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I. Overview

Love Life is a vaudeville. It is presented in two parts, each consisting of a
series of acts. The sketches, which start in 1791 and come up to the pres-
ent day, are presented in the physical style of the various periods. The four
main characters, Susan and Sam Cooper, and their children, Johnny and
Elizabeth, who present the story, do not change in appearance as time
moves on. The vaudeville acts which come between each sketch are pre-
sented before a vaudeville drop and are styled and costumed in a set vaude-
ville pattern.1

With this prefatory note in the program of Love Life, Kurt Weill and Alan
Jay Lerner hoped to attenuate the bewilderment that their daringly exper-
imental new offering risked arousing in an audience expecting a typical
“musical comedy” or “musical play.” They were not entirely successful.
Love Life received mixed notices, and even its sympathetic critics described
the show as “experimental,” “cerebral,” and “bitter,” suggesting that the
evening was “rather tough going for the average audience.”2 The public
seems to have taken these warnings to heart: dwindling audiences forced
the show to close with heavy losses within just over eight months. Yet those
very qualities that once made Love Life appear overly intellectual also ac-
count for the notoriety it has acquired in recent decades despite, or perhaps
because of, its relative obscurity. 

The set designer of Love Life, Boris Aronson, suggested in 1973 that
“There were enough ideas in this show for twenty musicals. . . . Through-
out, the vaudeville numbers served as comments on the preceding scenes.
In many ways, this show may have been the forerunner of today’s so-called
‘concept’ musical.”3 Even he was confused, however: his “preceding scenes”
are, in fact, “following” ones. But Love Life, which Weill described as “an
entirely new form of theater,” did indeed anticipate many of the traits as-
sociated with innovative musicals of the 1960s and ’70s, and almost all the
creators of those later shows had seen it.4 Its formal organization, espe-
cially its paratactic deployment of commentary numbers and book scenes,
predates Cabaret and its immediate successors by nearly two decades.5 Yet
despite its position within Weill’s output and the subsequent development
of American musical theater, Love Life remains, more than seven decades
later, a historical footnote — better known of than known. Apart from the

few who have seen it staged, and the fewer still who know its archival ma-
terials, scholars and performers have been unable to evaluate it for them-
selves. This Edition makes that possible by presenting for the first time its
full score and complete text.

Weill’s penultimate stage work opened at Broadway’s Forty-Sixth Street
Theatre on 7 October 1948 after tryouts in New Haven (9–11 September)
and Boston (13 September–1 October). It closed on 14 May 1949 after
252 performances. Producer Cheryl Crawford had promised Weill “a land-
mark of production and taste,” but landmarks were expensive to main-
tain.6 Buttressed at first by hefty advance sales of $350,000, the production
started losing money by Week 11. It survived for as long as it did largely
thanks to Weill and Lerner, plus director Elia Kazan and choreographer
Michael Kidd, waiving most of their royalties as of 1 January 1949. After
ending its run, with only 26% of its $200,000 capitalization recouped,
Love Life disappeared.7 It might be better known today had an original cast
album been produced, but what has become known as the second Petrillo
Ban, in effect for most of 1948, precluded members of the American Fed-
eration of Musicians (AFM) from making commercial recordings.8 Mean-
while, a concurrent embargo by the American Society of Composers,
Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) of national radio networks limited the
airplay of those few single songs recorded prior to the ban.9 No piano-
vocal score was published (although eight numbers were individually issued
in sheet-music format), nor was the libretto printed, although plans for a
publication of the latter had advanced before being abandoned.10 To this
day, and save for a few isolated songs, Love Life remains Weill’s only un-
recorded Broadway score. That ban and embargo in 1948 presumably also
impacted box-office receipts, and a divided press did not help, with four
out of the ten New York dailies publishing largely negative reviews, in-
cluding the two most influential ones, the New York Times and the New
York Herald Tribune (see section III.ii). 

Just what was it about Love Life that made it “experimental”? The un-
conventional subtitle, “A Vaudeville,” displaced the expected “new” musi-
cal, musical play, or musical comedy.11 Sometimes Lerner referred to it as
“a cavalcade of American marriage.”12 In the post-Oklahoma! heyday of
the “integrated” musical play, neither vaudeville nor cavalcade loomed large
on the music-theatrical horizon of expectations. And Love Life really is nei-
ther. It has elements of both while retaining aspects of the conventional
book musical. In an article published shortly before the play opened in
Boston, Lerner explained that by “vaudeville,” he and Weill meant “an as-
sortment of acts, sketches, and songs strung together.”13 Vaudeville in this
sense is an American form of variety show that flourished in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Weill, writing to Caspar Neher not
long after he and Lerner had begun work, likened the form to that of a
 Varieté-Schau.14 Vaudeville’s disparate acts might include popular songs,
operatic numbers, circus routines, magic shows, dramatic sketches (both
serious and comic), and even movies, among myriad other possibilities.
Weill and Lerner paid tribute to one of the historical antecedents of Amer-
ican vaudeville when they ended Love Life with a minstrel show. The acts
in vaudeville shows, however, were normally unrelated to each other:
vaudevillians brought individual, well-honed “turns.” In Love Life, however,
Weill and Lerner used acts and sketches alike in support of a central con-
cept: a survey (Weill went so far as to call it a “study”) of American mar-
riage in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution.15
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This genealogy of American marriage spanning 157 years unfolds in a
series of sketches about Sam and Susan Cooper presented in a fairly real-
istic style. Vaudeville acts interrupt the narrative flow, offering songs that
Weill composed as pastiches of popular styles. The songs anticipate the
socio-economic context of the ensuing sketch, either directly (as in the
satirical “Progress,” “Economics,” and “Mother’s Getting Nervous”), or
obliquely, in an elegiac or allegorical manner (“Love Song” and “Ho, Billy
O!”). These numbers tell us that the choices the protagonists, in their false
consciousness, believe they are making as autonomous subjects are largely
predetermined by their historical circumstances. The vaudeville acts do
not advance the plot but “enter at a point when certain conditions are
reached,” as Weill described his music for Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Ma-
hagonny.16

The organization of this Edition preserves the authors’ distinction be-
tween “sketch” and “act,” and follows the 1948 typescripts in labeling sec-
tions on either side of the Entr’acte as “parts.” Each Part contains one
entirely spoken sketch: respectively, “The New Baby” and “Radio Night.”
Otherwise, Love Life is notable for its sheer amount of continuous music.
Three of the sketches are entirely musicalized, or nearly so: “The Cooper
Family,” “My Kind of Night” (in which all the dialogue is underscored),
and “A Hotel Room.” Music in the sketches is always non-diegetic apart
from dance music (e.g., the music played by the ship’s band in “The
Cruise”). The “acts” are mostly sung, although the ones in which the Coop-
ers take part (“The Magician,” “The Locker Room Boys,” and “The Illu-
sion Minstrel Show”) include underscored dialogue. 

The tidy opposition between “sketches” and “acts,” or, to put it another
way, between reality and illusion, breaks down during the framing magic
and minstrel shows, which abandon any semblance of naturalistic theater.
In those outer acts, the Coopers enter the vaudeville world, whose denizens
do not merely offer commentary but actively spur Sam and Susan toward
self-awareness. At the outset, the Magician uses illusion, paradoxically, to
demystify, by sawing Susan in half and suspending Sam in the air; these
physical states are metaphors for their inability to cope simultaneously with
“love” and “life” in the contemporary world.17 Suddenly, an uncanny chord
(the notes of the G-major scale plus the flatted sixth degree) interrupts the
waltz accompanying the Magician’s patter. The lights dim, and the Coop-
ers, abandoned in their awkward positions, must confront a reality they
have previously avoided. Appropriately enough, a fugato (which Weill bor-
rowed from his unused score of 1937 for the film The River Is Blue) un-
derscores their analysis of how they came to this pass. A flashback follows,
presented as a series of historical episodes chronicling their progressive es-
trangement across successive socio-economic circumstances. 

How Lerner launches this journey of self-discovery may have reminded
audiences of Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie (1944), which also
opens with an actor introducing himself as an illusionist of sorts: “Yes, I
have tricks in my pocket, I have things up my sleeve. But I am the oppo-
site of a stage magician. He gives you illusion that has the appearance of
truth. I give you truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion. To begin with, I
turn back time.” The Magician in Love Life also turns back time and reveals
truth in the guise of an illusion. So, in a way, do the minstrels in the chain
finale at the end of Part Two.18 There, the Interlocutor and his colleagues
offer the Coopers illusions in the context of a minstrel show (Sam and
Susan act as the “end men”) that is a “travesty on the compensation mech-
anisms of disoriented Americans,” as one critic observed.19 But vaudeville
also provides the pair with a possible way out of their impasse. Having re-
jected various antidotes to reality drawn from popular culture (astrology,
Hollywood films), they risk a final trick of obvious metaphorical import:
the curtain falls on Sam and Susan precariously balanced on a tightrope,
trying to move toward one another as their children look on anxiously. 

For Weill and Lerner, the concept of alternating “sketches” and “acts”
emerged early on, during the summer of 1947, but their number and con-
tents remained variable until a few weeks before the production closed.
The modular construction of Love Life permitted them to insert, reorder,
and delete entire segments to a degree that would have been impossible in

Weill’s two most recent stage works, given their genres: operetta for The
Firebrand of Florence, and opera for Street Scene. Rather, the structure of
Love Life recalls that of Lady in the Dark, about which Ira Gershwin pre-
dicted, accurately, that “there’s so much of an experimental nature to be
written by us, I feel we’ll probably have to overwrite and then cut.”20 More
unorchestrated music survives for Love Life than for any of Weill’s other
Broadway works. The holograph sketches and drafts (Dh) include a forty-
one-page continuity draft of the “suffragette” sketch in an early, discarded
version (the theme was picked up in Part One, Sketch iv).21 Weill’s holo-
graph piano-vocal score (Vh) contains four unorchestrated numbers: three
of them (“Csardas,” “Love,” and “Drinking Song”) belong to yet another
discarded version of the suffragette sketch, and the other, “There’s Noth-
ing Left for Daddy (But the Rhumba),” originally opened “The Cruise.”
In keeping with the policies of the Kurt Weill Edition, this volume includes
only music that Weill orchestrated, or orchestrations for dances and utili-
ties that he delegated to an arranger.22 Even with this restriction, the Edi-
tion has to account for roughly a fifth of the full score that was no longer
being performed when the show closed. Given the mutability of Love Life
and the absence of a definitive version fixed by the show’s creators, the Edi-
tion offers a maximal version of it, including “Susan’s Dream,” “The
Locker Room,” and “Is It Him or Is It Me?” The first two of those num-
bers were cut during tryouts and the last toward the end of the New York
run. Other orchestrated cut numbers appear in the Appendix. 

Love Life’s alternation and opposition of vaudeville acts and sketches
of Sam and Susan’s marriage gesture not only toward Broadway’s future,
but also to Weill’s past. Throughout his career, he was drawn to carniva-
lesque formal devices that undermined the ersatz psychologism of the con-
ventional theater which he so deplored (witness his judgment of Cocteau’s
“idiotic play,” L’aigle à deux têtes, shortly before he started collaborating
with Lerner).23 When Weill suggested that Love Life “has form but in a
formless way,” he might well have been thinking of contradictions that
were, in fact, hallmarks of his oeuvre: oppositions that are simultaneously
structural and contested; unity challenged but yet somehow preserved; un-
doing in the name of renewal.24 In the context of his career, the vaudeville
interludes in Love Life constitute yet another of the many “angles” from
which Weill approached the “form-problems of the musical theater.”25

II. Genesis and Production26

i. Inception 

Sometime in the spring of 1947, Alan Jay Lerner came up with the idea of
writing a “cavalcade of American marriage,” beginning with the Industrial
Revolution.27 The topic would preoccupy him for most of his adult life: his
chronicle of the American musical — a book still in press when he died —
begins with an excursus on the Industrial Revolution’s effect on sexual re-
lations: 

Only the pyramids appeared without any cultural preparation. . . . The
first crude steam engine was built in Alexandria, Egypt, in the second cen-
tury BC. However, it did not become a practical invention until James
Watt developed it into a useful instrument in 1769. What he did was turn
on the valve of the industrial era which hatched the industrial revolution,
fill the skies with the grey clouds of the factory, create a new kind of work-
ing and middle class, and with men leaving home to go to work for the first
time, probably did as much to upset the sexual balance of man and woman
as any single event since the inception of marriage.28

Nearly four decades after Love Life had closed, Lerner was still promoting
its central theme, or “concept,” though he had long discouraged its revival,
quipping that “I’ve turned into everything I satirized in that show” (he
married eight times).29

Lerner pitched his idea for a new show not to his usual collaborator,
Fritz Loewe, but to Kurt Weill. Lerner and Loewe had recently had “a mys-
terious falling out,” and Lerner found himself seeking a new project and a
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new composer.30 Only twenty-nine years old (Lenya thought he looked
like a college kid behind his tortoise-rimmed glasses), Lerner already had
to his credit three shows produced on Broadway (all with Loewe) and one
divorce. His first hit, Brigadoon (which had opened on 13 March 1947),
was still running; it would close after 581 performances, nine days before
Love Life went into rehearsal. Lerner was then living with Brigadoon’s lead-
ing lady, Marion Bell, whom he would marry in September 1948, only to
leave her for actress Nancy Olson partway through the run of Love Life.
Undergoing psychoanalysis at the time, Lerner later claimed that his per-
sonal circumstances led him to contemplate a musical play about divorce.31

Indeed, Love Life, in a darker manner, continues a half-century-old strand
of musical theater that Stephen Banfield has called “the romantic comedy
of second chances.”32

Lerner’s first Broadway outing, What’s Up? (1943), a conventional farce
set in a private school for girls, had fared poorly (sixty-three performances),
despite choreography by George Balanchine and sets by future Love Life
designer Boris Aronson. The Day before Spring (1945) did better, with 167
performances. Like Brigadoon and Love Life, The Day before Spring in-
volved manipulating time to mend relationships.33 A married couple,
Katherine and Peter Dale, attend their ten-year college reunion. Also pres-
ent is Alex, a successful author who was once romantically involved with
Katherine and has published a roman à clef about their liaison. In the wake
of a musicalized dream sequence (evidently still required in 1945) that
comprises the first-act finale, Katherine becomes convinced that she mar-
ried the wrong man. She runs off with Alex, but events conspire — much
as they did during her graduation weekend a decade earlier — to thwart
the elopement and restore her to Peter. The second act unfolds as a cycli-
cal recreation of past events. Anticipating Rodgers and Hammerstein’s
 Allegro by a couple of years, Lerner deftly interwove ballets with the plot
(“they open spontaneously out of the narrative,” as Brooks Atkinson would
write of the dances in Allegro), and he gave the chorus an expanded role,
charging it with expressing the characters’ motivations and, occasionally,
spurring them on.34 But the differences from Love Life are telling, partic-
ularly in the handling both of commentary — the vaudevillians in Love
Life, unlike the chorus in Allegro, do not represent the inner life of Sam and
Susan Cooper — and of history, which is cyclical in The Day before Spring
and dialectical in Love Life. 

The Day before Spring had been conducted by Maurice Abravanel,
Weill’s longtime friend and associate. He seems to have first suggested to
Weill that he team up with Lerner in light of Loewe’s “problem” with his
former collaborator, and of the seemingly too complex lyrics provided by
Ogden Nash for One Touch of Venus:

One day after Brigadoon, Fritz and I had luncheon. I was worried about
Kurt Weill not getting the right librettist. Obviously Kurt could not work
with the Hammerstein type—AABA, AAAAA, repeat, repeat. Ogden Nash
on the other hand had gone a little far. Two thirds of the audience could
not understand the incredible wonderful wit of his lyrics when sung. . . .

If Fritz told me what the problem was between them, I don’t remem-
ber now. But he said, “That son of a bitch, if I never write another note,
I will not write with him again.” . . . I said, “Now Fritz, if you’re serious,
I’m going to tell Kurt, because I think they could hit it well together.” So
I told Kurt, and he came to see Brigadoon.

Kurt was a marvelous guy, but he had that funny superiority on his
face. Afterward he said about Alan, “Oh Maurice, that’s not really up to my
level.” But then later he worked with Alan on Love Life.35

Weill, too, was seeking new projects and collaborators in 1947. That
spring, he corresponded with William Saroyan about a possible venture.
Meanwhile, he and Maxwell Anderson hoped to recycle material from their
unfinished musical, Ulysses Africanus (1939), which they had abandoned
after Bill “Bojangles” Robinson proved unavailable to play the lead.36 An-
derson came up with the idea of using a number from that abandoned
project, “Lost in the Stars,” as the title song for a “spaceship musical,” per-
haps starring Danny Kaye (who had appeared in Lady in the Dark). But
shortly after Weill had returned in June 1947 from a trip to Europe and

Palestine, Anderson decided to make it more of a “plain play — with a few
songs in it,” before abandoning the project.37 Although Weill had several
conferences with Herman Wouk about a musical version of Aurora Dawn,
his only concrete project for 1947–48 was an expansion of the short radio
opera Down in the Valley for a staged production at Indiana University in
the summer of 1948.38

Cheryl Crawford, the producer of Brigadoon and One Touch of Venus,
apparently arranged Weill and Lerner’s first meeting. The exact date is un-
known. Lerner recalled that it was in April after a performance of Brigadoon
that Weill and Lenya attended with Crawford.39 But Weill either had met
Lerner already or had somehow formed a favorable impression of him.
Having hired the Hollywood agent Irving “Swifty” Lazar to seek out film
offers, Weill wrote to him on 17 March 1947 proposing two projects to be
pitched to the studios: musical versions of Maxwell Anderson’s High Tor
and of John Galsworthy’s short story, The Apple Tree.40 Weill suggested
Lerner as librettist for the latter, but Lerner’s account of their initial meet-
ings does not mention it:

Kurt went to see Brigadoon. He was a great friend of the producer, Cheryl
Crawford, and was enthusiastic about the show. We had never met. Cheryl
thought it would be a wonderful idea if we collaborated. So I met Kurt the
night he saw the show. We had a drink together afterwards. A couple of
weeks later I went up to have lunch at his house in the country. After-
wards, we took a long walk up the road. We talked of working together.
He was going off to Israel to see his family (this was in April, 1947). He
said he’d be back in June. Somewhere along the line, while he was gone,
I’d gotten the idea of doing a cavalcade of American marriage; of taking
one family, beginning with the start of the Industrial Revolution and
showing what happened to them in a satirical way. I called up Kurt when
he returned and told him about it. He said it sounded interesting, that it
needed a vehicle — a way of telling it. A week or so later, I thought of
doing it as a vaudeville! I called him again and told him my idea. He was
fascinated! I moved out to New City, where he lived, and we started work-
ing in August.41

Weill’s collaboration with Lerner, described in all accounts as congenial, re-
sulted in a sui generis blend of theatrical antecedents: the cavalcade tracing
the fate of a family or institution over time (as Noel Coward had famously
done in his eponymous 1930 play); vaudeville; and the gambit — not un-
common in comedy and musical theater — of presenting the same ageless
characters in different eras (e.g., Buster Keaton’s Three Ages, Offenbach’s Les
Bergers, Oscar Straus’s Drei Walzer), not to mention the 1945 film Where
Do We Go from Here? with music and lyrics by Weill and Ira Gershwin. 

Soon it was semiofficial: on 30 July 1947, the New York Times an-
nounced that the new team of Lerner and Weill “may do song, dance
show.” Lerner rented “Crow House,” which the artist Henry Varnum Poor
had built for himself on South Mountain Road (in Rockland County,
N.Y.), adjacent to Weill’s “Brook House.” In the 1920s, Poor and his wife,
Bessie Breuer, had inaugurated a community of artists settling in this bu-
colic neighborhood nestled in the shadow of High Tor, some thirty-five
miles north of Manhattan on the west side of the Hudson River. Maxwell
Anderson had lived there since the 1920s, Weill since 1941, and now
Lerner and Bell joined the colony. By then, both elements of the show’s
format — the 150-year narrative span and the intervening vaudeville acts
— had been agreed upon and were ready to be worked out. Not long after
the New York opening, Lerner offered a somewhat more sensational ac-
count of how the authors arrived at their idiosyncratic concept: “Kurt
Weill and I discussed the basic story idea first. We knew what we wanted
to say. And then we talked — and talked and talked — for about two
months before we figured out the form our story ought to take. . . . Finally,
after discussing hundreds of notions, the idea of doing the show as a
vaudeville found its way to our misty heads.”42 But the idea must have
surfaced sooner, for Weill’s draft of “Progress,” the second vaudeville act,
is dated 26 August 1947. 

