Morningstar Entertainment/CBC 

Home Video, 1999, DVD). 
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appeared at the Avon, and in its transfer to the Festival stage.
455

 The following case study is 

therefore a comparison of six productions of three works in two different spaces. 

Table I.1: Musicals at Stratford that have been produced at the Avon and Festival theatres 

Production Festival Avon 

Cabaret 

 

1987 2008À 

Candide 1978À 

(same production) 

1978À 

 

Man of La Mancha 1998 

 

2014 

The Music Man 

 

1996 2008 

The Pirates of Penzance 

 

1961 

1985*  

1994 

2012 

West Side Story 

 

2009À 1999 

* Filmed for CBC television and available on DVD  

ÀArchival footage on DVD at the Stratford Festival Archives 

 

 In 1978, set designer Mary Kerr built a set for Candide at the Avon that resembled a 

thrust stage on an apron that projected slightly beyond the proscenium arch of the theatre. It was 

a half-circle platform set atop the Avon stage with a step up to a smaller platform upstage centre. 

From the smaller platform, two sets of stairs led in angles to two landings before the steps turned 

90 degrees and continued up to a balcony. A catwalk at the same height as the balcony, flush 

against the rear curtain led offstage right and left. This wooden set did not completely resemble 

the Festival stage, but it certainly suggested it (see Illustration I.1).  

                                                 
455

 These films were made primarily as an archival record and for understudies to watch as an aide to learning 

blocking; they are not intended for viewing by the general public as they are shot from one fixed point, usually from 

the Stage Managerôs booth. 
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Illustration I.1: Mary Kerrôs set design for Candide (1978) at the Avon theatre 
Stratford Festival Archives. Unknown photographer. 

 

Mary Kerrôs design gave the production a sense of movement; in her book on scene 

design in Canada, Natalie Rewa wrote, ñMary Kerrôs emphasis on scale and proportion has 

yielded highly kinetic designs for theatre, dance and opera.ò
456

 With only minimal set pieces and 

props to suggest the fantastic worlds to which Candide travels, the staging by opera director Lotfi 

Mansouri and choreography by Brian Macdonald also was suggestive of the movement typically 

seen on the Festivalôs open stageðfast and frenetic.  

The production was designed from the first to play at both the Avon and the Festival 

theatre, so the artistic decisions reflected the need to adapt to two very different types of stages.  

A review in the Globe & Mail before the season opened noted that the show was being designed 

                                                 
456

 Natalie Rewa, Scenography in Canada: Selected Designers (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 121. 


