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The place of Jews in twentieth-century American performing arts has been 

crucial, and nowhere has it been more indispensable than in the history of the 

Broadway musical. Beginning in the early decades of the century, secular Jews, 

women as well as men, discovered in the capacious possibilities of New York 

City’s popular musical theater and supporting enterprises a rich and hospitable site 

for their talents, energies, ambitions, and yearnings. In the process they 

fundamentally transformed American commercial entertainment and the very 

meaning of American culture and the image of the nation. 

Why was Broadway so hospitable and so alluring to Jews in the early 

twentieth century?  New York was of course the gateway to America for many 

Jewish immigrants, and between 1881 and 1914, New York’s uptown community 

of German Jews was supplemented and quickly dwarfed by great waves of almost 

two million Jews from eastern Europe. By 1920 New York City could claim that it 

housed one-tenth of the world’s Jewry, and by 1930, the Jewish Daily Forward 

could boast that New York’s Jews alone, over 1,800,000 strong,  if imagined as a 

city all their own, would amount to the fourth largest city in the country—and it 

was easily the largest Jewish city in the world, with Warsaw next at roughly 

300,000 Jews.  

In the process, these immigrants underwent a profound cultural 

transformation and often wrenching secularization. Traditional religious impulses 

found new expressive outlets. The Yiddish theater, which delighted in virtuosic 

exuberance, was thriving.  Amateur musicianship and appreciation for a wide 

variety of musical expression enticed many secular Jews, as it did other 

immigrants—Italian, Irish, German—and many native-born Americans. The doors 

of New York’s commercial culture—including theater, movies, tin pan alley, and 

popular journalism—were open to Jews in ways that those of cultural institutions 

that depended on philanthropy (e.g. the Metropolitan opera, Carnegie Hall, etc.) 

were not.  Popular music was also in a period of extraordinary openness to 

heterogeneity--from modernists to Jazz and ragtime to folk-inflected influences, 
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and comedy flourished at a time of social and cultural disruption.  American 

popular arts were increasingly fascinated by African American materials and 

performers, and Jews saw in the situation of African Americans themes of 

endurance, faith, poverty, misery, oppression, exclusion, resistance, and hope that 

resonated with their own experience.  

  

Even a cursory survey of these contributions would be a considerable undertaking. 

The goals of these two sessions is much more modest. We will consider the 

historical significance and theatrical context of two enduring musicals, one in each 

class. The first, to be presented on Tuesday, July 14, at 7:30 pm, will concern 

Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II’s Show Boat (1927). The second, to be 

held on Tuesday, August 11, at 7:30 pm, will treat Jerry Bock and Sheldon 

Harnick’s Fiddler on the Roof (1964). 
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Show Boat 

 Show Boat is generally hailed as the first modern Broadway musical. It is 

“modern” in several ways, and to appreciate its innovations, we need to remember 

the state of musical theater at its time. Musical theater fell into four genres: 

operetta (e.g. The Student Prince), musical comedy (e.g. Lady, Be Good), revue 

(e.g. Florenz Ziegfeld’s annual Follies), and vaudeville. First, although musical 

comedies and operettas of the 1920s generally told a story, most of the musical 

numbers didn’t truly support that story. Instead, they were often slipped into the 

show on the flimsiest excuse. Although Show Boat does not attain the kind of 

integration of music, song, dance, and story that Hammerstein later achieved with 

Richard Rodgers in Oklahoma! (1943), it constituted a remarkable development for 

its time, indeed a unique one. The songs and music in Show Boat do for the most 

part “advance” the story—they either underline a character or a situation in a way 

that dialogue alone could not do as effectively. Moreover, the Show Boat story is 

much more than an overstaged reference to some exotic and historical setting 

(which was about all that the librettos of most operettas amounted to). Nor was 

Show Boat a collection of jokes, songs and stock dance routines held together by a 

weak story line (a description of most musical comedies of the time). Although 

Show Boat served up a gumbo of musical styles—operatic love songs, comic 

vaudeville pieces, folk-like songs, and interpolated popular tunes (especially in the 

Chicago sequence), it consistently employs them in the service of characterization 

and story. Who sings what kind of song and in what style is central to the play. In 

addition, this material in fact illustrates the larger theme of the transformation of 

popular entertainment from the time of creaky melodramas such as The Parson’s 

Bride to the conditions that make the composition of Show Boat itself possible. 