Love Life would not be a vaudeville in the historical manner of the genre
(e.g., the shows routinely mounted at Broadway’s Palace Theatre during the
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1910s and ’20s). Rather, it was organized around a theme, its individual
sketches coalescing into an overarching, if unusual and disjointed, narra-
tive thread. Above all, Love Life would be “an experiment with form,” as
Lerner described it in an article published before the Boston tryout:

Love Life is a serious subject treated, most of the way, lightly. . . . To tell a
story such as this, which I am sure at first glance would seem to be in-
tensely tragic, we selected the most theatrical and basically American form
we could think of. Vaudeville. This does not mean the vaudeville we asso-
ciate with the old Keith Orpheum circuit. . . . By vaudeville, as we see it,
we mean an assortment of acts, sketches, and songs strung together. . . .

Mostly our feeling is that this is certainly a fluid form and one which
offers a host of possibilities for the future. Unlike the musical play form
which strives for complete integration of the words, the music and the
movement, the form of vaudeville . . . is much more free and is admirably
suited for the presentation of any kind of idea. . . .

In the case of Love Life we felt that one way to move ahead in the mat-
ter of form was to reach back to an older form — and give it new direction
by investing it with meaning.43

Lerner identified three functions for the vaudeville acts in Love Life. First,
they promoted continuity of a sort, leading “from one scene to the other,
preparing the audience for what is coming while linking it to what had
gone before.”44 Second, these acts, performed in “one” (i.e., stage front be-
fore a drop or traveler curtain), covered set changes.45 And third, the
“loose” and flexible structure of a vaudeville bill encouraged formal exper-
imentation away from the “integrated” musical play that had fast become
the norm. Plumbing the origins of the musical in vaudeville and minstrelsy
was one way to reinvigorate the genre. It is probably not unreasonable to
link Lerner’s thinking here with Weill’s pronouncements, some two decades
earlier, about creating Urformen of popular musical theater, and to regard
Love Life as another realization of that goal.46

ii. Creation

Lerner and Weill experimented restlessly with their show during its long
genesis (see Table 1 in Critical Report, pp. 220–223, which lists successive
versions of the show). Weill’s first dated holograph is a draft of “Here I’ll
Stay” (23 August 1947). “Love Song,” the last vocal number added, was
composed in mid-September 1948.47 With Lerner and Weill living a short
stroll apart, no correspondence about Love Life between its authors has
surfaced. Indeed, there is little documentation about the show’s develop-
ment prior to March 1948, when the authors deposited for copyright a
“dramatico-musical play entitled ‘A Dish for the Gods: A Vaudeville’”
(Tt1). Maxwell Anderson’s diary suggests that the late summer and fall of
1947 was a period of intense collaboration between Lerner and Weill,
punctuated by convivial late-night gatherings when the new work and the
possible role of the Playwrights’ Company in its production were discussed
between hands of poker.48 Lerner remembered that writing Love Life was
“enormous fun. What made it so was discarding a lot of old rules and mak-
ing up our own rules as we went along.”49 He also later recalled that work-
ing with Weill was “almost like talking to a wiser version of yourself, of
reaching through all one’s own flounderings with an idea, and articulating
for you, of understanding exactly what you were groping for. . . . No mat-
ter how daring or unconventional an idea was, Kurt was determined to
find a way for the public to accept it.”50

Weill dated some of his drafts, which show that he had completed
much of Part One by mid-October 1947. Besides no. 3 (“Here I’ll Stay”),
other dated drafts include no. 4 (“Progress”) on 26 August, no. 13 (“You
Understand Me So”) on 8 September, no. 6 (“Green-Up Time”) on 10
September, no. 8 (“Susan’s Dream”) on 20 September, no. 7 (“Economics”)
on 1 October, and no. 9 (“Mother’s Getting Nervous”) on 7 October. This
chronology mostly matches the ordering of these numbers in Tt1. “Eco-
nomics” and “Susan’s Dream” are reversed, but they are both vaudeville
numbers occurring within the same act. “You Understand Me So” seems
out of place, but, like no. 5 (“I Remember It Well”), it is a love duet, so

conceivably at the time when Weill drafted the former, it occupied the po-
sition eventually taken by the latter. All but one of the remaining dated
drafts (ranging from 28 August to 10 October) concern the ultimately dis-
carded “Murder at the Museum” sketch, which in Tt1 occupies the posi-
tion later assumed by no. 10 (“My Kind of Night” followed by “Women’s
Club Blues”). The remaining dated song, “It’s Gonna Be a New Year for
Baby” (17 October), was recycled from unused musical material in Street
Scene. It might have been intended for “The Cruise,” which closes Part
One and takes place on New Year’s Eve.

Weill ceased dating materials after 17 October. The continuity drafts for
the remaining numbers in Tt1 — no. 5 (“I Remember It Well”), no. 15
(“Ho, Billy O!”), no. 16 (“The Locker Room”), no. 18 (“Is It Him or Is It
Me?”), nos. 21a–c (the Minstrel Show complex), and the eventually dis-
carded “There’s Nothing Left for Daddy (But the Rhumba)”— were pre-
sumably completed by early 1948. On 4 February, the New York Herald
Tribune reported that Weill and Lerner “expect to have the show written
in about ten days.” That places the completion in mid-February, which
makes sense, given that Tt1 was registered with the Library of Congress on
17 March. On Saturday 27 March (so Anderson reported in his diary for
1948), Weill and Lerner “played, read + sang” the entire show for a small
group of people from South Mountain Road (including Mab and Maxwell
Anderson, Lenya, and Burgess Meredith), followed by criticism and dis-
cussion well into the following Easter morning. 

The proposed title for the show, A Dish for the Gods, remained in use
until late April or thereabouts. Compared to how Love Life turned out,
what is striking about the text transmitted by Tt1 is how much Susan dom-
inates the show and how unpleasant her marriage is from the start; the en-
tire exercise of going back in time seems futile. In September 1947, the
New York Times had described the show as “the history of a woman,” and
that is indeed how Weill and Lerner initially wrote it.51 Sam has no solo in
Tt1, singing only in the duets “Here I’ll Stay,” “I Remember It Well,” and
“You Understand Me So.” In the opening vaudeville act, Susan appears
alone and pleads with the Magician, who decides to transport her back
150 years. Next, a male octet performs “Progress” to prepare us for the first
sketch, which takes place not in 1791 (as in the final version of the show)
but in 1816, on Sam’s first day at the factory, with the marriage already
starting to go wrong. Sam and Susan sing “I Remember It Well,” which
motivates a further flashback to the 1790s. This internal flashback begins,
like the 1821 sketch in subsequent scripts, with Susan giving the children
a history lesson, though here it is musicalized and segues into a song (“Who
Cares?”) for Susan’s brother, Henry (a character omitted in all subsequent
revisions), who comments on newspaper items about industrialization (Dh
includes sketches for this continuous stretch of music). Sam already cuts an
unlikeable figure. Although Susan has arranged for a spring dance to be
held at a nearby farm, Sam curtly tells her they cannot attend — he has a
chair to finish. “Why do you take it from him?” asks Henry, urging Susan
to assert herself. She sings “Green-Up Time” regretfully, excusing herself
when neighbors come to fetch her. As it turns out, Sam wanted to stay
home so he could give Susan her birthday present — the chair he has been
working on all day. This tender moment motivates “Here I’ll Stay,” but it
all seems too little, too late. Why can she not have both the chair and the
dance? Toward the end of Tt1, as in all subsequent versions, Sam appears
in “The Illusion Minstrel Show,” where he joins Susan in rejecting a series
of illusions, including the one offered by Miss Ideal Man (the eleven o’clock
number, “Mr. Right,” was already there). But once all the illusions have
been shattered, the Coopers have nothing left, and they part for good. The
curtain falls with Susan back at the magic show, saying through her tears,
“Thank you, Magician. You can go on with your act now.” 

We do not know what advice the group gave after that Easter Saturday
reading, but Weill and Lerner evidently came to realize that their script was
excessively bleak. Moreover, no actor of any stature would have consented
to play Sam as then written. That spring, Lerner and Weill revised the show,
while Anderson and Weill outlined a musical treatment of Alan Paton’s Cry,
the Beloved Country. Weill tried to keep that project a secret from Lerner
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“for fear that Alan would give up thinking of ideas for him.”52 Weill and
Lerner expanded Sam’s role, made the couple more appealing, and ended
their story on a note of guarded optimism. On 2 May 1948, the New York
Times announced that the title A Dish for the Gods would be “thrown to the
dogs,” and that the authors had produced a revised script, in which the
husband “has assumed increased importance.” The next day, Anderson re-
ported in his diary that Weill and Lerner “have found an end for their mu-
sical — the man + wife approach each other on a tight-rope.” It is not clear
how this shift might relate to the problems they had in finding a strong fe-
male lead, as was their original intent (see section II.iii).

The framing acts at the beginning and end were probably the first to
be revised, for the next script chronologically, Tt1a, is a doctored copy of
Tt1 with revisions mainly limited to them. Sam now appears in the magic
show, his dialogue with Susan approaching its definitive state. “The Illu-
sion Minstrel Show” has acquired its moderately sanguine close. The next
script, Tt2, bears the title Love Life and presumably emerged not long after
the New York Times announcement on 2 May. Matching more closely than
any other script the musical continuity in the initial layer of Weill’s score
(Fh), it was probably finished by early June, around the time that Weill
started orchestrating.53 While the new script leaves the second half of the
show largely untouched, it thoroughly revises Part One. For example, the
1816 Mayville sketch with its internal flashback now becomes two
sketches, set in 1791 and 1821. For the first, Lerner and Weill wrote a
long, operetta-like, concerted introduzione with a rousing, partly fugal
choral ensemble and an aria-like entrance number for Sam (“Who Is
Samuel Cooper?”), followed by a fast segue into the repositioned “Here I’ll
Stay.” “Progress” introduces the 1821 sketch; the new date more accurately
reflects when furniture factories actually started replacing small family
shops in Connecticut.54 This sketch retains the business about the chair
but omits “I Remember It Well.” As in Tt1, Susan sings “Green-Up Time”
wistfully, because Sam still will not let her go to the dance — after all, he
has a big day coming up. Acts III (“Quartette”) and IV (“The Three Tots
and a Woman”) are unchanged. Sketch iii (“The New Baby”) relocates the
action from 1876 to September 1857, which makes better historical sense,
since the financial Panic of 1857 began that very month and affected the
railroad industry in particular. In this context, Sam, who has recently en-
tered the railroad business, is understandably reluctant to father a third
child. The revised sketch omits a neighbor, Joanna, a fellow activist of
Susan’s in the 1876 version. 

In Tt2, Susan’s political activities surface only in the next sketch, “My
Kind of Night,” which retains the suffragist theme and some comic as-
pects of its Tt1 counterpart, “Murder at the Museum,” but is otherwise
wholly new. In Tt1, Susan leads a group of women in destroying both a
nude Venus statue and a love affair between a policeman and the museum
curator’s daughter.55 This quasi-surrealistic sketch, with its resonances of an
opéra bouffe, might have proved too disorienting too soon, for up to this
point, the sketches unfold in a fairly realistic manner. The revised suffra-
gette sketch (Part One, Sketch iv) is decidedly less farcical than its prede-
cessor. It provides a second solo for Sam (no. 10a, “My Kind of Night”)
and a different type of number for Susan (no. 10b, “Women’s Club Blues”),
a strophic song that some opening-night critics would compare to the
show-stopping “Saga of Jenny” in Lady in the Dark. 

The rest of Tt2 exhibits mostly minor revisions, except for the “locker
room” act, which was expanded to include Sam, who tries to persuade his
lawyer that Susan deserves a generous settlement in their divorce. In this
excoriating satire of wounded male ego, the Locker Room Boys boast about
their sexual and athletic prowess, although the words that Lerner puts in
their mouths hint at their impotence (“With our own wedded mate, / Our
av’rage is nought. / But, boy, are we great / With women we’ve bought! /
We’re the sexiest men women know. / We pay them to act like it’s so.”).
Their physical inadequacies become comically evident when they endure
the ministrations of Sven the masseur––a figure recalling the similar role
played by Henry Bergman in Charlie Chaplin’s The Cure (1917). The scene
begins as an “act,” with the Locker Room Boys singing in front of a trav-

eler. When the traveler opens, Sam appears, but the vaudevillians remain
on stage. The interspersed exchanges between Sam and his lawyer might
suggest that we are witnessing a realistic plot “sketch” rather than an ex-
tended, farcical “act,” but the lawyer, Freebish, is himself a vaudeville-style
character — a zany sharpster with a hint of Groucho Marx. A running gag
has Freebish warning Sam that he will need all the money he can salvage
for legal expenses. Sam asks what these might entail, and Freebish has an
attendant throw a glass of water in Sam’s face in response. The revision
marks a startling departure from the distinction between “sketch” and
vaudeville “act” that the show has maintained up to this point. 

Unlike Tt1, all of the musical numbers in Tt2 appear in Weill’s holo-
graph piano-vocal score, Vh.56 For example, in “Here I’ll Stay,” Tt2 intro-
duces a new verse for Sam with a metrical scheme that differs from Susan’s
and requires a distinct musical setting. Weill sketched one using music
from “Who Is Samuel Cooper?” (no. 2, mm. 194–201), revising it in Vh
to begin with the same pentatonic collection that opens no. 1 (“The Ma-
gician”) and no. 2. Vh includes “There’s Nothing Left for Daddy (But the
Rhumba),” a number edited out of Tt2b, a somewhat later script anno-
tated by director Elia Kazan and dating from the rehearsal period. Oddly,
Vh also contains music for a version of the suffragette sketch that does not
appear in any extant script. This music comprises three versions of a
czardas, one instrumental and two sung by the “Women’s Club, Local
Branch, Chapter Seventeen” (the same organization named in no. 10b); a
song for Susan (“Love”) based on what had first appeared as an instru-
mental tango-habanera in Marie Galante (1934) that Weill had already re-
cycled four times;57 and a syncopated two-step “Drinking Song.” Weill
and Lerner evidently worked out at least one alternate version of the suf-
fragette sketch, probably after Tt1, since the musical material for “Murder
at the Museum” never progressed to the fair-copy stage. 

iii. Casting and production

Love Life’s protracted genesis is intimately bound up with its casting. While
it took only three months for Weill and Lerner to develop their concept
and draft most of Part One, five more months elapsed before they de-
posited a script for copyright. When the authors had begun work, they
hoped to open in spring 1948, but by the beginning of that year, no lead-
ing lady had yet emerged. When the authors signed a Dramatists Guild
contract with producer Cheryl Crawford on 21 November 1947, the three
of them had already decided to postpone production until the following
fall — even though the newspapers continued to speculate on an earlier
opening — with further work being put on hold while Lerner traveled to
London to plan a West End production of Brigadoon (which opened on 14
April 1949). 

The contract included sixteen “special arrangements” beyond the Writ-
ers Guild Minimum Basic Agreement.58 One of them called for a delivery
date for the complete script and piano-vocal score by 1 May 1948 (mak-
ing a spring opening unlikely). Others included the usual non-interpola-
tion clause that Weill always required; the stipulation of 8.5% royalties,
later amended to 9% (5% to Lerner, and 4% to Weill); Weill’s approval of
the chorus, musical arranger, contractor, rehearsal pianist, conductor, and
musicians; and requirements concerning the size of the orchestra. Weill
called for an orchestra of at least twenty-four players, or twenty-seven if the
house were at least the size of the Ziegfeld Theatre (i.e., a capacity of 1,638
or larger). Indeed, when Weill started orchestrating, he had twenty-seven
players in mind, including fifteen strings (6 Vn I, 4 Vn II, 2 Vn III, 2 Vc,
1 Cb). But Crawford eventually booked the Forty-Sixth Street Theatre
(1,319 capacity), so the production ended up with twenty-five. The deci-
sion to eliminate one stand of Vn I appears to have been made fairly late.
The 1948 instrumental parts (Im) include a third Violin I book for most
of the score save material added during tryouts. This book is mostly un-
marked, suggesting that the string section was reduced around the time
orchestral rehearsals began. The provision concerning arrangements stip-
ulated that “Kurt Weill agrees to provide musical arrangements and to or-
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chestrate the score at his own expense, but in the event he requires assis-
tance the Manager agrees to pay for same.” According to her own estimate,
Weill saved Crawford approximately $5,000.59 In the case of Love Life, at
least, Weill seems not to have derived supplementary income from or-
chestrating his own show.60

Well before Lerner and Weill signed with Crawford, she was helping
them find a leading lady. Her papers contain an undated list of nearly thirty
possibilities to play Susan, including Gertrude Lawrence and Mary Mar-
tin.61 Lawrence and Martin were the first to be approached, perhaps be-
cause they had starred in Weill’s two greatest commercial successes to date,
Lady in the Dark and One Touch of Venus, respectively. Indeed, Crawford
was negotiating with Gertrude Lawrence’s lawyer, Fanny Holtzmann, by
September 1947. On the 17th, the New York Times reported that Lawrence
would star in Weill and Lerner’s new show, to be staged by Robert Lewis,
the director of Brigadoon. But negotiations broke down when Lawrence
said that she was unwilling to perform during the summer, so she wrote,
probably in early October:

I am most disappointed by the way our plans have mis-carried. . . . At no
point in our plans did either you or Mr. Lerner ever mention the subject
of my being expected to act through the heat of a New York summer. . . .
I had hoped, I confess, that your enthusiasm for our association would
prompt you to see your way clear to postpone until early fall, but as there
has been no word from you, I presume you are re-writing and re-casting.
Well, better luck next time?62

Weill replied testily:

when you say that you had hoped my enthousiasm [sic ] to work with you
again would overcome all the difficulties, I must confess that I had ex-
pected the same from you. 

We always made it very clear that our plans called for a production of
the show this season, and, frankly, it never occurred to me that you would
expect us to open a show in March and close it on June 1st. . . . I am more
than sorry that things have developped [sic ] this way because there is no
doubt in my mind that it would have been one of the great parts in your
career.63

Lawrence seems not to have reconsidered, even though doubts soon arose
about whether the show could be ready in the following spring after all, so
Weill explained to Caspar Neher on 19 October in a letter describing his
current work on a Schuloper (Down in the Valley) and on a history of the
relation between man and woman over the last hundred years presented in
the form of a variety show.64

Weill and Lerner did not have any better luck with Mary Martin, then
starring in the touring company of Annie Get Your Gun. They met with her
in Chicago on or around 17 November 1947 and showed her some sort of
draft, about which her husband and manager, Richard Halliday, soon con-
veyed her suggestions. She thought Sam’s part too minimal and proposed
expanding the role and adding a song for him (advice that Lerner and Weill
ultimately followed).65 But Martin rejected the part. According to Craw-
ford, “Susan’s Dream” was the only song she liked (even though it was not
intended for Susan’s character).66 Weill and Lerner approached Martin
again the following March, when Halliday definitively turned them down:

we both have no sympathy with this man-woman-made-problem! . . . I do
think you know Mary well enough to realize that personally there is little,
if any, of Mary, of what she thinks and believes and feels, in the script. . . .
The point is — Mary has no liking for this man or this woman. She knows
they exist. She knows the world has been and is full of ’em. . . . But she can’t
manufacture any interest in [the] woman as pictured here. . . . Oh, damn,
oh, damn! how rare and wonderful it is to have an interest as fine, and
good as yours. . . . But now we fail you, and your patience, and your great
generous kindness. But (and I really think you’ll agree) we don’t fail us.67

Other names on Crawford’s list included Lucille Ball, Joan Blondell,
Kitty Carlisle, Irene Dunne, Mary Ellis, Celeste Holm, Patricia Morison,
and Ginger Rogers, as well as Nanette Fabray. We do not know how seri-

ously each of them was considered, but Rogers, at least, got an audition
when Weill and Lerner traveled to California in February 1948. Afterward,
the New York Times reported that “the lady can’t tear herself away from
Hollywood,” and the New York Post asserted that Rogers balked at a one-
year minimum commitment.68 Lerner later suggested, diplomatically, that
Rogers rejected the part because her mother deemed the show “anti-capi-
talist,” but Maxwell Anderson’s diary entry for 24 February suggests a dif-
ferent reason: “Kurt just back from Calif[ornia]. Ginger R. can’t sing.”69

The New York Herald Tribune had already made the right call on 16
December 1947: “There has been much speculation as to who will play the
feminine lead in A Dish for the Gods. . . . This department has reason to be-
lieve that they will wind up by offering it to Nanette Fabray.”70 In early
May, press reports confirmed that Fabray was indeed leaving the cast of
High Button Shoes to play Susan.71 She signed the contract (for $1,250 a
week, a 25% increase over her salary for High Button Shoes) during the
weekend of 29 May.72 High Button Shoes (opened 9 October 1947), with
music and lyrics by Jule Styne and Sammy Cahn, had given Fabray her
first chance to create a leading female role in a long-running Broadway
show. (In By Jupiter and Bloomer Girl she had taken over from the original
stars.) She had played the vaudeville circuit as a child star. Although Weill
had considered her, however briefly, to play Angela in The Firebrand of
Florence, they seem not to have met until spring 1948.73 Fabray would later
describe her first impressions of Weill: “We went up to [Lerner’s] place in
the country for the weekend and he [Lerner] played the songs and I just
absolutely fell in love with them. And then I met with Kurt Weill, and I
was just stunned, because I studied with Max Reinhardt. . . . I was just ab-
solutely overwhelmed, because I knew who he was and how famous he
was.”74 She remembered his adjusting certain songs for her; in fact, he
transposed “Women’s Club Blues” down a whole step, “Is It Him or Is It
Me?” down a fourth, and “Mr. Right” down a major third when orches-
trating them.75

Anderson noted in his diary entry for 17 May 1948 that Elia “Gadge”
Kazan had agreed to direct Love Life. Rumors about Kazan’s involvement
had been circulating since April, when Robert Lewis had already with-
drawn.76 For some reason, Lerner and Weill had been considering re-
placements for Lewis for a while; they met with Jerome Robbins and
Rouben Mamoulian before deciding on Kazan.77 According to Variety,
their giving a “private audition” to Joshua Logan was Lewis’s reason for
backing out.78 Lewis himself gave a different account of the matter: he had
doubts about the show and sought Kazan’s advice; Kazan persuaded him
to leave the show because the book needed too much revision; but then,
shortly after Lewis had withdrawn, Kazan signed with Crawford. An em-
bittered Lewis soon broke with his Actor’s Studio cofounders, resigning
from the Studio on 15 June.79

The New York Times announced Kazan’s hiring on 22 May: “His new
commitment, it is understood, will entail some postponement of Arthur
Miller’s new play” (i.e., Death of a Salesman). Kazan’s contract stipulated a
$5,000 fee, 2% royalties, and 15% of the net (after the limited partners had
recouped their investments, which they never did). Lerner would recall
that it was “My idea of a tough contract.”80 It was reportedly the highest
fee ever promised to a Broadway director.81 But Kazan was at the peak of
his career: he had just won the Academy and Golden Globe awards for
Gentleman’s Agreement and would soon have three shows running simulta-
neously on Broadway — A Streetcar Named Desire (opened 3 December
1947), Love Life, and Death of a Salesman (10 February 1949). 

