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Broadway and American Theater -  

�/�H�W�·�V���*�H�W���2�Q���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���6�K�R�Z�� 

In the 19th century major American cities competed in the 
number and design of new theaters. Playwrights produced 
numerous plays. Especially important, more and more thea-
ters were opened on what was soon to become the main 
theatrical street - �1�H�Z�� �<�R�U�N�¶�V�� �%�U�R�D�G�Z�D�\���� �W�R�G�D�\�� �K�R�P�H�� �W�R�� ������
large professional theatres. While American theater 
searched for its own identity, it reflected political and eco-
nomic troubles of the time. In 1849 street riots brought 
about by class tensions broke out outside the Astor Place 
Theater. Entertainment divided rather than united the 
American society with a division line between highbrow and 
lowbrow art. 
 

Soon after that, however, American audiences were 
brought together. The so-called American Museum on 
Broadway - an idea of Phineas Taylor Barnum - which was 
a combination of a museum, lecture hall, a show, and a 
�P�R�U�H���V�H�U�L�R�X�V���³�H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�´���G�U�D�P�D��- contributed to it. So did 
a uniquely American entertainment, minstrel show, which 
showed all tensions that challenged the young country: 
class, racial, ethnic, gender and political. But the greatest 
merit for uniting American theatergoers goes to a genre 
born in the second half of the 19th century - the musical.  
 

Musical combines dance, music, and dialogue. While enter-
tainment lies at its core, and it can be light, humorous, and 
witty, it can also be food for thought by touching upon social 
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or moral topics. Everyone can find something to their liking 
in a performance of this kind.  
 

The 20th century, the century of the modern musical, was 
marked by productions which ran for decades. Perform-
ances were counted in thousands. The popularity of shows 
triggered the movie industry. Movie hits based on musicals 
are now commonplace (e.g. Chicago, West Side Story, 
Mamma Mia - �R�U�L�J�L�Q�D�O�O�\���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���$�E�E�D�¶�V���K�L�W�V�������%�R�R�N�V���Z�L�W�K���D��
good story become a canvas for new stagings. It works the 
other way around, too, a Hollywood musical production 
which proves a box-office hit can be adapted for the stage 
(for example Dirty Dancing, The Producers, Hairspray.) The 
musical has become an industry with its own stars, direc-
tors, producers, and choreographers. Popular musicals go 
on tours around the world.  
 

�7�R�G�D�\�����1�H�Z���<�R�U�N�¶�V���%�U�R�D�G�Z�D�\���D�Q�G���/�R�Q�G�R�Q�¶�V���:�H�V�W���(�Q�G���R�I�W�H�Q��
mirror each other. With about the same number of venues, 
�W�K�H�\�� �R�I�I�H�U�� �V�L�P�L�O�D�U�� �U�H�S�H�U�W�R�L�U�H���� �7�K�H�� �W�Z�R�� �J�U�H�D�W�H�V�W�� �³�W�K�H�D�W�U�H��
�O�D�Q�G�V���´�� �W�K�H�\�� �R�I�I�H�U���W�K�H���K�L�J�K�H�V�W���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I�� �F�R�P�P�H�U�F�L�D�O���W�K�H�D�W�U�H���L�Q��
the English speaking world, and have become a must for 
regular theatergoers and tourists who visit the two cities. 
Musicals such as Show Boat, Oklahoma!, West Side Story, 
The Fantasticks, Hair, A Chorus Line, Les Misérables, The 
Phantom of the Opera, and The Producers are the classics 
of the genre.  
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