Edna Ferber’s sprawling novel Show Boat appeared in 1926, and both 

Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein immediately sensed its musical potential. 

Like the novel, the musical traces backstage life among an ever-moving troupe of 

playmakers—including three generations of one family—over four decades. 

Through these and other characters, it aspires to tell nothing less than the saga of 

the development of modern American music, theater, and culture.  

It is an extraordinarily ambitious work, one that could justly claim to be the 

Great American musical in its scope.  Running almost four hours in its original 

conception (trimmed by roughly an hour before its opening in New York City in 

late December 1927), it fairly explodes with music and song, and its rich spectacle 
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challenged the resources of stagecraft at the time. Not only did it tackle the 

transformations of American popular arts and culture over almost a half century, 

but it also brought together a variety of American regional and racial types and 

characters and sent them through the very heart of the North American continent 

from Natchez up the mighty Mississippi to Chicago and back. In the course of time 

and travel, it depicts the possibilities of the American melting pot—and its 

limitations. Israel Zangwill’s famous  play  The Melting Pot (first performed in 

1908) nowhere directly figures, of course, and no Jewish character appears, let 

alone one who marries the daughter of a man who carried out a pogrom that 

destroyed his family—the conclusion of Zangwill’s drama. But the stories of the 

Black characters who work on the river, and of the mixed-race singer who is forced 

off the boat by miscegenation laws in Mississippi, put America’s own destructive 

discrimination at the heart of the story. 

Love and marriage are the stuff of comedy, just as star-crossed lovers are the 

stuff of tragedy, and Show Boat gives us both in full measure. In the process it also 

directly celebrated the possibilities and confronted the severe limits of self-

invention. Even as it retained unmistakable residual elements of blackface 

minstrelsy, it dramatized the power and absurdity of racial boundaries.  Almost a 

century later, it still speaks to issues of belonging and exclusion, dignity and 

democracy. 

Show Boat Viewing and Listening Suggestions 

*Highly recommended: before the session, you will enjoy watching “Broadway 

Musicals: A Jewish Legacy,” 2013  https://vimeo.com/260670343 

*There are several film versions of Show Boat.  The most easily accessible, the 

1951 adaptation starring Howard Keel, Kathryn Grayson, Ava Gardner, and Marge 

and Gower Champion, can be rented on Netflix or Amazon Prime.  Much of the 

music is missing, and the ending was changed.  Lena Horne was rejected for a 

leading role in favor of a white actress who didn’t do her own singing, but it is 

worth seeing.  It is also available for purchase. 

*The black-and-white 1936 version featuring Paul Robeson singing “Old Man 

River” has been issued in a Criterion Collection version, available for purchase. 

*An outstanding production of the stage play, by the Papermill Playhouse in New 

Jersey in 1989, is available in fuzzy segments on You Tube.  See for example, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPQMbqFYNBs.  A few numbers from the 

https://vimeo.com/260670343
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPQMbqFYNBs
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show can be found on You Tube with better resolution.  The production was aired 

by Great Performances. 

*A 1994 Broadway revival can be sampled in a few You Tube excerpts, such as 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zdkWyH7qGdE.  

*In 2014, the San Francisco Opera produced a spirited, if (obviously) operatic 

version.  A DVD is available to purchase, but the seven-minute preview on You 

Tube gives a taste of the production.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbXR6idqFpY  Picture and sound quality are 

outstanding. 

*Audio recordings of various productions abound, but the most complete is the 

1987 John McGlinn reconstruction of the 1927 score, recorded with an outstanding 

cast including Frederica Von Stade, Jerry Hadley, and Teresa Stratas.  A three-CD 

version includes underscoring and dialogue, and a one-CD version contains all the 

essential music.  This is available on Spotify. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zdkWyH7qGdE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbXR6idqFpY