It is unclear why Kazan was engaged, given everyone’s reservations
about his handling of One Touch of Venus (Kazan himself thought he was
little more than an overpaid stage manager for that show). His biographer
suggests that Weill’s choosing him remains “one of those insoluble theater
puzzles,” and speculates that “Crawford talked him into it,” and that prob-
ably the show’s “structural resemblance to The Skin of Our Teeth was a fac-
tor.”82 Harold Clurman thought otherwise: Weill “always took the best he
could get” and so insisted on Kazan. From the very beginning of their as-
sociation in the mid-1930s with the Group Theatre, Weill seems to have
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held him in high regard, wanting him, for example, to co-direct Johnny
Johnson with Stella Adler, despite Kazan’s inexperience at the time.83 After
One Touch of Venus, Weill then asked him to direct The Firebrand of Flo-
rence.84 The esteem appears to have been mutual, for during work on Love
Life, Kazan sent Weill a note: “Thank you again for the pleasure of work-
ing with you. In all my wanderings I have never met a greater craftsman
or man of the Theatre than you. I admired you from the first and every day
it just grew.”85 As late as December 1948, Kazan intended to direct Lost in
the Stars, so Anderson noted in a diary entry for the 17th. Yet in a letter
from 1978, Kazan reported that “Weill and I did not part on very good
terms. I don’t know exactly why. . . . I’d prefer not to talk about him.”86

Harold Prince later recalled thinking that “Love Life was too much of
everything. And I don’t think Gadge . . . knew how to organize that.”87

Perhaps Weill, too, came to believe that Kazan should shoulder most of
the blame for the show’s demise, for he was probably ill-suited for the sort
of collaboration that musical theater required, not to mention his com-
mitment to “method” acting.88 According to Boris Aronson, Kazan had
wanted to try a second musical because “he was interested in all phases of
theater,” but problems arose from his “attempt to unify the show, to give
it logic and continuity,” when it “required a light touch, charm, humor,
and pure theatricality” and “was basically written in the form of a revue.”89

Nanette Fabray concurred: “One of the big problems we had was Kazan.
He’s probably one of the most brilliant directors that ever lived . . . but
Kazan was not a man with a light touch, he was not a man of fun and
magic,” and he “directed the show with a heavy hand.”90 Lys Symonette,
the rehearsal pianist and Weill’s later musical assistant, recalled that Kazan
“really messed it up — he didn’t have any idea about how to stage the mu-
sical numbers.” She thought that choreographer Michael Kidd was “too
young and didn’t have the guts to stand up to Kazan.”91 Kidd himself
wished that Kazan had remained on the sidelines (as would have been cus-
tomary) when it came to the music: “he tried very hard to stage some of
the musical numbers, and I think . . . where it was a realistic number, he
did beautifully. Where it was a highly stylized number like the Minstrel
Show, he was not really in his element. . . . I thought it was too realistic and
required a little more stylization in order to be theatrically correct. It was
only my second show, and I didn’t have the . . . authority to say, Gadge, I
think this is wrong. He was Gadge Kazan, after all.”92 Conversely, Kazan
blamed Weill for insisting on conventional performances of musical num-
bers: “Though we kept saying that this shouldn’t be like other musicals,
Weill wanted the performers down center, down front, facing the audi-
ence for his songs. He was the most traditional of the authors — he wanted
success very badly.”93 But what seemed conventional to Kazan may have
been necessary musically given that Weill knew where the singers would
have to be if they were to be heard without amplification.

Kazan’s genius lay in his ability to “draw performances out of actors
who had some sort of psychological affinity with their roles.”94 Love Life did
not provide many opportunities for that mode of presentation, but Kazan
found psychologically fraught moments wherever he could. In the first
sketch (“The Cooper Family”) — that point of apparent pastoral perfec-
tion from which the family’s trajectory would decline — Kazan stressed the
antagonistic aspects. The townspeople, with George as their spokesman,
have gathered around the new Cooper store out of anxiety-tinged curios-
ity. Kazan considered this “the essential conflict of the scene.” George and
Sam are “big tough independent Americans challenging each other. For-
mal — reserved — almost hostile, strangers not necessarily welcome.” Kazan
wanted Sam to sing “My name is Samuel Cooper” (part of no. 2) with an
attitude of “Go fuck yourself if you don’t like it.”95 The latent tension be-
tween Sam and George was meant to capture in microcosm the historical
situation:

This period, which is immediately after the Revolution, is characterized by
distrust and political friction. The argument was that of states’ rights vs.
Federal rights. The Whiskey Rebellion of 1791 in Pennsylvania, when the
townspeople fought the Federal troops more in protest to government in-
terference than to the Federal tax, typifies their independent attitude. The

people of Mayville probably considered Mayville more important than the
United States. All of this verifies your idea about the townspeople being re-
luctant to accept Samuel Cooper into their community when they first
meet him.96

Kazan invested even minor roles with idiosyncratic characterizations.
George is the man behind whom the people retreat, “making him the
spearhead of the town’s opinion.” Jonathan is “his successor to be,” and
Charlie, “his brown nose.” Kazan also had an eye for sexually charged sit-
uations, even if they were not obviously present in the script. In “The
Cruise,” he suggested that Sylvia Stahlman should play Boylan’s daughter
as “a teen-age girl whom everyone on the boat has laid and keeps laying.”
In the modern-apartment sketch in Part Two (“Radio Night”), he sought
an atmosphere of “neurotic intrigue” and “general dislocation” among the
children, with hints at Oedipus and Electra complexes. Johnny wants to
“unconsciously beat up on the old man” while winning his mother’s sym-
pathy with a feigned illness. Elizabeth, wearing a pair of “neurotic, cat-
like” glasses, exudes “sex — getting Sam on her side.”97

The New York Times announced Boris Aronson’s involvement on 6 June
1948; his 24 June contract stipulated a $5,000 fee plus $100 a week.98 Like
Kazan and Weill, he had been associated with Crawford since the Group
Theatre days. Aronson’s ongoing career as a set designer would provide a
direct link between Love Life and later concept musicals on which he
worked, including Cabaret (1966) and the Sondheim-Prince shows of the
1970s. Aronson’s moderne apartment for the 1948 sketches anticipated his
designs for Sondheim’s Company (1970), while aspects of his decor for
“The Illusion Minstrel Show” resurfaced in the “Loveland” sequence in
Follies (1971). His designs supplement other structural and narrative sim-
ilarities between the finales of Love Life and Follies.99 Indeed, Aronson’s sets
and drops for Love Life were remarkable. The most lavish was the art-deco
set for “The Cruise,” which cost $5,455, or some 11.5% of the total
budget for sets, drops, and painting.100 For the curtains and minimal sets
that the vaudeville acts required, Aronson “followed the vaudeville ap-
proach by designing a variety of sketchy scenes and vaudeville drops, each
making a comment of its own.”101 He created a non-realistic set for “The
Magician,” with Matisse-like cutouts and figures. He adorned the curtain
for “The New Baby” with languorous nudes, even though nothing sensual
is happening in that bedroom. For “My Kind of Night,” he designed a
stylized, vaguely unsettling Victorian house, with the exterior wall removed
stage left of the porch, so that the raucous proceedings inside could be jux-
taposed with an oblivious, somnolent Sam rocking on the porch. The in-
terior wallpaper, gray-green and purple, looks sickly; the painted trees in
the corners oppressive.102 For the locker room, where the men feel more at
ease than they do at home with their wives, Aronson provided another
moderne design, supplemented by an incongruous, folksy sampler bearing
the message “Home is where you find it.” Even the painted backdrops for
scenes performed in “one” could be elaborate and witty. In a nifty metadra-
matic touch, the drop depicting a city street in Part Two featured a theater
billboard advertising Love Life.103

Michael Kidd, who signed on 24 June 1948 for $5,000 plus a 1% roy-
alty, had made his Broadway debut as a choreographer with Finian’s Rain-
bow, which opened on 10 January 1947, the day after Street Scene.104 Kidd
recalled that “The creative team of Alan Lerner, Kurt Weill, and the di-
rector, Elia Kazan, worked very closely together, and most of the decisions
were made jointly. I think they got together to discuss who should we ask
to do the choreography. I assume they had seen Finian’s Rainbow and the
ballet I [had] done and so they decided to ask me to come in and work on
it.”105 Costume designer Lucinda Ballard’s 21 June contract called for a fee
of $1,500 plus $50 a week. By 23 June, conductor Joseph Littau, most re-
cently the music director for Carmen Jones (1943–45) and Carousel (1945–
47), had agreed to conduct.106 (Weill’s longtime friend and associate,
Maurice Abravanel, who had conducted Weill’s five previous Broadway
shows, had recently left New York to become music director of the Utah
Symphony Orchestra.) 
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Soon after the team had been assembled, Crawford wrote Weill to as-
sure him that she had “fallen in love with the show.”107 Years later, however,
she expressed a rather different opinion: “Its theme was fresh, the form un-
usual, the cast exceptional, the settings by Boris Aaronson [sic] delightful.
But it had no heart, no passion. The audience couldn’t get emotionally in-
volved in the marital problems of the couple. And though it was satirical,
it lacked penetrating wit for the most part. Because Kurt’s score served the
style of the writing, it didn’t have the warmth of his best ballads.”108

Crawford accurately budgeted $170,700 for the show (it ended up
costing $168,634.43).109 By the end of April, she had raised $200,000;
the additional funds would cover bonds and out-of-town expenses. The
capitalization of Love Life was the second largest of Weill’s Broadway ca-
reer, after The Firebrand of Florence ($225,000). On 3 May 1948, Cheryl
Crawford and fifty-six investors formed a limited partnership “Dish for the
Gods and Company.” Louis Lotito, the owner of City Playhouses, Inc.,
was the biggest investor at $18,000. He had another vested interest in the
show’s success, for on 14 June, Crawford booked his Forty-Sixth Street
Theatre for Love Life. His business partner, Robert W. Dowling, con-
tributed another $4,000. Finian’s Rainbow, the current occupant, would
close on 1 October.110

By mid-July 1948, the show had a revised script, a mostly orchestrated
score, a production team, financing, a leading lady, and a singing ensem-
ble and a dancing one, for which over seven hundred singers, dancers, ma-
gicians, and trapeze artists had auditioned (the last call for auditions at the
Martin Beck Theatre was on 13 July).111 But it lacked a leading man. The
New York Times reported that “Oddly enough, although rehearsals are
scheduled to get under way on Aug. 9, a male performer to play opposite
Miss Fabray is still to be found.”112 Alfred Drake had considered the role
but chose Kiss Me, Kate instead.113 Not until 19 July did the press announce
that Juilliard-trained operatic baritone Ray Middleton, who had created the
role of Washington Irving in Knickerbocker Holiday, would leave Annie Get
Your Gun for Love Life (despite producers Rodgers and Hammerstein mak-
ing a counteroffer of a salary increase). “I want an aria,” Middleton soon
demanded.114 In fact, he received two new numbers, “I’m Your Man” and
“This Is the Life.”

Non-singing actor Lyle Bettger, recently featured in Norman Krasna’s
hit, John Loves Mary, was hired at $100 a week for the relatively small part
of Bill Taylor, Susan’s potential love interest in “The Cruise.” The seven-
teen-member singing ensemble (nine women, eight men) covered the re-
maining adult roles in the sketches and the choral passages in both the
sketches and the acts.115 Among them was nineteen-year-old Sylvia
Stahlman in her first professional stage appearance; she sang the challeng-
ing coloratura part of Miss Ideal Man in “The Illusion Minstrel Show”
and would go on to have an international operatic career. David Collyer,
a veteran with a string of small roles on Broadway (most recently in
 Allegro), was a well-respected voice instructor. He negotiated Sven’s song
in “The Locker Room” — a tongue-twisting feat in the manner of
“Tschaikowsky (and Other Russians)” in Lady in the Dark. Fabray’s un-
derstudy, Holly Harris, and Middleton’s then girlfriend, Carolyn Maye,
both members of the singing ensemble, sang “Madame Zuzu.” 

A fourteen-member dance ensemble handled Kidd’s choreography.
Arthur Partington and Barbara McCutcheon were the lead dancers, as-
signed the roles of Punch and Judy in the divorce ballet in Part Two (“The
All-American Puppet Ballet”). Melissa Hayden (best known later as Claire
Bloom’s dance double in Charlie Chaplin’s Limelight of 1952) had an im-
portant solo in that number. She left the show prematurely at the end of
October to join the New York Ballet Theatre; Shirley Eckl, one of the orig-
inal dancers in the Bernstein-Robbins Fancy Free, replaced her.

Some of the vaudeville acts required specialty casting. In all the type-
script librettos, Lerner specified that “Economics” and “Susan’s Dream”
should be sung by a “Negro Quartette,” presumably to emulate the style
of such currently popular groups as the Golden Gate Quartet, the Ink
Spots, the Mills Brothers, and the Delta Rhythm Boys. But rather than
casting an existing group, the team drew their quartet from singers who

had appeared in Broadway shows featuring largely Black casts (e.g., The
Hot Mikado, Crawford’s revival of Porgy and Bess, and Our Lan’ ). One of
them, Joseph James, would soon understudy Todd Duncan in Lost in the
Stars. For “Mother’s Getting Nervous,” Crawford hired trapeze star Elly
Ardelty, the “Russian Bird of Paradise.” She had purportedly studied with
Pavlova and had enjoyed a distinguished career in vaudeville, music hall,
and circus, particularly in Paris (at the Folies Bergère and Cirque
Medrano), frequently working with Barbette, the famed aerialist and fe-
male impersonator. At $350 a week, Ardelty commanded the highest salary
in the cast other than Fabray and Middleton. She left after one month to
resume her appearances in the Ringling Brothers Circus, replaced by an-
other Ringling veteran, Elizabeth Gibson, who had already played the part
during the tryouts.

On 3 August, the press announced that the show had acquired a third
featured player: vaudevillian Rex Weber, best known today for having in-
troduced the Depression-era song “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime ?” Weill
was surely aware that he had played the role of Peachum in the short-lived
1933 New York production of The 3-Penny Opera. In Love Life, Weber was
to play four vaudeville parts: the Magician, the Con Man/Interlocutor in
“The Illusion Minstrel Show,” and the Ventriloquist in a reprise of “Eco-
nomics” (no. A11b) originally occupying the slot between Part One’s last
two sketches. This act featured a cuckolded dummy who, the ventriloquist
suggests, would do better with girls if he were more competitive, earned
more money, and feigned disinterest. This advice contradicts what actually
unfolds in “The Cruise,” when Sam is cuckolded (or nearly so) precisely be-
cause he is too engrossed in making money and neglects Susan. Weber
would have played four incarnations of a disquieting figure (Kazan wanted
the Magician to be “a heavenly yet diabolical cur”) who would reappear
throughout the evening, somewhat like Lindorf / Coppélius / Crespel / Daper-
tutto in Offenbach’s The Tales of Hoffmann.116 Weber’s casting was timely,
for rehearsals began on 9 August at the Martin Beck Theatre (another Louis
Lotito enterprise) and the Nola Dance Studios. That day, Kazan told a re-
porter that “Love Life is the most interesting musical play I’ve ever known;
absolutely original and there was never anything quite like it. . . . It will be
the second musical show for me. I hope I can get away with it.”117

iv. Rehearsals, tryouts, and Broadway

Between Ray Middleton’s casting in July 1948 and the New York opening
on 7 October, Love Life went through an astonishing amount of rewriting,
which included adding new numbers, abandoning others, and curtailing or
expanding most of what remained. How it all ended can be reconstructed
from surviving documents. The musical continuity of the orchestral parts
(Im) in their final state — including cuts, paste-ins, inserted leaves, and en-
tirely recopied parts — accords with Tt3, a typescript prepared shortly after
the New York opening.118 The chronology of the changes leading up to
that point is somewhat speculative, but the physical characteristics of Im
remove some of the guesswork. Of its six professional copyists, only John
Costa Coll traveled with the show, and several revisions are entirely in his
hand. In Boston, a local copyist, Harry Silberman, provided last-minute as-
sistance. Irving Schlein, who stayed with the company as rehearsal and pit
pianist (doubling on accordion), extracted parts for revisions or for num-
bers added there (e.g., “Love Song”). (He was not a professional copyist,
and awkward page breaks prompted one disgruntled reed player to write
in his part, “Irving du hast a Kopf wie a Tuchus.”) It is likely, then, that re-
visions for which Schlein extracted parts date from the tryouts. He also or-
chestrated the dance arrangements for nos. 6a, 9a, 10b (mm. 85–160), 19
(except mm. 56–88), and A11a (mm. 35–102).119

Stages of revision documented in Tt2b (Kazan’s working copy of Tt2,
with inserted pages bearing dates ranging from late July to late August
1948), plus various programs, correspondence, and diaries, provide fur-
ther evidence for how the show evolved during the summer of 1948, par-
ticularly with respect to Middleton’s new numbers. Lerner and Weill
drastically revised “The Cruise,” replacing all of its musical content. Tt2b
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eliminates the sketch’s original opening number, “There’s Nothing Left for
Daddy (But the Rhumba)” and replaces it with “I’m Your Man” (no. 12a).
Preserving the rhumba would have made the episode excessively long, and
it would have introduced a diegetic commentary number within a sketch,
thereby breaking the formal pattern established thus far. Weill retained a
dollop of Latin flavor by opening the sketch with a brief arrangement of
“Green-Up Time” as a beguine. Tt2b also shortens Susan’s flirtation with
Bill Taylor by cutting her song “You Understand Me So” (see Appendix)
and eliminating Sam’s simultaneous dalliance with Betty, whose character
disappears. Instead, Tt2b introduces a finaletto (no. 12d, a reprise of “I’m
Your Man”). At this stage, no. 12d included a strophe for the abandoned
Susan bravely putting up a front, but there are no extant musical materi-
als and it disappears in Tt3, a script reflecting the running order of the
New York premiere.

It is not clear exactly when no. 13 was cut, and there could have been
a short period during which a maximal version of “The Cruise” — includ-
ing both “I’m Your Man” and “You Understand Me So”— was being re-
hearsed. Tt2b appears to have contained both numbers at one point (see
Critical Report for no. 13), and the first two tryout programs (N1, N2a)
list nos. 12a, 13, and 16 (“The Locker Room”); the program for the sec-
ond week in Boston (N2b) omits no. 16; that for the final week (N2c) also
omits no. 13. Tryout programs were not always reliable, however, because
of printing schedules. Two pieces of evidence suggest that no. 13 was ac-
tually cut earlier, probably before the New Haven opening. Cheryl Craw-
ford’s production files contain a list of charges for altering sets, including
“the cost of ripping out [the] cabin scene in Cruise unit” and a charge for
rebuilding the steam house in the locker room.”120 This suggests that no. 13
was cut at a time when no. 16 not only was still in the production, but also
was even being restaged. A letter from John F. Wharton (theatrical attor-
ney and member of the Playwrights’ Company) to Weill, dated the day
after the New Haven opening, probably settles the matter regarding no. 13:
“I thought everything ran beautifully up to the New Year’s Eve scene. Here
the theme began to get a little fudged. I am glad you took out the abortive
love affair (although I seem to recall a particularly charming love song
which went out with this), but even so, I did not think the audience was
entirely clear as to just what the scene meant to imply.” Wharton then
went on to suggest that the “locker room” act be thrown “bodily out of the
play.”121 This eyewitness testimony belies the Boston programs, according
to which no. 16 disappeared before no. 13. It may also be relevant that
none of the reviews mentions no. 13.122

Middleton’s other new number, “This Is the Life” (no. 20), first ap-
pears in a typed scenario for the divorce ballet inserted in Tt2b. Earlier
scripts offer only a minimal description: “The All-American Ballet: This
will be a ballet depicting a divorce. The principles [sic] will be SUSAN and
SAM. Near the end, after they have gotten the divorce, they both turn to
exit in opposite directions. Then, a sharply dressed CO[N]-MAN strolls
jauntily on. He is flipping a coin up and down in the air and singing.” The
Con Man’s reprise of “Here I’ll Stay” (which the Edition places at the start
of no. 21a) and his dialogue with the Coopers follow, apparently still using
the ballet set. The curtain then closes and reopens for “The Illusion Min-
strel Show,” which forms a distinct number, both scenically and musically.
The Tt2b scenario, dated 29 July 1948 (a Thursday), offers more details
and a provisional placement for “This Is the Life”:

Section 1: Two lawyers, Sam and Susan set up compromising position.
Lawyer takes kimono out of suitcase. They arrange everything for pho-
tographer who enters with Susan. She says, “That’s my husband.” Sam
and blonde rise from bed. All shake hands — Sam pays everybody off. End:
Sam borrows $5 from Susan.

Section 2: Courtroom scene. A ballet depicting various steps of divorce, in-
cluding waiting in spectator box until preceding case is over. Presentation
of Susan’s case to Judge by lawyer. Lawyer acts it out. Judge reads maga-
zine. Newspapermen who are covering a day in court and are completely
disinterested. etc. etc. etc. (very worried about etc.’s). . . . Anyway it all
ends in divorce granted. Sam pays off everybody again and both are each

given diplomas by judge. Suddenly everybody leaves and Sam and Susan
are left alone.

Section 3: Susan’s busy days. It’s to be clear here that we are suggesting
lapse of time of three or four months. Susan goes home. Dinner sequence
with two children ending with all three staring at Sam’s empty chair. When
they look toward it, lights come up on Sam in hotel room. Song by Sam:
“This is the life.” In middle of song is interpolated a dialogue section be-
tween Susan and the children.

Street Scene: Susan and Sam wander along Avenue of the Americas. The
gloom walks in on cat feet. They meet the con-man who sells them illu-
sions.

Below this, Kazan typed (all in upper case) “Dear Michael: Please work
etceteras over weekend.”

Tt2b includes dialogue for the dinner sequence in “Susan’s Busy Days,”
followed by the lyrics for “This Is the Life.” The ending of the ballet still
seems to have been staged this way in New Haven. Among Aronson’s de-
signs are two insets, representing a dining room and a hotel room, which
were pulled on and off the ballet set. John Wharton’s letter to Weill writ-
ten the day after the New Haven opening notes that “the two vignettes
after the divorce ballet again slowed the play down. With the ballet you go
into symbolism, and I think the attempt to sandwich in these two vignettes
between the ballet and the minstrel show again just fails to come off. I re-
alize that you have got to give Middleton some kind of solo number in the
second act . . . but I think he has an uphill battle in the spot that is given
him.” The creative team evidently agreed in part — they abandoned the vi-
gnettes but preserved “This Is the Life.” Tt2b was revised to eliminate the
dinner sequence, replacing section 3 of the ballet with “A Hotel Room”
now scenically distinct from the ballet and “City Street.” As Table 1 in the
Critical Report shows, it is first listed in the second Boston program (N2b).
Accordingly, Aronson designed a new hotel set for no. 20 and a drop for
the “City Street” so it could be performed in “one” while the hotel set was
switched for “The Illusion Minstrel Show.” Since the drop could be raised
to reveal the final set without a break, Weill welded the Con Man’s reprise
of “Here I’ll Stay” and the minstrel show into a single musical sequence
(no. 21a). Instead of the spoken dialogue that originally separated the two
numbers, the Con Man now tempts Sam and Susan in song, with the min-
strels seamlessly taking it over as the traveler opens. These revisions  resulted
in everything from no. 18 (“Is It Him or Is It Me?”) onward comprising
continuous music, with all dialogue underscored. 

Scant evidence for Kidd’s solution to the “etceteras” that worried Kazan
has survived. Kidd recalled the ballet’s prologue, in which “a floozy with an
overdone blonde wig” established grounds for divorce. For the courtroom
scene, he came up with a “very stylized version of the dancers behaving
like puppets in a Punch and Judy show.” Thanks to Kidd’s recollections,
the programs (which divide the ballet into sections), and the cues in Irv-
ing Schlein’s scores (Fh and Pm-Sch), it is possible to reconstruct a plau-
sible scenario (see Critical Report). Weill drafted the “Prologue” using
repurposed passages from The River Is Blue and Die sieben Todsünden
(“Faulheit”); Schlein’s arrangement omits the latter. The “Lawyer’s Dance”
that opens the courtroom episode was at first borrowed from Der Kuh-
handel (“Das Erlebnis im Café”), but the definitive version (the only sec-
tion of the ballet that Weill orchestrated) incorporates part of the cut
“Hollywood Dream” from Lady in the Dark, also used in “Ho, Billy O!”
Melissa Hayden (half of a “Flighty Pair”) danced to the “Barbarischer
Marsch” from Die Bürgschaft.123 The rest of the ballet derives from “Green-
Up Time” and “Economics.” 

Part One, Sketch ii (“The Farewell”) changed radically in the weeks
preceding the New Haven performances. Tt2b and corresponding revi-
sions to Fh show the authors continuing the process of making Sam and
Susan more sympathetic. To that end, they restored “I Remember It Well,”
which now segues directly into “Green-Up Time.” Sam no longer refuses
to attend the party: in fact, he hosts it, even though “those dances some-
times last until morning.” Thus, “Green-Up Time” became a production
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number. Michael Kidd recalled that “‘Green-Up Time’ was . . . a song il-
lustrative of that feeling of America greening, that ebullient, buoyant, joy-
ful, optimistic, innocent feeling. . . . I tried many different ways of doing
that particular dance, and none of them seemed to have any life to them
until finally I said, try it in the polka form, and suddenly it became alive.”
That the polka did not exist in 1821 did not matter. Kidd was not trying
to recreate “authentic folk dances . . . because the songs weren’t authentic
folk songs either”: they were either “comments on the period” or else a
“theatricalization” of it that merely “had a feel as if they occurred during
that period.”124 As Kazan put it, “The Era of Good Feelings is a conven-
ient historical fact for the spirit of ‘Green-Up Time’.”125 In its definitive ver-
sion, “Green-Up Time” stands as a valediction to a form of life on the brink
of extinction. (In Aronson’s design, a new backdrop showing smokestacks
belching black fumes where a pastoral landscape had once stood was all
that differed between the 1791 and the 1821 sets.) Weill’s setting of the
song’s refrain, with its turn to the minor in its second subphrase, neatly en-
capsulates the ambivalence of the moment. Weill had repeatedly promised
Lerner — who did not want “two thousand years of Jewish misery” creep-
ing into “Green-Up Time”— an “all-major song,” but he used modal mix-
ture anyway.126 These portents of troubled times ahead notwithstanding,
Sam and Susan have been given a respite.

The staging of “Mother’s Getting Nervous” (no. 9) likewise became
progressively more elaborate in rehearsal. Lerner’s text is something of a
pastiche. In the idiom of an end-of-the-century waltz, a trio of children
wonder why Mother is nervous. The situation recalls a parodistic song in
3/4 that the Whiffenpoofs had recorded the previous year, “Daddy Is a
Yale Man,” where children also wonder “What’s got into Mother?”
Whether or not Weill or Lerner knew it, no. 9 is stylistically similar. The
trapeze act might have suggested yet another waltz in that vein, “The Dar-
ing Young Man on the Flying Trapeze,” to which the second episode in
the dominant key (mm. 120ff.) bears a superficial melodic resemblance.
This episode also alludes musically to the 1908 hit “Take Me Out to the
Ball Game,” a fitting intertextual reference since that song was something
of a feminist statement when it first appeared (the person who wants to be
taken out to the ball game is a “baseball mad” young lady who not only at-
tends games but also argues with umpires in a most unladylike fashion). In
the first episode (mm. 71–88), Lerner spoofs the lyrics of the maudlin song
by lyricist Howard Johnson and composer Theodore Morse (1915),
“M–O–T–H–E–R, a Word That Means the World to Me,” one regularly
trotted out on Mother’s Day in twentieth-century America. Weill does not
cite that song but does switch to its duple meter. Before the tryouts, Schlein
added a dance break titled “Foxtrot (Kronk),” kronk being an old jazz term
for “corny.” This choice of idiom reinforces the spoofing of old-time, sen-
timental popular songs.127

A sudden casting change required last-minute revisions. On 2 Sep-
tember, the day before the company decamped to New Haven, the press
announced Rex Weber’s departure from the production.128 Robert Strauss,
best remembered as Stanislaus “Animal” Kuzawa in Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17
(1953), replaced him as the Con Man / Interlocutor and was billed as a
featured player in the New Haven program (N1) and the first two Boston
ones (N2a, N2b). For reasons unknown, he, too, soon dropped out. From
27 September on, chorus member Victor Clarke took over these roles, but
without featured billing. The ventriloquist act disappeared; no. A11a, a
reprise of “Progress” augmented with a soft-shoe dance evolution, replaced
it in New Haven and Boston. For the New York opening, no. A11a was
replaced in turn by “Love Song,” when that number was moved from its
original location in Part Two. Jules Racine, the assistant stage manager and
chorus member, temporarily took the part of the Magician (and he re-
mained the understudy for it). In New York, Jay Marshall, a popular pro-
fessional magician, took over. In fact, Marshall had tried out earlier for
the show, lost out to Weber, but was hired to design the levitation and
sawing-woman-in-half tricks. Being left-handed, he built them accord-
ingly, which apparently accounted for some of his predecessors’ prob-
lems.129 Although Marshall was also a ventriloquist, that act was not

restored. He bicycled to his engagement at the Village Vanguard jazz club
directly following his four-minute appearance (for which he received $175
a week, making him the highest paid cast member per minute). “Maybe
I don’t get to stop the show, but I sure as hell get to start it,” he quipped.130

The casting disarray derailed the plan of having the Magician provide
unity across vaudeville acts.

Beginning on 3 September, the production moved to New Haven. The
sets were installed on the 4th and 5th, the orchestra arrived on the 6th,
and the company, on the 7th. Following rehearsals in the Taft Hotel ball-
room and the Shubert Theatre, Love Life opened on Thursday 9 Septem-
ber for a four-performance run, including a matinee on the 11th. The show
then moved to Boston for a three-week engagement (twenty-four per-
formances) at the Shubert Theatre there, beginning on 13 September; this
was part of a subscription series under the auspices of the American The-
atre Society and the Theatre Guild. For Lerner, it was a chance to reunite
with one of the opening-night attendees, his Choate and Harvard class-
mate, Congressman John F. Kennedy.131 Reviews in both towns were gen-
erally favorable, and the critics were quick to recognize the show’s original
format. Of the four major New Haven reviews (Billboard, Variety, the New
Haven Journal-Courier, and the New Haven Register) and the five major
Boston dailies (the Globe, Herald, Post, Traveler, and Christian Science Mon-
itor), only three were mostly negative: those from the Register, Herald, and
Traveler. As would be the case in New York, Weill’s score came off well, de-
spite caveats about its dearth of catchy ballads: “Mr. Weill’s music is solid
and clever from light to serious mood, but of easily whistlable [sic] tunes
there are few.”132

The most enthusiastic critic was Elliot Norton, a consistent admirer of
Weill, who deemed Love Life “the most mature musical the American stage
has yet produced.” He predicted that, like Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Al-
legro, it would “create controversy and perhaps indignation.” The show’s ex-
perimental aspects (“it uses some of the old conventional show techniques
to unconventional ends”) were cause for celebration.133 In contrast, Elinor
Hughes felt that “the overall effect is one of too much attempted, a broken
narrative line, and more symbolism and commentary than people, story
and music.” She understood the form well enough: “Love Life is a com-
plicated and uneven combination of musical play, problem play, and
straight vaudeville, with the latter designed to explain each serious or mu-
sical interlude before it arrives.” But she nonetheless considered the inter-
ludes “somewhat distracting and though their purpose is reasonably clear,
they do tend to confuse the action and their connection to the story is not
always well motivated.”134

As would happen in New York, much came down to whether a critic
found “broken narrative” lines intellectually stimulating, confusing, or per-
haps both, as the report on the New Haven performance in Variety seemed
to suggest:

First thing to be noted about Love Life is its original pattern. It’s an out-
standing example of how far musicals have progressed since the hackneyed
books that concluded Act One with some vapid situation, the obvious so-
lution of which at that point would have obviated the need for Act Two.

As a matter of fact, staging of play [sic] is so unorthodox it stumbles
over its own originality in getting off on a somewhat nebulous foot . . .
which . . . makes necessary too much retroactive thinking to catch up with
proceedings as the story moves on.135

Even sympathetic reviewers thought that the show needed pruning. In
New Haven, the curtain came down at 11:45 P.M.136 Lerner recalled that
“Max Anderson, Elmer Rice and Moss Hart, among other friends, came
up. . . . Opinions ran the gamut from ‘I don’t think you can fix this’ to ‘I’m
sure you can fix it’.”137 Boris Aronson sensed that the show was a harbin-
ger of things to come, though “it would take twenty years” for its formal
innovations to be accepted. But Hart was skeptical: “Of course the show
needs integration.”138 He thought they had two different plays: “The first
act was a satire and in the second act satire was abandoned and the play was
solved realistically.”139
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Hart’s critique — or Lerner’s memory of it — does not stand up under
scrutiny. There is plenty of satire in Part Two, and “The Illusion Minstrel
Show” could scarcely be said to solve anything “realistically.” The show was
very much about questioning the opposition of “illusion” and “reality”—
two words that crop up repeatedly in the script — and the formal structure,
separating and then dissolving the boundary between “sketch” and “act,”
functioned as a metaphor of that overall theme. “Integration” was not the
goal but something to be questioned. But if even Hart failed to appreciate
this, perhaps there was indeed a problem. As Lerner wrote shortly after the
Broadway premiere, “practically every scene in the play was rewritten” be-
tween the openings in New Haven and New York, “and three completely
new scenes were added.”140 In Boston, “all attempts were made to unify the
style. When heaviness could be avoided, things were lightened.”141

In the interest of lightening things up, the team replaced Part Two’s
first sketch, the rather dark “A Ticket to the Fight,” with the lighter “Radio
Night.” In both sketches, the Coopers have evolved into a two-income
household; each begins with Sam dealing with the children on his own
and leads to a crisis after Susan’s return home. In the former sketch, the
children spy on their parents and turn them further against each other.
This “neurotic intrigue among the kids” (Kazan’s note in Tt2b) illustrates
the advanced social dysfunction foreshadowed in the madrigal “Ho, Billy
O!” that opens the act. Johnny is a mama’s boy who resents his father.
Meanwhile, being her father’s pet does not stop Elizabeth from trying to
win her mother’s favor by framing Sam. She plants false evidence that Sam
lied about attending a boxing match the previous night, and Susan assumes
that Sam is having an affair (“Because you’re a man and you’ve got to have
a woman, and you sure never come to me”). Sam storms out, leaving a re-
gretful Susan to sing her torch song, “Is It Him or Is It Me?” The sketch
and preceding madrigal had apparently been inspired by events from
Lerner’s childhood: 

Every Friday night my father went to the prize fights at the Madison
Square Garden. . . . I should have said almost every Friday night, for on
many occasions his taste for combat drew him to other, more quilted are-
nas. . . . One Saturday morning, my father later told me, as he was prepar-
ing to go to the office, two things happened that had never happened
before during his entire married life. The first was that while he was dress-
ing my mother woke up. The second was that as she opened her eyes she
said: “Who won the fight?” Alas, that Friday happened to have been one
of the nights that my father’s ringside seat was empty. I do not remember
who fought in the main bout, but will call them Smith and Jones. My fa-
ther, taking a chance, said: “Smith.” My mother turned over and went
back to sleep. My father went into the dining room and opened the New
York Times to the sports page. Jones had won. . . . By the time my mother
fully awakened, my father and all that was his were gone. As he later ex-
plained to me, it seemed the only sensible thing to do. . . . It avoided a
great deal of noise and he would have ended up at the Waldorf anyhow.142

After that, Lerner’s mother would sometimes slap him for the same reasons
cited by the madrigal’s hapless narrator: “My father used to stay away, /
With home he’d never bother. / And Mother hit me twice a day / Because
I looked like Father.”143

“Radio Night” finds the family in an equally dysfunctional state, with
Sam and Susan sleeping in separate bedrooms. But the crisis emerges
merely from heated bickering over which radio program to listen to; it all
becomes moot when the radio breaks down. “Is It Him or Is It Me?” was
relocated to a new sketch, “Farewell Again.” Sam moves into a hotel, his
leave-taking prompting a heart-wrenching reprise of “I Remember It Well.”
The curtain falls on a desolate Susan singing her torch song.144 The comic
and somber aspects of “A Ticket to the Fight” were disaggregated into two
distinct sketches, temporarily separated by a new vaudeville act featuring
a hobo (see Table 1 in Critical Report). The vagabond whose “Love Song”
goes unheard belongs to the succession of sad-but-sage clowns and tramps
who had long populated vaudeville. Weill and Lerner wrote “Love Song”
on 14–15 September (just after the Boston opening), while Crawford flew
to New York to audition nightclub and radio singer Johnny Thompson,

whom she and Weill had recalled hearing at the Savoy-Plaza Hotel.145

Thompson signed for $200 a week. Weill then rewrote the last part of
“The Illusion Minstrel Show,” replacing sixteen measures of underscored
dialogue with a climactic reprise of “Love Song” to mark that moment
when Sam persuades Susan to join him in negotiating the precarious path
— symbolized by a high-wire act — toward a reconciliation based on real-
istic rather than romanticized expectations (see Plate 6).146 The new end-
ing incorporated at least two of Kazan’s suggestions: first, that after “Mr.
Right,” Sam should take the lead in questioning Miss Ideal Man and the
other girls (“if Sam does this it means he loves Sue and wants her”); and
second, that something more should be said about two people making a
marriage work.147

To shorten the show, the creative team had removed two numbers by
20 September: “Susan’s Dream” and “The Locker Room.”148 At least one
New Haven critic had suggested that the “locker room” act be cut, as had
John Wharton, who in his letter to Weill expressed his conviction that the
number had failed to “come off ”: “you abandon the technique of using
vaudeville acts to explain the coming scene; you jump from symbolism to
reality, and back to symbolism without warning.” The surreal alternation
of genre-specific registers (realistic plot elements, a commentary choral
number, and slapstick comedy) apparently did not go over well. Sam’s ap-
pearance breached the hitherto rigorously maintained division between
“sketches” and “acts,” which may explain why Wharton found the num-
ber confusing.149

Eliminating “Susan’s Dream” seems to have been a tougher decision.
Maxwell Anderson reports in his diary seeing the show on the 25th, when
the number had apparently already been cut, and discussing “Susan’s
Dream” with Weill and Lerner the next day.150 But “Susan’s Dream” was
part of an act that already had a number, “Economics,” commenting un-
ambiguously on the following sketch. It was less obvious how “Susan’s
Dream” prepared “The New Baby,” and two back-to-back numbers per-
formed in “one” slowed the progression of the plot. The alteration of its
order number in Im suggests that “Susan’s Dream” may have been tem-
porarily relocated to the much-contested slot between “My Kind of Night”
and “The Cruise” that had previously been occupied first by a reprise of
“Economics,” and then by one of “Progress” ending with a soft-shoe rou-
tine. By the time the show opened in New York, “Love Song,” with re-
vised lyrics referring to the Prohibition-era setting of “The Cruise,” had
been moved to this position. This in turn meant relocating “Ho, Billy O!”
from the opening of Part Two to the spot between the “Radio Night”
sketch and the “Farewell Again” one. 

As the Boston tryouts wound down, the Forty-Sixth Street Theatre was
doing brisk business in advance sales — $350,000 by 6 October.151 Just be-
fore the opening, Weill wrote an entr’acte, replacing utilities of “Here I’ll
Stay” and “Green-Up Time” by Chappell house arranger Walter Paul. To
save time, Weill incorporated most of Paul’s “Here I’ll Stay” arrangement,
but added his own violin countermelody (see Plate 4).152 After the 7 Oc-
tober opening, the show’s content stabilized for about five months, at
which point the “Farewell Again” sketch disappeared, including “Is It Him
or Is It Me?” as well as the reprise of “I Remember It Well” (“too tragic,”
Lerner recalled).153

Lerner and Weill were well aware that their show’s experimental nature
might puzzle audiences, and they had already tried to forestall confusion
with articles, interviews, and their prefatory program note.154 Then, four
days before the New York opening, a skit appeared in the Sunday New York
Times in which they explained their concept to a prospective ticket
buyer:155

MAN: Pardon me. Do either of you know anything about this show?
LERNER: Yes, we saw it in New Haven.
MAN: What is it? I am a little confused. It says here on the sign it’s a
vaudeville.
WEILL: That’s right, it is.
MAN: You mean it has vaudeville acts?
WEILL: Lots of them.
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MAN: That’s fine. Then I don’t have to worry about following a plot.
That’s a relief.
LERNER: No. There’s a plot.
MAN: I thought you said it was a vaudeville.
LERNER: It’s a vaudeville with a plot.
MAN: How does that work?
WEILL: Well, the sketches and the vaudeville acts have a continuity and
supplement each other.

Weill goes on to summarize the narrative and the idea behind the show
concluding that “You see, it’s very simple.” But confusion still reigns:

MAN: What holds it together?
LERNER: Vaudeville.
. . . 
MAN: . . . Is it like a lot of little plays strung together?
WEILL: Not exactly. One sketch is a musical play, one is an American bal-
lad, one is a straight comedy, one is satire, one is danced, one is musical
comedy, one is dramatic. All different styles.
MAN: How do they all fit together?
LERNER: With vaudeville.
WEILL: Isn’t that simple?
MAN: No. You mean it all has a form?
WEILL: Yes, in a formless way.

Throughout the grueling process of revision, Weill maintained an out-
wardly insouciant demeanor. Lerner said that “Kurt was the most un-
crumbling man . . . (at periods like this strong men crumble). The director
gets a bad cold, the producer finds business in New York, everybody dis-
appears.” But he sensed that “Kurt’s quietness was only on the surface. He
was an exposed nerve.”156 Writing to Madeleine Milhaud on 17 October,
Weill summed up the ordeal: 

It was terribly hard work because we had to change a great deal, and every
time we changed something I had to sit up at night and orchestrate. . . .
The opening of “Love Life” was quite an experience. In Boston we had a
very bad première and lots of things were wrong with the show. But the
next morning we had wonderful notices and the show was practically sold
out for 3 weeks. In New York we had the most enthousiastic [sic ] opening
night I’ve ever seen and the play was in excellent condition. Next morn-
ing the 2 important papers (Times and Tribune) were negative about the
play (although they liked the music). Although most of the other papers
were excellent, we were not sure if we [would] outlive those bad notices.
But the play has become the most discussed theater evening of the season.
It has been sold out since the opening, the audiences love it and I think it
has a good chance to survive.157

He wrote almost the same to his parents on the same day, adding that the
usual frenzy had intensified because of the show’s experimental quality:

This time it was especially hard because I tried out an entirely new form
of theater, a new mixture of various elements, and as always when one at-
tempts something new, we had no way of knowing how effective the dif-
ferent parts of the work would prove with the public before actually
performing it in front of an audience. As a result, when we opened in New
Haven, we discovered that several parts that had seemed promising to us
were not very effective, and vice versa. This meant that already before the
opening in Boston, we had to make changes within a few days’ time. . . .
But despite its being a lot of work, it was a lot of fun because I had excel-
lent collaborators — a first-class librettist and America’s best director — so
that the work could always carry on harmoniously and without any tiffs.
On top of that we all lived in a wonderful hotel with good food service.158

The preceding July, Crawford had calculated that in order to break
even, the production would have to earn a weekly gross slightly exceeding
$25,000, based on the theater owner receiving his minimum share; that
figure was revised to $27,000 once the production had been running for
a couple of months.159 Buoyed by advance sales and theater parties, re-
ceipts at first exceeded this point handsomely. Press agent Wolfe Kaufman
announced a $39,900 gross for the first full week, which he claimed was

$200 above capacity with standees. But because of certain costs associated
with the early performances (such as “special rehearsal pay” and intense
advertising), profits that week amounted to only $4,087.12.160 As adver-
tising and other initial costs were reduced, profits reached a high of
$7,033.78 on a $38,000 gross in Week 8 (ending 27 November). Had re-
ceipts continued at that level, Love Life could have amortized its investment
by Week 30. By the end of Week 10, Weill had earned a respectable
$16,041.19 in royalties.161 But Daily Variety made the right call on 8 Oc-
tober when it predicted that “it will do fair business for a spell, but it may
never recoup its $200,000 investment.” Sure enough, a sharp drop in at-
tendance precipitated losses beginning in Week 11, with receipts dipping
below the minimum in Week 12 (ending on Christmas day). Variety cited
cold weather and the usual holiday slump as mitigating factors. Although
receipts did surge to $33,500 in Week 13, thanks to a top New Year’s Eve
ticket price of $8.40 (the 100th performance, as it happened), the team
recognized this as a temporary respite and agreed on 3 January 1949 to a
cut in royalties from 12% to 8%.162 Thanks to this expedient, plus Sun-
day evening performances in Weeks 15 and 16, and further cuts in royal-
ties to 4.5% beginning with Week 15 and then to 2.25% beginning with
Week 17, the show continued posting modest weekly profits. But from
Week 19 onward, receipts rose above the minimum only during Easter
week, despite a final cut in royalties to $150 and a reduction of approxi-
mately 15% to the salaries of the cast and stage manager. In short, the
show never recovered from that first downward turn in December. Lotito,
who allowed Love Life to continue despite the stop clause, diagnosed the
situation in an interview on 27 January: “We always have that big drop just
before Christmas and there’s always that reaction after New Year’s. It’s then
that the weak sisters have to go. The unhealthy thing about the whole sit-
uation is that a play running along to fine grosses has to close because of
high operating costs.”163

Did Lerner and Weill really hope that cutting the “Farewell Again”
sketch in February would turn things around? It must have been clear by
Christmas that Love Life would no longer be financially viable without sac-
rifices being made. On 29 December, responding to Abravanel’s interest in
mounting a summer performance in Salt Lake City, Weill wrote that the
orchestra material would be available because the show “will close some
time before summer.”164 Cast members were making other plans. On 29
January, the New York Times announced that Nanette Fabray would go
into Morton Gould’s The Pursuit of Happiness (styled Arms and the Girl
when it opened on 2 February 1950) after her contract with Love Life
ended on 1 June. Lyle Bettger left the cast to play Barbara Stanwyck’s vil-
lainous boyfriend in the film No Man of Her Own; chorus member Evans
Thornton took over Bettger’s role for the last seven weeks. Love Life closed
on 14 May 1949 after 252 performances, with the limited partners re-
couping only 26% of their investment.

The mixed New York reviews had undoubtedly contributed to the sud-
den but then steady decline in box-office receipts after ten weeks, once the
show was no longer benefiting from advance sales. A second contributing
factor was the Petrillo Ban of 1948 and the nearly concurrent ASCAP em-
bargo, which took off the table the two principal ways to promote the
show: the release of an original-cast album and the broadcasting of record-
ings on national radio networks. Of all the musicals that premiered in
1948, only two managed original-cast recordings. Eleven numbers from
the revue, Inside U.S.A. (music by Arthur Schwartz and lyrics by Howard
Dietz), had been recorded on 31 December 1947, the day before the ban
took effect. Kiss Me, Kate opened 30 December 1948, two weeks after the
ban was lifted, and was then recorded on 19 January 1949. There had ev-
idently been some hope that a substantial amount of Love Life could be
recorded just in time: on 25 November 1947, Cheryl Crawford’s general
manager, John Yorke, announced that “it was quite possible that the score
would be ready for recording before Dec. 31.”165 But unlike Inside U.S.A.,
Love Life had not advanced enough for a substantially complete record-
ing: the show had not been cast, and Weill had orchestrated none of the
numbers. By the end of the year, Weill did produce neatly written piano-
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vocal scores for nos. 3, 6, and 13 (collectively, Vh1) for ozalid reproduction,
the first two numbers bearing a non-holograph 1947 copyright notice.
With their meticulous ink notation, they are of the same quality as the
holographs Weill would typically prepare as masters for piano-vocal re-
hearsal materials. Although the entire score was not ready, Weill presum-
ably chose the three numbers that he thought had the strongest
commercial prospects and prepared fair copies from which band leaders
could create arrangements. Indeed, Buddy Clark and Sammy Kaye both
recorded “Here I’ll Stay” and “Green-Up Time” in advance of the record-
ing strike; the discs were released in September 1948, shortly before the
New York opening.166

Chappell seems to have done a good job, despite all obstacles, in plug-
ging songs for live performance on radio. Weill said that it was “The only
time in all my years with Chappell’s that I got a real full-fledged exploita-
tion of a score.”167 “Here I’ll Stay” did particularly well, reaching the no. 2
spot in Variety on 3 November 1948, the only Broadway song among the
top twenty-five. There were several live performances on popular radio
shows, such as those hosted by Perry Como (27 October) and Arthur God-
frey (25 November). On 18 November, members of the cast appeared on
ABC radio performing selections for Theatre USA, a show sponsored by
U.S. Army and Air Force recruiting services with the cooperation of the
American National Theater and Academy (ANTA). Love Life also bene-
fited from the new medium of television: Nanette Fabray appeared twice
on the CBS show Toast of the Town (soon to become known as the Ed
 Sullivan Show), singing “Green-Up Time” on 19 December 1948 and
“Mr. Right” on 16 January 1949 (only the latter used Weill’s orchestra-
tion). Weill himself appeared on NBC’s The Swift Show on 31 March
1949, accompanying soprano Martha Wright singing a refrain of “Here
I’ll Stay” in a duet with the show’s host, Lanny Ross.168

Between 5 August and 29 December 1948, Chappell published eight se-
lections from Love Life in sheet-music format in the following order: “Here
I’ll Stay,” “Green-Up Time,” “Susan’s Dream,” “Economics,” “Mr. Right,”
“Is It Him or Is It Me?,” “Love Song,” and “This Is the Life” (Ae). It also
published “Here I’ll Stay” and “Green-Up Time” in dance arrangements by
Jack Mason. Sales were modest: in the six months ending 31 December,
Weill earned royalties of $514.78, at two cents a copy, against a $2,500 ad-
vance from Chappell.169 The decision to print “This Is the Life,” a long aria
almost entirely devoid of functional harmonic progressions, was particu-
larly courageous, since it was obviously not destined for popular consump-
tion. Weill seems to have taken particular care in preparing this number for
publication, for unlike the other sheet-music offerings, “This Is the Life” in-
cludes subtleties of tempo and expression absent in Vh. (Indeed, it is the
only portion of Ae upon which the Edition draws substantively.)

Love Life had to contend not just with its mixed critical reception and
limited promotion, but also with stiff competition. The previous season’s
High Button Shoes was still playing to capacity audiences and would close
on 2 July 1949 after 727 performances. Annie Get Your Gun, which cele-
brated its 1000th performance the night Love Life opened, would close on
12 February. Another holdover, Inside U.S.A., played through 19 February.
At first, the only new show to provide serious competition was Where’s
Charley?, which opened five days after Love Life and lasted two seasons.
Forays onto Broadway by Heitor Villa-Lobos (Magdalena) and Benjamin
Britten (The Rape of Lucretia) fizzled after 88 and 23 performances, re-
spectively. Sigmund Romberg’s career ended with My Romance (95 per-
formances, opening on 19 October). But starting on 13 November, Bobby
Clark packed them in as the hapless first gentleman to female president
Irene Rich in As the Girls Go (with music by Jimmy McHugh); noted es-
pecially for its chorus of leggy beauties, it was very much the traditional
sort of Broadway offering that Love Life was not, and it lasted for 414 per-
formances. Then on 30 December 1948 and 7 April 1949, respectively,
Kiss Me, Kate and South Pacific began their long runs.170 The former won
the Tony Award, and the latter, the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award,
in each case for best musical of 1949. Love Life won just one award: a Tony
for Nanette Fabray.

III. Reception

i. Comparisons and connections

Reviews of the premiere abound with comparisons between Love Life and
three recent plays: Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth (1942), Moss
Hart’s Christopher Blake (1946), and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Allegro
(1947). For example, Cyrus Durgin in the Boston Globe (14 September
1948) warned that “This is a show bound to arouse diverse opinion, for it
is at once sentiment and acid satire, serious and gay, reality and fantasy, and
touched over with something of the moral preachment of Christopher Blake
and Allegro. But most people will agree on one point: the knowing show-
manship and theatrical flair with which it is done.” John Lardner in the
New York Star described Love Life’s plot as “roughly speaking . . . The Skin
of Our Teeth . . . set to music.”171

Love Life recalled Christopher Blake mainly because both deal with di-
vorce. But they also share a modular structure, with Hart’s play unfolding
very much like Lady in the Dark minus the music. Christopher Blake is
about a boy who cannot make up his mind when a judge asks him with
which parent he would prefer to live. Realistic scenes set in the judge’s
chamber alternate with vignettes enacting the boy’s fevered daydreams —
wish-fulfillment dreams of reconciliation, revenge fantasies, and night-
mares of abandonment. As he did for Lady in the Dark, set designer
Harry Horner used revolving stages to accommodate the protagonist’s
shifting in and out of reveries, although this time the device seems to
have fallen flat.172

Comparisons to The Skin of Our Teeth were prompted by the non-aging
of the Antrobus family and their maid Sabina over several historical epochs
juxtaposed in absurdist fashion (the Ice Age somehow unfolds in suburban
New Jersey). Weill admired Wilder, and in the mid-1940s he entertained
the possibility of a collaboration, noting that William Saroyan, Thornton
Wilder, and Paul Osborn “are the guys to work with.”173 Love Life prompted
Cheryl Crawford’s suggestion that Weill should base an opera on Our
Town, with which it also shares some traits.174 But the differences between
Love Life and The Skin of Our Teeth are no less crucial than their com-
monalities. Wilder manipulates time in order to celebrate the persistence
with which humans remake their world over and over in the wake of ca-
tastrophe. Love Life, in contrast, does not really celebrate anything. In-
stead, it exposes tensions between socio-economic “progress” and human
relations, sometimes with grim humor, sometimes with pathos, thereby
encouraging reflection on this dialectic without offering solutions. Like
Sam and Susan on their tightrope, Love Life leaves us in the air. 

By the time Allegro opened on 10 October 1947, Weill had almost fin-
ished sketching Part One of Love Life in its Tt1 guise. But on 6 Septem-
ber he had attended a tryout performance of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s
new show in New Haven. Might it have influenced Lerner and Weill? At
least one critic assumed that to be the case: “The first half of the evening
is a little better than the second. . . . There were some evidences that Alle-
gro was not entirely out of mind during the composition of this part.”175

Although Weill saw Allegro over a month after he and Lerner had settled
on their show’s theme and structure, he could also have learned something
about Rodgers and Hammerstein’s plans just from gossip. Indeed, in light
of Weill’s well-documented sense of rivalry with Rodgers, some scholars
have been tempted to read Love Life as an effort to best his competitor.176

Regardless of whether Allegro had any effect on Love Life’s genesis, it cer-
tainly had an effect on its reception, and not always for the better, for
 Allegro had not been a hit (it closed on 10 July 1948 after 315 perform-
ances).177 “A sort of Allegro stretched out across two centuries” and “the
flavor of an anemic Allegro” were two unenthusiastic descriptions of Love
Life.178 After calling Love Life “a brave experiment,” Elinor Hughes went on
to complain that

Last season’s Allegro and this year’s Love Life give me the distinct impres-
sion that our successful writers of musical plays, dissatisfied with present-
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ing the public with shows whose object is to entertain rather than to pro-
vide social comment or point a moral, are seeking to find a new form of
expression in the guise of a song and dance entertainment. It is also ap-
parent, from the sharp division of opinion on the merits of Allegro and the
heated word battles now raging over Love Life that the public is by no
means of one mind in the matter.179

Elliot Norton opened his positive review of Love Life with a similar com-
parison: “Like last season’s Allegro, which delighted some of us and infuri-
ated others, Love Life will create controversy and perhaps some indignation.
For it uses some of the old conventional show techniques for unconven-
tional ends; and it even points a moral.”

Hughes and Norton inaugurated a tendency for critics to mention Al-
legro and Love Life in the same breath, eventually in connection with com-
peting claims over the origins of the concept musical. Harold Prince would
assert flat out that “Love Life and Allegro were the first concept musicals.”180

Stephen Sondheim linked the two shows when describing the experimen-
tal aspects of his own Company (1970): “Company is overtly experimental,
in that it’s an attempt to blend the revue and the book forms, although
you could say that Weill and Lerner’s Love Life had that in it, too. . . . If Love
Life or Allegro had been smash hits, the musical theatre might very well
have accelerated in terms of experimentation.”181

Yoked though they may be in the present historiography of musical
theater, Allegro and Love Life are very different plays. Despite its innovative
staging, Allegro is more conventional, and very much of the psychological
type that Weill often bemoaned. Hammerstein used a singing chorus “to
interpret the mental and emotional reactions of the principal characters,
after the manner of a Greek chorus,” as he stated in the published li-
bretto.182 Although the protagonist was meant to represent an Everyman,
Hammerstein aimed at inducing a strong affective connection between au-
dience and character: “Complete dependence must be placed on one’s ef-
forts to interest an audience in a group of characters, and interest them to
such a degree that they will care about the smallest things that happen to
them — everyday things, untheatrical things.”183 The commentary num-
bers in Love Life, in contrast, do not reflect the characters’ inner being but,
rather, invite us to interpret episodes in the Coopers’ lives in the context
of broader historical developments, and to adopt a critically distant attitude
in doing so. By constantly interrupting the Coopers’ story, the vaudevillians
impede emotional involvement of the kind that Hammerstein sought to
arouse. 

ii. Critical reception of the Broadway production

Theater historian John Gassner’s account (January 1949) of the original
production of Love Life was the only one that assessed the show from the
perspective of Weill’s career as a whole. He interpreted it as an “epic”
Lehrstück that gestured toward a non-realistic theater better equipped to ad-
dress contemporary problems than the more conventionally unified (read
“integrated”) realistic drama:

Of all the plays produced this season, it is a musical comedy, Love Life,
that commends itself as a contribution to the advance of theatrical art —
in spite of the possibility of registering dissatisfaction with it both as con-
tinuous entertainment or finished artistry. The book and lyrics by Alan
Jay Lerner and the score by the renowned Kurt Weill are crudely joined and
have a roughness of surface that drew a mixed press and that would have
normally spelled disaster on Broadway. That Love Life has managed to hold
its own at the Forty-Sixth Street Theatre is due in part to its dealing with
the very viable subject of marriage in the United States. . . . But I should
like to suggest that Love Life exerts a fascination of form and technique,
too. . . .

Love Life is subtitled “a vaudeville,” and a touch of that virtually extinct
genre is present. Actually, this musical comedy is a chronicle and leans to-
ward the Cavalcade type of drama, but with a difference, since both its
vaudeville and chronicle character are in the service of the kind of docu-
mentary and pedagogic drama that used to be called a Lehrstueck in Ger-
many. . . . 

The “learning play,” more broadly called “epic drama” by its German
founders Berthold [sic ] Brecht and the director Erwin Piscator, is the one
stage form of our century which can combine vaudeville, chronicle, and
musical comedy techniques in an amalgam suitable for the expression of
important modern ideas. It is, in a sense, the drama of the future, if the fu-
ture is to continue and extend sociological trends in the arts — or at least
our general concern with the complexities of social and economic ma-
chinery.

What Lerner and Weill, who was identified with Brecht’s work in Ger-
many, have done is to compose a sort of sociology of marriage, emphasiz-
ing the effect of the industrial age and economic pressures, including
women’s entry into the business world. “Economics,” says the musical, is
“tough on love,” and this is a far cry from the sentimental celebrations of
love and romance indigenous to musical comedy even at its best, as in
Show Boat, Oklahoma[!], and Carousel. . . . 

[Love Life] is pregnant with possibilities for intelligent non-realistic
theatre. . . . It is precisely in non-realistic theatre that the greatest possibil-
ities lie. It alone can serve social realism fully in our time, since the Ibsen-
ite type of unified, prosaic, individual case history drama whittles down the
size of contemporary issues and oversimplifies contemporary problems. . . . 

For the variables of social history and the complex of social determi-
nants, we need a more comprehensive kind of dramaturgy, and Love Life
has this configuration.184

Gassner’s was unquestionably the richest, most erudite response to Love
Life. Moreover, it resonates with Weill’s own published essays about musi-
cal theater, which also celebrate non-realist theater as an effective conveyor
of urgent contemporary ideas.185

Most reviews of the Broadway production, favorable or otherwise, were
not of this caliber (although it is probably unfair to compare items ap-
pearing in the daily press with an article written for an intellectual journal
by someone who seven years later would be named Sterling Professor of
Playwriting at Yale University). Lerner succinctly summarized the general
tenor of the critical reception: “The variety of styles seemed more like
breaches of style.”186 For example, William Hawkins of the New York
World-Telegram registered the schoolmasterly rebuke that Love Life “tries
too hard for comfort to be different” and “suggests that theatrical conven-
tions, like unities of time, place and subject, were developed over the years
for pretty good reasons.”187 Meanwhile, Harold C. Schonberg complained
that Love Life was a “pastiche” lacking opera’s “emotional synthesis and
unity.”188 Schonberg was right: it is not an opera, some of its numbers are
pastiches, and Lerner and Weill were not aiming for “synthesis and unity.”
But he drew the wrong conclusions. Hawkins and Schonberg made a cat-
egorical mistake by applying genre-based criteria appropriate for opera and
“musical plays” to a very different sort of work. To their way of thinking,
Gassner’s “amalgam suitable for the expression of important modern ideas”
did indeed involve “breaches of style.”

Of the ten New York dailies, five (the Sun, Daily News, Post, Daily Mir-
ror, and Morning Telegraph) printed largely favorable opening-night no-
tices. But the four that published negative reviews included the two most
influential ones: the Times and the Herald Tribune (the other two were the
Star and the World-Telegram). A tenth daily, the Journal-American, issued
a mixed notice that ended amusingly on a cautiously positive note: “In the
stunning new interior of the 46th Street Theatre, Love Life may not turn
out to be the pot of gold at the end of Finian’s Rainbow. But, as a ‘vaude-
ville,’ it is elegant, unusual, and, for the most part, entertaining, with a
message for those who take the time to care.”189

Critics without exception praised the performers along with Kidd’s cho-
reography, Aronson’s sets, and Lucinda Ballard’s costumes.190 Acclaim for
Nanette Fabray and Ray Middleton was virtually unanimous, as it was for
Lyle Bettger (William Taylor), Jay Marshall (Magician), Johnny Thomp-
son (Hobo), and the “unusually competent” members of the dancing and
singing ensembles.191 Several critics deemed Fabray the show’s principal
asset given that she “can make you think you are having any fun at all, and
that may easily be the outstanding achievement of the season.”192 The only
performance generally panned was the “dreadful display of infantile pre-
cocity” of the three “juvenile wisenheimers” who sang “Mother’s Getting
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Nervous”— especially the soloist Rosalie Alter.193 Some dozen critics ex-
pressed a visceral distaste for the number, despite the charms of trapeze
artist Elly Ardelty, who represented the Mother.194

Harold Clurman captured the general impression of Aronson’s sets in
describing them as “fluent, diverse, suggestive, witty, and, above all, un-
hackneyed. Aronson . . . makes each of his décors solve some special the-
atrical problem he has set himself.”195 Concerning the choreography,
Brooks Atkinson joined most of the critics in singling out “a jubilant spring
ballet to the glorious tune and lyrics of ‘Green-Up Time’.”196 Reactions to
the divorce ballet in Part Two, Act III (“The All-American Puppet Ballet”)
were mixed, however. George Freedley thought that Kidd’s choreography
had “considerable brilliance but will likely annoy the average audience,
particularly his startling ‘Punch and Judy’ ballet.”197 Elinor Hughes echoed
many others in deeming it “overly prolonged.”198 The contrasting responses
to these two ballets were typical: critics tended to lavish the most praise on
the traditional, “feel-good” numbers, and the least on the more challeng-
ing, less Pollyannaish aspects of the show. 

Most theater specialists thought highly or at least well of Weill’s score.199

Atkinson gave it a glowing assessment, despite disliking Love Life generally:
“As a matter of fact, most of the pleasures come out of Mr. Weill’s music-
box. He has never composed a more versatile score with agreeable music
in so many moods — hot, comic, blue, satiric and romantic. ‘Progress’ and
‘Economics’ are very literate satire. ‘Love Song’ is a beautiful ballad. . . .
‘This Is the Life,’ lanky and ruminative[,] is an especially stirring number,
Miss Fabray . . . makes something lively and gay out of ‘Mr. Right’.” Atkin-
son heard the score’s versatility and stylistic pluralism as virtues and cited
the strengths of several songs (many critics mentioned only “Here I’ll Stay”
and “Green-Up Time”). That versatility, however, may explain why other
critics, after describing the score as brilliantly conceived and intellectually
stimulating, appended caveats to the effect that it was not as accessible or
ingratiating as some of Weill’s other music.200 Freedley wrote that “Kurt
Weill has written a knowing and a glowing score, even if it is not the best
he has yet given us.” Wolcott Gibbs found “nothing remotely approaching
his ‘September Song’,” though the score was “far more interesting and orig-
inal than most of the derivations that pass for music these days.”201 John
Chapman of the Daily News was the rare theater critic who noted Weill’s
orchestrations: “He has been both deft and humorous. The arrangements
are uncommonly vibrant and varied.”202 Exceptionally, Howard Barnes in
the New York Herald Tribune was dismissive of what he called a “fair to
middling” score.

Among the music critics, Howard Taubman gave a generally positive as-
sessment later in the New York Times: 

The truth is — and the long-haired traditionalists may make of it what they
wish — that Mr. Weill does not seem to have any hankering to go back to
inditing old-fashioned operas that might get performed half a dozen times
at a place like the Metropolitan and then be forgotten. He prefers writing
for Broadway. Here there are more performances, more money and, in Mr.
Weill’s judgment, vast new fields to conquer. 

Mr. Weill has helped to develop and popularize a form that has had an
increasing vogue on Broadway — the musical play.

He then gave a list, beginning with Johnny Johnson and ending with Love
Life, and continued:

Not a one of them is a completely conventional example of the musical-
with-girls pattern. Either they are plays in which the music had a more
significant role than the customary one of incidental background or they
are musicals in which the music took fresh and original paths. . . . 

Mr. Weill does not merely write a score for a finished libretto that is
submitted to him. He hunts for competent writers and likes to lay out the
work in great detail with the playwright. . . . 

Mr. Weill writes music with flexibility and adaptability. He can do a
torch song or a hot jazz number with the best of Tin Pan Alley specialists.
He can also turn out a thoroughly sophisticated spoof of the formalized art
of madrigal singing, like his “Ho, Billy O!,” one of the most delightful
things in Love Life.203

Taubman recognized that each of Weill’s Broadway shows was to some ex-
tent sui generis, and he had perceptive things to say about the composer as
collaborator. 

Unlike Taubman, most other music critics damned Weill’s score with
faint praise, repeating old saws about his American decline. In general,
they missed the point, namely that Love Life was neither a “Broadway
opera” nor an “integrated” musical play (quite its antithesis, in fact). Leo
Gaffney of the Boston Daily Record, could perhaps be excused for mis-
hearing Love Life as an “integrated score almost operatic in its steady flow,”
since he was not a music critic. But Harold Schonberg in the Musical
Courier compared Love Life to opera. Unlike Gaffney, he found it wanting:

By all accounts, the score is a superior job, according to Broadway stan-
dards. It is well planned, it actually suggests something of a contrapuntal
line in the opening chorus, and the part-writing is deft. It does not often
get off the ground, but at least you know that a professional musician is
writing it. . . . Love Life provides a fairly enjoyable evening of theatre, but
it has nothing to do with opera; and — despite the occasional felicities of
the score — the music possesses little real validity. Weill is writing down,
trying to find the common denominator between art and commerce.

Cecil Smith in Musical America was more evenhanded but still found
the score disappointing: 

Left to its own devices, the story of Love Life might have seemed almost as
bromidic as the biography of the doctor who was the tiresome hero of last
season’s Allegro. Fortunately, however, the people who conceived Love Life
were more intent on making time pass brightly for their customers than on
preaching a sociological dogma. In consequence, while the piece has its
ups and downs, it is in the main a well integrated, ingratiating piece of
light lyric theater. . . . 

Love Life can hardly be said to discover a new form for a Broadway
musical, but it does combine — for the most part successfully — the plot
continuity of a musical comedy with the freedom of a revue. 

Mr. Weill’s score is animated, singable, and full of whimsical borrow-
ings from the popular music of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. His orchestration is pungent, solid, and dramatically apposite,
without ever drowning out the limited voices on the stage. To those who
keep hoping that Mr. Weill will one day recapture the beguiling qualities
of the music for the Dreigroschen Oper, or even for Knickerbocker Holiday
and Lady in the Dark, however, the new score is a disappointment. It is
high-class Broadway writing, but it shows us no new facets of Mr. Weill’s
imagination.204

Smith did mention that Weill was mostly successful in combining “musi-
cal comedy with the freedom of a revue,” but oddly, he considered it just
another “well integrated” show that broke no new formal ground. Not one
of the 1948 reviews, whether by music or drama critics, reacted to the ex-
traordinary disjunctions of genre and structure between Street Scene and
Love Life. 

Alone among music critics — and very much like Gassner — Wolfgang
Stresemann (a future intendant of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra), no-
ticed the European antecedents. Comparing it favorably with Weill’s Ger-
man works, Stresemann found Love Life a fascinating “blend of revue, satire,
drama, cabaret, and operetta.”205 Antedating Kander and Ebb, he explained
that the vaudeville acts effectively took over the role of a cabaret conférencier.

Compared to their musical colleagues, drama critics, unsurprisingly,
devoted much more space to the show’s unusual structure and social im-
port. For some, the praiseworthy music, dancing, sets, costumes, and per-
formances participated in a brilliantly executed overall design. To others,
the success of these individual components merely proved that Love Life
was “not a good show but just a show with good things in it.”206 The word
“experimental” crops up repeatedly in the critical reception, and every-
thing depended on whether the experiment had succeeded in the eyes of
the beholder. Brooks Atkinson thought it had not: 

Although billed as “a vaudeville,” it is cute, complex and joyless — a gen-
eral gripe masquerading as entertainment. . . . 
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Love Life is an intellectual idea about showmanship gone wrong.
Vaudeville has nothing to do with the bitter ideas Mr. Lerner has to express
about marriage. . . . 

After a glowing beginning, Love Life gets lost in some strange, cerebral
labyrinth, and the pretense that it is vaudeville is a pose. Vaudeville is not
pale and wan but hearty. 

The use of vaudeville also failed to impress Howard Barnes, although a
negative comment about Kazan suggests that the problem may have lain
more in the execution than the conception: he thought that Lerner’s “orig-
inality is not matched by a disciplined imagination in this new concoc-
tion. For much of the first act there is a fresh and impudent alternation of
period song and dance numbers and magic acts, satirical ballads and even
a trapeze artist. . . . In the final scenes the whole device becomes  something
of a hodge-podge. . . . The old-style musical is not seriously threatened by
Love Life. . . . It remains more of an approach than an accomplishment.”207

Echoing one of John Wharton’s concerns, Barnes complained about the
confusion of vaudeville and musical comedy in Part Two, Lerner getting
them “hopelessly mixed up as he brought the parable down to the present,”
while Kazan “never seemed to be quite sure what mood he is trying to
evoke.”208

More positive critics, however, celebrated the show’s intellectual ambi-
tions. George Freedley’s review of the premiere was one of the warmest:

Love Life is the most intelligent and adult musical yet offered on the Amer-
ican stage. Its sophistication may keep it from the wide popularity of sim-
pler musicals, but for many of us, it is a sheer delight. . . . Alan Jay Lerner’s
book and lyrics represent a sharp advance over any work he has yet done
for the theater.209

He then developed the argument when he went back in February 1949:

This is a show which demands a great deal from its audience. If you are
willing to think in the theater as well as respond to the obvious impulses,
then you will find Love Life as rewarding as I did. . . . It is . . . rather tough
going for the average audience, which still thinks in terms of “girlie shows”
or sentimental operetta, even those leavened with good taste such as Okla-
homa[!]. . . . Kurt Weill’s score is . . . the most versatile that he has created
for the theater.210

To Richard Watts Jr., this “combination of revue, serious drama, and sym-
bolic parable” offered “the latest evidence” that “by and large, the Ameri-
can popular musical play currently has more imagination and creative
spirit than the American drama.”211 “Vitamins for the Mind,” exulted
Thomas R. Dash when he revisited the show.212 Admittedly, he had ear-
lier felt that its special structure occasionally dammed its flow: “Some-
times the fusion of the vaudeville form and the pageant of economic sweep
is achieved with felicity. Sometimes this mating of the two distinct ideas
does not constitute a happy confluence. When the latter is the case, the
show bogs down, for in all candor it must be reported that there are a
number of dead spots, which undoubtedly can be livened up with subse-
quent performances.”213 He was not alone in finding the ritualized suc-
cession of sketches and acts tiresome after a while: Robert Garland thought
that “Even as a ‘vaudeville,’ . . . Love Life is not always as exciting as the title
implies. As ‘act’ follows ‘act,’ the interest lessens as the novelty runs
down.”214 But, as Dash suggested, the execution rather than the concep-
tion may have been to blame. 

“I’m not bored! I’m just puzzled,” exclaimed a woman seated behind
John Chapman of the Daily News on opening night. Despite Weill and
Lerner’s attempts to explain their conception in advance (in the New York
Times skit and their prefatory program note), many theatergoers, as well
as critics, evidently found the show confusing. Even the sympathetic Chap-
man recognized that Love Life was intellectually challenging, or, as William
Hawkins put it, “a game which keeps the audience fighting for its own as-
similation of purposes.”215 Nanette Fabray recalled that the audience’s con-
fusion figured significantly in the show’s reception. She thought spectators

found it hard to follow the sudden shifts between historical periods, and
between realistic episodes and commentary numbers (“it’s very hard to try
to be real and to be tongue-in-cheek at the same time”).216 Because of its
unique structure and the intellectual demands it imposed, Love Life im-
peded rather than encouraged audiences from immersing themselves in
the theatrical experience and uncritically identifying with the onstage per-
sonae.217 That Love Life left one emotionally cold became something of a
critical trope.218 One could point out that some of Weill’s European works
were colder still, but the United States would not begin to discover them
until the mid-1950s. 

iii. Socio-economic critique in Love Life

Toward the end of the run, Weill received two letters, one from a critic
and one from a sociologist, each attesting to the excellence of Love Life
from their respective professional perspectives. While visiting the United
States, leading German drama critic Friedrich Luft wrote that “Such a com-
bination of music, lighting, dance, and wit with such nonchalant preci-
sion can scarcely be imagined at home [i.e., Germany], now or in the
foreseeable future.”219 David M. Fulcomer, Director of Social Studies at
Drew University (Madison, N.J.), found the show sociologically sound
and a potential pedagogical tool given that it 

presents in a very accurate way . . . the theme of a very prevalent and im-
portant problem of American life. . . . The artistic sense with which im-
portant points in the theme are made is truly outstanding, in my
estimation. The only discouraging thing about it to me is that I am afraid
that it will be so good, so subtle, and yet so to-the-point that many peo-
ple will miss it and others will dislike it. Is there any possibility of getting
the script for classroom use?

He was particularly fond of “Mr. Right,” which “is worth a dozen lectures
on the romantic complex and how it works in modern America.”220

The sociological aspects of Love Life that sparked Fulcomer’s interest
may have contributed, as the professor feared, to its mixed reception. Apart
from the show’s experimental structure, there were broader, cultural issues
at stake. Kim H. Kowalke has noted that Love Life

challenged rather than affirmed traditional American values. Its premise
that free enterprise and personal ambition had caused the American dream
to self-destruct would not appeal widely to a postwar audience snatching
up Dr. Spock’s first book and magazines featuring Norman Rockwell cov-
ers. Divorce, disillusion, disenchantment, and the show’s acidic argument
lost it public favor in the rosy glow of post-World War II America.221

Miles Kreuger, Lerner’s long-time assistant, had already made a similar di-
agnosis: 

I think Love Life’s script is far and away the best thing Alan Jay Lerner ever
wrote for the stage. It is totally original, and it has a remarkable vision of
how to use musical theater as dramaturgy to make a philosophic point.
Unfortunately, in 1948 when it opened, it was not the philosophic point
American audiences wanted to hear. It was a harsh criticism of American
values. We had just won the Second World War and we were very self-sat-
isfied.222

Indeed, “sour,” “acid,” and other such adjectives abound in the 1948 re-
views of Love Life. Musicals during wartime and its aftermath largely es-
chewed the politically engaged theater that had emerged in the 1930s.
Finian’s Rainbow (1947), which confronted racism and satirized “Dixie-
crat” politicians, was something of an exception among successful postwar
book musicals.223

Gilbert W. Gabriel (in the January 1949 issue of Theatre Arts) dubbed
Love Life “a Kinsey Report in a lace-paper binding.” Sexual Behavior in the
Human Male by Alfred C. Kinsey and others appeared in January 1948,
well into the genesis of Love Life, and probably had little, if any, influence
on Lerner’s book. But a similar remark in John Beaufort’s generally favor-
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able review in the Christian Science Monitor (16 October 1948) requires
some unpacking: “To say that Love Life, a ‘vaudeville,’ goes fantastically
and delightfully beyond the dictionary definition doesn’t do it any kind of
justice. Yet to say that it is a study of the effect of the industrial revolu-
tion— or ‘progress’ in general — on people and marriage makes it sound as
if Ferdinand Lundberg and Dr. Marynia F. Farnham had a hand in the
writing.” This quip reminds us that although the subject matter and for-
mal organization of Love Life transcended the horizon of expectations for
a musical play and were to that extent ahead of their time, the show was
also timely. In January 1947, Lundberg and Farnham had published Mod-
ern Woman: The Lost Sex, in which they attacked the notion of the inde-
pendent working woman; those seeking employment equality were guilty
of nothing less than the symbolic “castration” of their husbands.224 When
Sam, whose daughter has shamed him for having a working wife, angrily
tells Susan, “You don’t have to work and you know it,” she bitterly replies,
“Oh! Now I don’t have to! A couple of years ago, they said it was patri-
otic.”225 By 1948, Susan Cooper would have been among the mere seven-
teen percent of married women in the United States who were still
employed. The protagonists of Love Life share the anxieties expressed in
Modern Woman: the men in “The Locker Room” are afraid of their work-
ing wives, and Lerner’s lyrics suggest that they have problems mustering
their libido. Kazan even suggested that Middleton should play up the
 gender inversion in “Radio Night” after Susan comes home from work:
“He stands in apron holding coffee as she bawls him out! Like scolding a
servant! Wants to chatter like a woman — should remind audience of
wives.”226

Lerner may well have read Modern Woman, for it is uncanny how closely
the narrative of Love Life, especially in Part One, aligns with Lundberg and
Farnham’s view that women were relatively fulfilled before the Industrial
Revolution, when industry was home-based and they had a more direct
economic role to play. When men went off to work, and home became
merely a place to raise children, eat, and sleep, women supposedly lost their
bearings and sought outlets as feminists and suffragists. Mother’s getting
nervous, indeed! Lerner comes uncomfortably close to suggesting that the
female search for parity arises from psychological maladjustment (shades
here of Lady in the Dark). It is small wonder that Lee Newton of the Daily
Worker thought that Lerner’s main points were “strictly from MGM and
MC — Metro-Goldwyn Mayer and Male Chauvinism.”227 Susan’s words
about being sawn in half are practically a gloss on the conclusion of Mod-
ern Woman that “no matter how great a woman’s masculine strivings, her
basic needs make themselves felt and she finds herself facing her funda-
mental role as wife and mother with a divided mind. . . . Thus she stands,
Janus-faced, drawn in two directions at once, often incapable of ultimate
choice and inevitably penalized whatever direction she chooses.”228

Critics generally understood that Love Life chronicled the effect of in-
dustrialization on the American family, and some hinted at a broader cri-
tique of capitalism: “Alan Jay Lerner’s book shows the two lovers, Sam and
Susan, as a Mr. and Mrs. America living and loving under the handicaps
of our history and economics. The almighty dollar might be called the vil-
lain of the piece, with the machine age the deputy imp.”229 The Magician
returns the Coopers to the dawn of industrialization, which was also the
dawn of the love-based marriage that capitalism would both encourage
and make difficult to sustain. Sam and Susan look back on this time, when
furniture shops were still domestic enterprises, as a point of utopian har-
mony: “We had it then.” As market production separated from household
production, and outside wages allowed men to provide solely for their fam-
ilies, marriage came to depend less on economic bonds and more on af-
fective ones. But companionate marriages based primarily on emotional
compatibility were easier to leave. The ideas about love and capitalism ex-
pressed in Love Life resonate with the scholarly economic and sociological
literature of that time. For Joseph Schumpeter, the economist and one-
time Austrian Finance Minister who taught at Harvard (Lerner’s alma
mater) from 1932 until 1949, the decline of the family was a touchstone
example of capitalism’s “creative destruction”: 

To men and women in modern capitalist societies, family life and parent-
hood mean less than they meant before and hence are less powerful mold-
ers of behavior. . . . As soon as men and women learn the utilitarian lesson
and refuse to take for granted the traditional arrangements that their so-
cial environment makes for them, as soon as they acquire the habit of
weighing the individual advantages and disadvantages of any prospective
course of action . . . they cannot fail to become aware of the heavy per-
sonal sacrifices that family ties and especially parenthood entail under
modern conditions.230

Love-based marriage, in a grim dialectic, was a product of the same eco-
nomic forces that gradually undo it over the course of Love Life. Elia Kazan
seems to have understood this, for in his notes inserted into his copy of the
script (Tt2b), he comments that the 1821 sketch, with industrialization al-
ready underway, actually marks “the high point of their love together,” and
not the earlier, pre-industrial one, when “they are not aware of being in
love. . . . They are simply necessary to each other.” This is Schumpeter’s
point exactly. 

Richard P. Cooke in the Wall Street Journal offered a pithily lucid sum-
mary of the show: “The Coopers are shown breaking up housekeeping
under dismally convincing circumstances. . . . The reconciliation was on a
sound note of scepticism, reversing the normal musical comedy formula,
a point very much in its favor.” Ultimately, Love Life may have been too
“dismally convincing” for comfort. The metaphorical tightrope that the
Coopers negotiate as the final curtain descends is one whose referent would
have been recognized by audiences of Love Life. Many of them had surely
fallen off tightropes of their own, and the shock of recognition may ac-
count for some of the resistance to Love Life in its day. 

iv. Successors and the “concept musical”

It has become a critical trope to follow Aronson, Prince, and Sondheim in
describing Love Life as having been two decades ahead of its time, anticipat-
ing many of the traits we now associate with the “concept musical.”231 Like
Love Life, its successors are generally organized around a central idea; musi-
cal numbers comment on and even guide the audience toward understand-
ing that idea; the book abandons Eugène Scribe’s ideal of the well-made play
— one to which Rodgers and Hammerstein largely subscribed — in favor of
looser structures, such as a series of vignettes that may or may not be arranged
in chronological order and that may cut across several historical epochs. Some
share thematic concerns with Love Life, notably by presenting anatomies of
marriages or friendships in a decidedly non-linear fashion (e.g., Company,
Follies, and Merrily We Roll Along). Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti (1952), a rel-
atively early musical exploration of postwar marital estrangement, has other
features reminiscent of Love Life: commentary numbers by a vocal trio, a
locker-room scene, and a song (“Island Magic”) ironically extolling Holly-
wood-derived illusions as panacea. Several shows follow Love Life in using
revue-like theatrical genres as a frame (e.g., cabaret in Cabaret, vaudeville in
Chicago, and minstrel show in The Scottsboro Boys). Kowalke has noted the
debt that the finales from Follies and Bob Fosse’s All That Jazz owe to “The
Illusion Minstrel Show,” a debt that Fosse himself acknowledged.232

In 1955, Lerner said that he would “always draw on Love Life.”233 He
did so in Gigi by reworking the lyrics to “I Remember It Well.” More sub-
stantially, his 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue (1976; music by Leonard Bern-
stein) shares with Love Life the conceit of allowing characters to remain
the same over several historical epochs in the service of delivering a broad
socio-political critique. This time racism was the object, as it had been in
Jule Styne’s Hallelujah, Baby! (1967; lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph
Green, book by Arthur Laurents). Hallelujah, Baby! and 1600 Pennsylva-
nia Avenue both feature a black couple who do not age over time. Instead
of vaudeville, Lerner uses the framing device of the play within a play;
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue is partly about putting on 1600 Pennsylvania
Avenue. The actor who plays all ten presidents also serves as an emcee of
sorts. The high point of its second act is Lerner’s depiction of the Garfield
administration as a minstrel show.
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To be sure, the idea of the “concept musical” has a venerable history.
Some of its characteristics were already in place in older shows, notably
those belonging to the genre of the revue.234 But Love Life provides a di-
rect link because of Aronson’s involvement, and given that so many creators
associated with the concept musical (Prince, Sondheim, Fosse, and Ebb)
saw the original production and acknowledged at least some degree of in-
fluence, though not necessarily without reservations. Harold Prince even
suggested that Love Life might have come off better without the com-
mentary numbers.235

Like Love Life, some concept musicals, while enjoying a succès d’estime,
have encountered audience resistance because of their abstraction, emo-
tional remoteness, and lack of appealing characters. Michael Kidd grasped
the connection between Love Life and the later concept shows early on.236

He thought that Company “probably” worked more successfully than Love
Life, but that it, too, left the “audience longing for some kind of romantic
involvement.”237 He explained that the form of Love Life made it difficult
for the audience to make emotional connections with the show and its
characters: 

I think the form was so progressive for its time that audiences were a lit-
tle confused by it. They were accustomed to a conventional musical com-
edy that had a linear development of its plot. . . . The whole concept of
picking up the same couple, say, every fifty years apart . . . was odd to them;
they’d never seen them [sic] that, and the idea of making musical com-
ments upon it in between perplexed them. . . . Also they may have been dis-
turbed by the rather cynical undertones that went through the show. . . . 

Ordinarily, in a musical comedy, one scene leads to another and it’s a
hangover of an emotional content, an emotional reaction, you’re waiting
for the new turn. This was almost revue-like in its form where there was
no carry-over. Each time a new scene came on, they had to readjust their
thinking. . . . 

In one scene we identify with the characters on stage. In the scene that
follows we are now required to identify not with the characters we see be-
fore us but with the authors’ concept of what progress was. . . . 

Are we listening to the characters on stage as if we were part of their
life or do we dismiss that and listen to the author’s editorial comment upon
what the characters on stage went through?238

Although Love Life may be criticized on the grounds that idea overwhelmed
character, emotional distance was the point. By requiring audiences to
“readjust their thinking,” as Kidd said, Lerner and Weill were dispelling
the illusion of immediacy, so characteristic of conventional theater, that
enabled audiences to identify with on-stage personae, an identification that
Hammerstein had hoped for the principal character in Allegro, Joseph Tay-
lor Jr. Sam and Susan function more as nexuses of socially conditioned de-
sires than as individual subjects. Susan may blame Sam for everything that
has happened to their family over the past 150 years, but Weill and Lerner
are interested in problematizing the very notion of personal agency. Sam
and Susan do not so much act as they are acted upon, and their fates stand
for a more global process. The sketches form a loose “sequence of ‘moral-
ity pictures’,” as Weill described Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny:
“The fate of the individual is depicted only where it exemplifies the fate of
social institutions in general.”239 In replying to Love Life’s critics, Weill
could have repeated his suggestion to Hans Mersmann on how to approach
Die Bürgschaft (1932): “perceive ‘economic conditions’ . . . as a concretiza-
tion of what the Ancients called ‘fate’.”240 Like the dancing Anna in Die sie-
ben Todsünden and Juan and Juanita in Der Kuhhandel, the Coopers’ love
life is shaped by economic forces beyond their control.

IV. Editorial Principles, Challenges, and Solutions

Although Love Life’s overall conception remained stable throughout its
genesis and production, its numerous revisions pose special challenges for
a critical edition. Love Life was Weill’s most “overwritten” show, and no
document ever emerged — whether published script, engraved piano-vocal
score, or even a complete copyist’s rehearsal score — that could gesture,
however tenuously, toward a “definitive version” that the authors wished to

transmit for future productions. Its concatenation of many closed musical
forms resulted in a higher-level open text presenting numerous viable per-
formance options. Consequently, this Edition does not propose a single,
authoritative version. Rather, the Main Text transmits a “maximal” version
of the show that includes most of the performable (i.e., completed and or-
chestrated) musical material, informed by a critical evaluation of the nu-
merous textual and musical sources. Much of the Edition’s critical
commentary is devoted to describing and resolving discrepancies among
the sources, which often belong to chronologically diverse stages of the
production history. The documentation that the Critical Report and the
Introduction provide is intended to guide users in making informed
choices among viable alternatives. Where possible, these alternatives ap-
pear in the Main Text as ossias, optional cuts, passages in cue-size notation,
or explanatory footnotes.

The Edition includes in the Main Text two numbers eliminated after
the first week of the Boston tryouts: nos. 8 (“Susan’s Dream”) and 16 (“The
Locker Room”). The Main Text also presents four numbers in their uncut
form, even though for various reasons they were abridged during the orig-
inal production: no. 1 (the “Opening” for “The Magician”), no. 9
(“Mother’s Getting Nervous”), and nos. 10a and 10c (“My Kind of Night”
and its reprise).241 By means of footnotes, vide markings, and cross-refer-
ences to the Critical Report, the Edition offers both the complete and the
shorter versions, the latter cutting the running time slightly. To be sure,
performing all the orchestrated numbers and without any cuts would re-
sult in an overly long theatrical evening, as the creative team realized after
the New Haven premiere. The Edition does not, however, propose a sin-
gle way of pruning this material. Nor were the shorter versions necessarily
definitive. In the case of no. 1, for example, the shorter version was per-
formed during tryouts and the longer one in New York. Some of the revi-
sions introduced during rehearsals and tryouts were motivated by cast
changes and by the strengths and weaknesses of individual performers, par-
ticularly for the specialty acts that the show’s vaudeville component re-
quired. Future productions, facing casting and staging challenges of their
own, will need to make their own choices.

The Edition presents three musical numbers and one dramatic sketch
in the Appendix. Because no. 13 (“You Understand Me So”), though or-
chestrated, apparently went unperformed and no extant script includes
both it and no. 12, the Edition relegates it to the Appendix. The Appen-
dix also provides the score for no. A11a (“Progress Reprise”) in full, since
only mm. 1–34 derive from no. 4. The complete reprise was performed
throughout the tryouts, and it might have been used in a different position
after “Love Song” replaced it (see Critical Report for nos. 4 and A11a). An
invoice for “extras” from the Eaves Costume Manufacturing Company in-
cludes costumes for the “dancing boys in scene 3” (i.e., no. 4), raising the
possibility that the dance evolution in A11a was appended to the earlier it-
eration.242 The orchestration for no. A11b (“Economics Reprise”) derives
unchanged from no. 7; the parts are unmarked (the number was cut be-
fore tryouts). In this instance, the Appendix does not (redundantly) re-
produce the score but furnishes the dialogue for the ventriloquist act that
provides its context. The Appendix also presents the sketch “A Ticket to the
Fight,” performed through the first week in Boston. Omitted is a partial
reprise of “Love Song” that appears in Im and seems to have been used at
some point in Part Two. The reprise is literal enough not to require repro-
duction in full score (see Critical Report for no. 11).

There are numerous instances in which the editor has had to decide
whether to interpret a cut, alteration, or addition as merely an expedient,
production-specific change to the original “script” or as an enduring revi-
sion to the “text” (for example, a “compositional” change to the score, as
opposed to an ad hoc redressing of a balance issue). Most of these deci-
sions concern local events, but some substantially affect a number’s musi-
cal continuity. Weill significantly revised Fh for nos. 3, 10b, 12a, 12d, 19,
and 21c. For these numbers, the Edition regards the revisions as definitive
and does not provide the earlier versions as alternatives. For example, a list
compiled by Kazan mentions that the end of no. 10b needed to be “short-
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ened and heightened.”243 Schlein’s dance arrangement, a boogie-woogie
(quasi doppio movimento), originally had come to a full stop, followed by
Weill’s orchestration of a complete third refrain of the “Women’s Club
Blues” using the common-time blues tempo that preceded the dance. Weill
eliminated the last dozen bars of Schlein’s arrangement, cut the first eight
bars of the third refrain, and reorchestrated the remainder, maintaining
the dance’s doppio movimento, thereby fusing the dance and song into a
single, frenzied climax (see mm. 161–190). The revised ending of no. 12d
counterpoints the motive of “I’m Your Man” in the violins with the melody
of “Here I’ll Stay” for solo trumpet, poignantly suggesting how far apart
Sam and Susan have drifted. In no. 19, Weill replaced Schlein’s orchestra-
tion of the “Courtroom” dance with his own (mm. 60–88). The Edition
deems all of these cases to be author-sanctioned, compositional revisions
that are adopted accordingly.244

One type of revision involving passages marked tacet in Fh(R) and/or
Im poses a particular editorial challenge. Sometimes, the orchestral tex-
ture may have been thinned to accommodate specific singers or acoustic
conditions, in which case the full version of Weill's orchestrations could be
effective in productions using different singers or exploiting current am-
plification practices. In other instances, the thinning appears to have been
a deliberate reorchestration. But there is a considerable gray area across this
spectrum. The Edition assesses each tacet marking on a case-by-case basis,
recording and justifying any action in a critical note. It deals with such
passages in one of three ways:

a) The Edition ignores the marking, upholding material in its original lo-
cation in the score. 

b) It upholds material in its original location, but in cue-size notation. A
footnote usually explains the user’s range of options. 

c) It adopts the tacet marking, describing the omitted material in a criti-
cal note. 

The “Statement of Source Valuation and Usage” in the Critical Report
provides details regarding the musical and textual sources, their chronol-
ogy, and their status for present purposes. The Edition privileges Fh for
most musical parameters, except for the vocal lines, which Weill omitted,
as was his routine practice in the United States (and in Europe when he was
pressed for time). Fh for no. 11, the last vocal number composed, has not
survived; the Edition is based on Im. Fh lacks several reprises because their
orchestration duplicates earlier passages. Here, Im is crucial; without the
parts, there is no way of knowing, for example, that the reprise of “Here
I’ll Stay” at the beginning of no. 21a derives from Fh for no. 5a and not
from no. 3. Im also permits differentiating between stages of revision by
way of paper types and copyists, and to decipher them accordingly. For
example, Fh(R) for no. 6a exhibits a welter of sometimes incompatible re-
visions in several hands (see Plate 2), but the neatly prepared paste-overs
in Im show how it all turned out. Moreover, consulting Im prevents po-
tential misreadings of Fh, clarifying, for example, that holograph revisions
to Fh for no. 9 pertain not to “Mother’s Getting Nervous” but to the in-
terpolation of that material as underscoring within no. 1 (see Plate 3). Im
also makes sense of an otherwise mysterious holograph orchestration (in
Fh) of a passage from the madrigal “Ho, Billy O!” The orchestration cor-
responds to paste-overs in Im replacing some of Schlein’s score for the di-
vorce ballet (see Plate 5).

Apart from no. 11, the only passages in Im that do not derive from
somewhere in Fh are utilities used for diegetic dance music or for exit
music. Chappell house arranger Walter Paul’s full score for one utility (Fm)
has survived because Weill retouched it and incorporated it into no. 14
(see Plate 4). Jazz arrangements of nos. 6 and 7 appear to have been notated
(and perhaps created) by the performers themselves. They can be situated
within “The Cruise” thanks to dialogue cues in the parts. 

The Edition privileges Vh for the vocal parts and lyrics. With the ex-
ception of no. 10b (“Women’s Club Blues”), no professional copyist’s

piano-vocal scores (Vm) were ever prepared. Reproductions (ozalid copies)
of Vh served as rehearsal scores. Several numbers, however, were so trans-
formed during the original production that Vh was no longer adequate for
that purpose. Accordingly, various hands (Symonette, Schlein, Littau)
marked up exemplars of Vh(R), annotating, cutting, and pasting as needed.
For nos. 1, 3, 9, 10a, 11, 12a, 12d, 18, 20, 21b, and 21c, Schlein (Vm-Sch
and Pm-Sch) and Symonette (Vm-Sym and Pm-Sym) prepared new
piano-vocal or piano scores. Since Vh has not survived for no. 11, the Vm
sources are especially crucial for that number, but the Edition draws ex-
tensively on Vh(R) and Vm generally. They clarify the musical continuity
of the vocal parts, help distinguish stages of revision, provide verbal cues
informing the Edition’s pacing of underscored dialogue and stage direc-
tions, and sometimes add part writing to what was originally a unison tex-
ture. For example, Vm-Sym (“Here I’ll Stay”) shows what happens when
Sam and Susan sing the refrain together (mm. 87ff.), and it makes sense
of a passage in Fh, where Weill exceptionally shows the vocal parts, in
thirds and sixths, for mm. 106–108 (see Plate 1); Vm-Sym reveals that
Weill’s notation signals a longer, non-unison vocal passage.245

For the spoken text, the Edition privileges Tt3 on the grounds that it
best reflects the running order in New York, and that Fh more often ac-
cords with it than with earlier scripts. Tt3 is also privileged for sung text
when Vh is based on the jettisoned Tt2 version (e.g., nos. 6 and 18). The
Edition relies on Tt2 and Tt2b for nos. 7, 16, material in the Appendix,
and the longer versions of nos. 10a and 10c. Occasionally, the Edition
adopts, with comment, Kazan’s supplementary stage directions and clari-
fications in Tt2b, but most of these belong more to the “event” and its
script than to the work and its “text.” 

The Edition sporadically draws on the printed sheet music (Ae); play-
bills (N); videos of Fabray singing selections from Love Life on Toast of the
Town (R); scrapbooks, press clippings, production stills, Aronson’s designs
and papers, and Crawford’s production records; and interviews with orig-
inal cast members or members of the production team. Diaries (Maxwell
Anderson’s in particular) and correspondence help establish the chronol-
ogy of the sources and of their genesis.

V. Performance Issues

Love Life is a demanding but rewarding show to mount given its multifar-
ious allegiances to different genres (vaudeville, musical comedy, operetta,
and even opera for “This Is the Life”), its kaleidoscopic shifts in stylistic
register, its vocal challenges for principal and minor roles alike, its large
cast, and its numerous set changes. Perhaps the first choice a would-be
producer will face is determining what to perform. As noted in section IV,
Love Life is Weill’s most “over-written” Broadway show, with a modular
structure that accommodates viable alternatives in the number and order-
ing of its components. It is very much an “open text,” but the Edition pro-
vides guidance for structuring a script out of that.

Not all of the numbers retained for the original Broadway run will suit
every production. For instance, nos. 1 (“Opening”) and 9 (“Mother’s Get-
ting Nervous”), especially in their maximal form, depend for their full ef-
fect on having a magician and aerialist of the calibers of Jay Marshall and
Elly Ardelty. A modern-day production might be better served by short-
ening this material so that elements cut during the tryouts can be included
instead. The Edition makes two versions of no. 1 available. The longer ver-
sion was assembled after the tryouts to accommodate Marshall when he
joined the show. He was known for his patter delivery, which required the
additional musical underscoring that the longer version provides. Produc-
tions not employing a professional magician might opt for the tryout ver-
sion. Over the course of the original production, mm. 90–151 of “Mother’s
Getting Nervous” were cut and a dance (no. 9a) added, although not nec-
essarily at the same time. The Edition presents the entire number, but per-
forming all of the material would likely prove tiresome, especially without
trapeze stunts. Depending on the dancing or singing abilities of the child
actors, one could cut the dance or shorten the song, or both. 
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The Edition presents two versions of nos. 10a and 10c (“My Kind of
Night” and its reprise). The shorter versions resulted from revisions to the
verbal text rather than simple cuts in the musical number. In the earlier ver-
sion of no. 10a, which reflects the musical continuity of Vh and Fh, the
children interrupt Sam’s reveries, singing his tune as they enter. Im ac-
commodates the second version, which replaces the children’s material with
underscored dialogue for Sam and his neighbor, Mike. No. 10c survives in
three versions. The first and longest (from Tt2) does not conform to any
surviving orchestral source and is therefore unperformable. The second
version, transmitted in Kazan’s script (Tt2b), matches the musical conti-
nuity and verbal cues in Fh(R) and the initial layer of Im.246 Here the chil-
dren once again beg for Sam’s attention, and Susan appears briefly on the
porch to berate him. A production photograph in M5 (NYPL) documents
this version. The third version, transmitted by Tt3, reduces the reprise to
a partial strophe for Sam alone, corroborated by a cut in Im. The Edition
provides nos. 10a and 10c as orchestrated, but also indicates cuts and di a-
logue for the abridged versions, which seem to have been performed in
New York, even though all programs through spring 1949 list the chil-
dren, not Mike, for this sketch’s cast. Opting for the shorter versions means
that Johnny and Elizabeth no longer need to sing anywhere. The maximal
version, however, makes an ironic point when it shows Sam contentedly
singing “Nicest little fam’ly a fellow ever had” while ignoring his children.
Sam has reached a point where he seeks only peace, not love.247 A pro-
duction might choose the longer versions for dramaturgical reasons.

Weill and Lerner hesitated before cutting “Susan’s Dream,” and it may
have been moved temporarily to a different location. In Im, the song was
renumbered, shifting its position to the slot ultimately occupied by “Love
Song.” Having the vocal quartet sing “Economics” and “Susan’s Dream”
back-to-back had probably slowed things down too much; the latter could
be relocated, perhaps to cover a set change in Part Two.248

Contemporary productions of Broadway shows from the Golden Age
must frequently contend with dated attitudes toward gender politics, and
with offensive racial tropes. Love Life is very much a case in point. Already
in 1948, the show raised hackles insofar as it seemed to elevate the nuclear,
patriarchal family to the status of an ideal type while implying that the
feminist insistence on the right to work and vote stemmed from sexual re-
pression and neurosis. The socio-economic critique in Love Life is more
nuanced than that (see the discussion in section III.iii), but, needless to
say, present-day society still confronts the problems raised by the show.
Bridging the gulf between “love” and “life” remains a paramount challenge
for many couples and their families, and working women are still more
likely than men to feel “sawn in half ” trying to balance their dual roles as
breadwinner and homemaker. Still, there is no dispelling altogether a lin-
gering whiff of misogyny in the show. Thus, modern productions might
choose to perform the longer version of “My Kind of Night,” juxtaposing
the comic treatment of the suffragist movement and the sorry spectacle of
the “wayward male” ignoring his children. Restoring “The Locker Room”
(no. 16) with its scathing depiction of male repression, weakness, and self-
deception, could be justified on similar grounds. 

Weill had been interested in minstrelsy well before he and Lerner wrote
the Love Life finale. Among Weill’s surviving papers are several pages of re-
search on the genre.249 In the unfinished Ulysses Africanus (1939), the title
character becomes the owner of a minstrel show, emphatically undoing a
case of cultural appropriation. For Lady in the Dark, Weill and Gershwin
originally thought of a minstrel show in the position eventually occupied
by the “Circus Dream.” To Weill and Lerner, vaudeville was “the most na-
tive form” of American theatre “after the minstrel show,” implying that the
minstrel show was a precursor to vaudeville.250 Modern-day audiences,
however, are well aware of how actual minstrel shows (usually performed
in blackface) sustained racial hierarchies. The post-Reconstruction years,
which wiped out whatever political and economic gains Southern Blacks
had achieved immediately following the Civil War, even became known as
the “Jim Crow Era” after a stock blackface minstrel character. Later concept
musicals drawing on minstrelsy (1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, The Scottsboro

Boys) at least confronted racism head-on. Love Life’s minstrel show was not
performed in blackface (so photos of the 1948 production show), but it
risks appearing gratuitously offensive if it is not sensitively interpreted. 

A passage from Weill’s notes on minstrel shows suggests that his reason
for ending Love Life as he did was anything but gratuitous. Weill writes
that in minstrel shows, finales “should be pure hokum, shamelessly play-
ing upon the popularity of some current idea.” This is an apt description
of what Weill and Lerner aspire to in their own finale, especially with the
material they wrote for Miss Horoscope, Miss Mysticism, and Miss Ideal
Man. “The Illusion Minstrel Show” indeed purveys hokum, but partici-
pating in the show disabuses the Coopers of their own illusions and
launches them on their perilous path to reconciliation. Naomi Graber sit-
uates Love Life within a tradition of “using blackness . . . to perform an ‘ex-
orcism’ . . . on the issues plaguing the white community.”251 To be sure,
the likes of this would take some explaining to a theater audience, and fu-
ture productions may want to skirt the entire issue by renaming the finale
and slightly altering the opening lyrics.252

As performed in New York in 1948, Love Life required a cast of forty-
seven, of which seventeen members formed the singing ensemble, and
fourteen the dancing one. Apart from the Cooper family, Bill Taylor was
the only non-vaudeville role separately cast. The singing ensemble han-
dled most of the three dozen speaking and singing roles in the sketches, and
performed most of the vaudeville acts. Four prominent Black singers from
the New York stage were hired to sing “Economics” and “Susan’s Dream”;
nightclub singer Johnny Thompson delivered “Love Song”; and three child
performers were recruited to sing and dance in “Mother’s Getting Nerv-
ous.” The children also appeared in the first two Mayville sketches. Stage
manager Jules Racine was the Judge in the divorce ballet and one of the
“Go-Getters” (the male octet in “Progress”; the remaining seven were mem-
bers of the singing chorus). Two non-singing performers, a magician (for
the opening number) and an aerialist (for “Mother’s Getting Nervous”)
rounded out the cast. 

It is certainly possible to mount a production of Love Life with fewer
performers.253 For example, the creative team had originally planned for
one actor to play the Magician, the Con Man/Interlocutor, and the Ven-
triloquist (in the vaudeville spot eventually taken by the Hobo).254 Bill Tay-
lor could be played by a chorus member, as he was during the show’s
closing weeks after Lyle Bettger left for Hollywood. Absent a singing-and-
dancing stage manager, a chorus member could handle Racine’s roles. The
days of separate singing and dancing choruses are largely gone; a single en-
semble of versatile performers could handle the dances in nos. 6a and 10b,
although the divorce ballet (no. 19) would benefit from at least one spe-
cialized dancing couple. 

The two principal roles of Susan and Sam require, if not stars, then
charismatic actors endowed with acting and dancing ability and voices ca-
pable of negotiating both “popular” and “classical” idioms. They need
stamina, since they appear in all of the sketches and each sing four solo
numbers and in two duets. In the original production, the roles were phys-
ically demanding: the box for the sawing trick was uncomfortable and the
concluding tightrope perilous (a very thin board gave the illusion of a
rope).255 The show revolves very much around Susan. From the beginning,
Weill and Lerner conceived the role as a tour de force, comparable to Liza
Elliott and Venus, which is why they first turned to Gertrude Lawrence
and Mary Martin. Nanette Fabray’s performance won her a Tony Award,
and for many critics, she was the show’s most valuable asset. The part re-
quires a Broadway mezzo/belt mix with a great deal of charm and person-
ality. Her earlier numbers (“Here I’ll Stay,” “I Remember It Well,”
“Green-Up Time”) might be at home in a Broadway operetta. These songs,
well-suited for a lyric mezzo, lie mostly between Bb3 and F5. But the
bump-and-grind “Women’s Club Blues” and the torch songs (“Is It Him
or Is It Me?” and “Mr. Right”) lie distinctly lower, with a combined range
of F3 to C4 (Weill transposed them down for Fabray). A mixed-belt voice
would be appropriate for these later songs, as they are the antithesis of “le-
gitimate” numbers, both vocally and dramaturgically.
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After casting Fabray, the creative team set about making Sam’s part
equally prominent vocally. What critics praised most about Ray Middle-
ton was his operatically trained bass-baritone and stalwart stage presence.
Ideally, the part should be sung by someone with similar training who can
handle the sustained F4 at the end of Part One, ringing out over the male
chorus and orchestra. Sam demands a certain mature stolidity for the early
sketches, a cavalier touch for “I’m Your Man,” and the right mix of
bravado, anxiety, and introspection for “This Is the Life.” 

The remaining singing roles are smaller but often present challenges.
Retaining “The Locker Room Boys” means casting a singer who can ne-
gotiate the masseur’s tongue-twisting aria. Miss Ideal Man’s solo (reminis-
cent of Viennese operetta) demands an agile coloratura. The vocal ranges
and elaborate melismas in “Economics” (Weill’s brilliant take on the Black
male quartet tradition) require skilled singers — ideally, ones steeped in the
style, since Weill does not always specify how the three singers who are not
singing the melody should perform their untexted material. Weill’s arrange-
ment makes the second bass sing down to C2; Im was copied up a semi-
tone, but the part as a whole still lies extremely low. Most productions will
choreograph both the quartet in “Economics” and the octet in “Progress,”
thus requiring singers who “move” if not really “dance.” For stylistic mu-
sical guidance, performers might consult contemporaneous recordings. As
John Chapman pointed out in his review in the Daily News, “Economics”
is somewhat in the style of “Dry Bones,” which the Delta Rhythm Boys
recorded in 1947. Weill may well have heard it; the album had “Septem-
ber Song” on the back side.256 “Progress” and “Ho, Billy O!” (which, ac-
cording to production photos, used all but two members of the singing
chorus) are virtuosic ensemble pieces, not standard musical-theater choral
numbers.

The orchestra in the original production comprised twenty-five musi-
cians. Weill scored Love Life for five reed players (handling clarinets, saxo-
phones, flute/piccolo, oboe, and bassoon), four brass players, percussion,
and strings. The pianist doubled on accordion, and the contrabass player
on tuba. The percussion part can be handled by a single performer, with
one exception: no. 16 requires timpani and ratchet simultaneously. The
score calls for three timpani (only no. 2 uses three at once). Weill uses con-
sistent spaces on the staff for the snare drum/bass drum combination and
usually cues the remaining unpitched instruments, but not always. This
occasional lack of clarity is not unusual, and Weill may sometimes have in-
tentionally left choices up to the performer. In no. 18, for example, there
are three identical passages for two unpitched instruments, the first of
which is merely labeled “drums.” Tom-toms might be appropriate here;
the Edition leaves the choice to the performer. An optimal string count
would be fifteen (6–4–2–2–1, with three violin sections and no violas).
This is the number Weill had in mind when orchestrating his score, but the
original production made do with thirteen (4–4–2–2–1). Without any
doublers, the score requires an additional ten musicians. If necessary, the
accordion passages could be played on piano, and the tuba ones on bass.
The musical sources show a certain flexibility in this regard; the decision
to use accordion or tuba for a particular passage was sometimes made after
Weill had initially orchestrated it using piano or bass. Sometimes per-
formers who double are asked to change instruments too quickly. The Edi-
tion reports on solutions adopted by individual players (annotations in
Im) but does not attempt to revise parts within the Main Text. 

Absent modern techniques of amplification, the orchestra in 1948
sometimes overpowered the singers. Some reviews of the premiere sug-
gested that Nanette Fabray’s voice was not big enough. According to Ward
Morehouse of the New York Sun, “Miss Fabray dances, clowns, shrieks,
whistles, and sings — well enough.” George Freedley (Morning Telegraph)
thought the voice was “still not as rich and full as it should be, but she has
developed projection.” Richard P. Cooke of the Wall Street Journal wrote,
“Although lacking a little in vocal volume, she has just about everything
else.” Fabray herself once confessed that “Love Life was a little beyond my
talent frankly.”257 In her numbers, Weill (or Littau acting on Weill’s advice)
occasionally thinned his orchestration (with Im parts marked tacet or with

mutes), and this also happened for other singers (e.g., the nineteen-year-
old Sylvia Stahlman). The Edition usually retains such markings but ren-
ders them in cue-size notation, allowing present-day conductors to see
what solutions were adopted in the original production, should they, too,
encounter problems of balance. But the Edition adopts some tacet mark-
ings without reproducing the omitted material. A case in point is the re-
moval of BsDr/SnDr in no. 16, mm. 347–374. Balance is not a problem,
but the passage is (ironically) pastoral in tone; the Edition interprets the
tacet as a deliberate reorchestration intended to enhance that affect. Fi-
nally, the Edition sometimes restores silenced material using normal no-
tation, with a critical note. In no. 21a, for instance, the muted Tpt 1–2 in
mm. 196–199 provide an effective accompaniment to the two singers as
they cadence. Their removal could have been prompted by the players hav-
ing trouble following the singers; it is doubtful that the issue was one of
balance. Sometimes, an instrumental part doubling the singer was silenced
and sometimes not. In mm. 80–84 of “Mr. Right,” not only did the orig-
inal production retain the Reed 1 passage doubling Susan, but the saxo-
phonist renotated the part, evidently to match Fabray’s rubato (a footnote
in the score transmits this indication). The decision whether to restore si-
lenced doublings depends on whether the singer needs support and on
how well the instrumentalist and the singer can coordinate their efforts.
More generally, whenever a vocal line is doubled by an instrument in the
orchestra, its function should be evaluated, particularly with respect to
freedom of phrasing and the intelligibility of the lyrics. 

Because of the haste in which Weill frequently had to work, especially
when orchestrating and adding material during tryouts — and because he
never had occasion to revise Vh for publication — tempo and expression
marks in the holograph sources are sometimes sparse. To compensate, the
Edition frequently incorporates non-holograph information about ex-
pression and tempo (and in particular, modifications within a prevailing
tempo) from materials used in the original production, such as perform-
ance annotations in Fh(R), Vh(R), Im, and the various piano-vocal mate-
rials (Vm and Pm) prepared by Irving Schlein and Lys Symonette. All such
decisions are noted in the Critical Report. Except for the purpose of con-
forming analogous passages, the Edition does not normally add tempo and
expression marks where none appears in any source. Musical notation and
critical commentary can accomplish only so much, however. Love Life de-
mands fluency in the stylistic conventions of several musical-theater gen-
res ranging from opera and operetta to vaudeville, of song types (ballad,
blues, torch song), and of dance and other popular idioms: soft shoe
(no. 4), slow waltz (no. 5), polka (no. 6a), clog waltz (no. 9), foxtrot
(no. 9a), boogie-woogie (no. 10b), fandango (no. 16), and jitterbug
(no. 19). Consequently, the orchestra has to sound at times like an opera
orchestra, and at others, like dance bands belonging to various eras (e.g.,
the 1920s for no. 9a, and 1940s for no. 10b). 

The choreographer, dancers, and vocalists in the musical numbers will
face similar challenges in rendering idiomatically a kaleidoscopic palette of
historical dance idioms, vocal styles, and genre-based conventions. Num-
bers such as “Women’s Club Blues” and “Mr. Right,” for example, access
traditions that are essential to their dramaturgical impact, characterization,
and metadramatic commentary. One size does not fit all in Love Life. Each
number requires informed performance practice: vocal production, in-
cluding use of vibrato; “legitimate” vs. popular singing style; fidelity to his-
torical dance characteristics and staging expectations. Though such
challenges are not unique to Love Life, their range may exceed that of Gypsy
or Chicago, both of which are very much “vaudevilles” in their own way. 

The section of the Critical Report entitled “Commentary: General Is-
sues” addresses many aspects of musical performance, including dynamics,
articulation, details of instrumentation (e.g., muting, bowing), tempo, and
rhythm, including the notation and execution of swung rhythms. While
it is beyond the scope of this Introduction to touch on all these issues, a
few words about swung eighth notes are in order, this being an aspect of
performance practice that the Edition can capture only imperfectly with
notation. Weill (and Schlein for no. 19 and the dance in no. 10b) gener-
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ally used dotted rhythms for notes intended to be swung, although there
are cases where equal eighth notes are used for the same effect. The dotted
rhythm in “Progress” should probably be performed more like triplets. The
dotted rhythms and occasional equal eighths in “Women’s Club Blues”
might be swung more vigorously, especially in the boogie-woogie section
starting at m. 98. In “Mr. Right,” Weill calls for “Swing tempo” at m. 59
and notates the melody using dotted rhythms instead of the equal eighths
that had predominated previously; those earlier even rhythms should not
be swung. Fabray’s television performance of the number (R2) provides
guidance, as does Im for no. 19, where the players renotated straight
eighths as dotted rhythm (mm. 177, 179, 181, and elsewhere). But per-
formers should not assume that dotted rhythms always imply swung per-
formance; those in “Love Song” (mm. 11–26, 81–86) are better performed
strictly.

When it comes to staging Love Life, the dramatic sketches and the
vaudeville acts each pose distinctive challenges. The sketches are, in a word,
“sketchy,” providing very few stage directions and almost no characteriza-
tion of minor roles. We have seen (section II.iii) how Kazan created a
“backstory” of sorts for some of the villagers in the first Mayville sketch,
suggesting tensions between Sam and George at which Lerner had barely
hinted. Kazan staged the “Radio Night” sketch as a “neurotic intrigue” in
which the children play off the parents against each other. “The Cruise” is
arguably the most difficult sketch to direct because the entire company is
on stage, yet once past “I’m Your Man,” the dialogue and stage directions
concern Sam, Susan, and Taylor almost exclusively. Everyone else needs to
keep busy somehow. From the stage directions Kazan added to his anno-
tated copy of the script (Tt2b), one can reconstruct an unspoken subplot
involving Mrs. Boylan, the teenage Miss Boylan, and a suave Argentine
who seduces them both. The joke is that in “I’m Your Man,” Mr. Boylan
had been characterized as a prig who preaches family values. 

Using “vaudeville” acts as the concept for a musical is no small feat in
that they need to be viable as acts on their own. Real vaudeville acts would
have been rehearsed off-season and then refined over the course of multi-
ple daily performances on the circuit. Already in 1948, when vaudeville was
not quite forgotten, it was difficult to assemble Broadway performers to do
such “specialty acts,” as the numerous last-minute cast changes for Love
Life in the summer of 1948 demonstrate. It is even more so today, when

vaudeville is remembered only as an ancient progenitor of musical theater.
The original production benefited from two well-honed specialty acts, Jay
Marshall’s magician show and Elly Ardelty’s trapeze act, as well as Johnny
Thompson’s singing of “Love Song” as a hobo. They were the three high-
est-paid cast members after Fabray and Middleton. Factoring in the Black
vocal quartet (not an existing group like the Ink Spots but composed of sea-
soned Broadway veterans) in no. 7, and the Three Tots in no. 9, the col-
lective salaries of these ten performers, who appeared on stage for just a few
minutes each, accounted for some five percent of the weekly running costs.
Future productions are unlikely to go to such trouble and expense. Vaude-
ville may be something suggested, rather than actualized, though these
numbers must then be staged anew with high entertainment values ap-
propriate to their stylistic norms and genre-based conventions. 

Awkward set changes could have been partially responsible for some
critics deeming the vaudeville acts “disjointed interruptions.”258 Fabray
complained about the primitive state of stage technology, which required
each vaudeville turn to be performed in “one” while sets were pushed on
and off, along with the lack of microphones, which restricted the per-
formers’ freedom of movement around the stage. While the alternation of
sketches with acts in front of a drop seems to have worked well enough in
Part One, critics complained that things got bogged down in Part Two.259

None of the surviving documents indicates how changes were handled in
Part Two once past the “Madrigal Singers,” the last of the numbers exclu-
sively performed in “one.” Both the modern-apartment and the locker-
room sets took up half the stage, while the divorce ballet used the full stage
(see Plate 8). Tt2b indicates that the initial chorus in no. 16 was performed
in front of a traveler, but it is unclear how the transition from the locker
room to the ballet set was handled. Even after no. 16 was cut, there re-
mained the problem of leading from the apartment set into the ballet and
then into the hotel room. Im includes an abbreviated reprise of “Love
Song” that bears signs of use but is unlisted in programs; it could have
served to cover set changes, as could the “Progress” reprise. Whatever the
solution, Part Two must have presented problems with flow and pacing.
Future productions, if fully staged, will need to find ways of moving flu-
idly in and out of sketches and acts, lest Love Life’s formal innovations,
which make it a historical milestone on the path to the concept musical,
also make it a historical millstone.
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