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The Rhetoric of Musical Theater 
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A girl enters the house of a Broadway musical. The corners of her mouth uncontrollably 

rise as she absorbs the ornate grandeur surrounding her. Many generations of audience members, 

performers, and creators have consumed theater in this space, and she is now experiencing the 

product of their evolutions. She can relate to the people around her and the characters she will 

soon meet. A desire to be inspired, paired with a sheer love of the art form, is what has drawn her 

here.  

She plops in her seat, crosses her legs, and immediately scours the playbill’s bios. She 

notices the creative team is comprised of many women.  

 As the lights begin to dim, she neatly tucks the playbill under her seat. From this point 

on, she leans into the uncertainty. She knows many multi-faceted characters will surprise her. 

But however the story plays out, it will certainly motivate her to be onstage with the actors one 

day, or fiercely face the world as the characters demonstrably do, whichever direction her 

personal dreams decide to wander.  

 But this is just not so…  

When a woman enters a theater, she is rarely able to fully connect with the work she sees 

showcased on stage. Often, the writing and portrayal of female characters in musical theater fails 

to break from societal stereotypes, as so few female creators were at the helm during the canon’s 

creation. In an art form that prides itself on celebrating diversity, reflecting current aesthetic 

tastes, merging numerous forms, and giving marginalized voices a chance to shine, as is the case 

in musicals like Hamilton, Dear Evan Hansen, or Spring Awakening, the rareness of accurate 

female representations is quite ironic. As musicals often strive to reflect the aesthetic tastes of the 

era in which they were written, this issue is especially prevalent in classical musicals written 

between 1930-1965 during the jazz and golden ages of musical theater. The values expressed in 



classical musicals tend to be heavily influenced by the historical period in which they were 

situated, when the #MeToo movement didn’t exist, gender wasn’t as openly fluid, women 

weren’t as independent, and values were generally more conservative. And since these musicals 

are frequently revived and remounted in the 21st century, their outdated values are continually 

reinforced and reasserted in public entertainment spheres. However, in many cases, classical 

musicals can be powerfully reimagined to avoid the cognitive dissonance experienced from 

witnessing classic art clash with modernist sensibilities. In order to modernize musicals to 

properly reflect the strength of women and give women a chance to embody powerful characters, 

production companies could selectively gender-bend characters to alter the primary messages 

surrounding the female protagonists. Though this application is certainly not a one-size-fits-all 

solution, selectively gender-bending characters could transform the outdated into appreciable, 

timeless pieces of art.    

The American musical was unofficially born with the creation of Showboat in 1927, and 

the industry has had a difficult time outgrowing the implicit sexism of that time. Though 

women’s presence and influence in careers outside the musical theater industry have increasingly 

flourished over the 20th century, the number of women in theatrical leadership positions remains 

lackluster1. Between 1944 and 1998, only 7.5 percent of musical productions on Broadway were 

directed by women, and only 19.5 percent of the 1,596 Off-Broadway musical works were 

directed by women2. And this gendered division continued into the 21st century. According to a 

recent study by the League of Professional Theatre Women, only 33% of professional theater’s 

in New York hosted female directors between 2010-2015. Additionally, no new plays by female 
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playwrights were produced on Broadway during the 2013-2014 season, even though the Pulitzer 

Prize for Drama winner and finalists were entirely female playwrights.3  

In Her Turn Onstage, well renowned author, director, and playwright Grace Barnes 

argues the lack of theatrical female leadership directly correlates with the creation of stories and 

characters that buy into gendered stereotypes and iconically weak female characters. While the 

men chase their dreams, the women dream of chasing men. This is clearly the case in How To 

Succeed In Business Without Really Trying, which premiered on Broadway in 1961. In the 

musical, the male protagonist J. Piermont Finch successfully climbs the corporate ladder of a 

large company while his secretary fanaticizes about becoming his wife as she sings lyrics such 

as, “I’d be so happy to keep his dinner warm while he goes onward and upward.” These 

sentiments are also emblematic in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Carousel, which premiered on 

Broadway in 1945. Though many hold Carousel dear in their hearts due to its music and grand 

dance numbers, its narrative should not be applauded today. In the show, the female protagonist 

Julie Jordan marries Billie Bigalow, who ultimately abuses her due to his unemployment. 

However, the show does not address abuse as a problem. Rather, it is glorified as Julie 

rhetorically questions her fellow women, “What’s the use of wondering if he’s good or if he’s 

bad?... When he wants your kisses, you’ll give them to the lad and anywhere he leads you, you 

will walk… You’re his girl and he’s your fella and all the rest is talk.” Though a desire for love 

is deeply woven into the human condition, it is “increasingly problematic with musicals… when 

women are involved, [love] seems to be the only story ever told,”4 especially when love is 

conveyed in highly problematic contexts, as is the case with Carousel. And while strong female 
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characters who stand up for themselves, express complex desires, and have agency over 

themselves are rare throughout the genre, they are virtually non-existent in classical works when 

the writing of musical theater reflected the early-mid 20th century’s arrested values. Most 

characterizations type women as the “dumb blonde or love interest” and have had trouble seeing 

beyond this paradigm5. If audience members don’t agree with the archetypical characterizations 

of women or the one-dimensionality of ingénue’s in classical works, they can’t consume the 

classical musical theater canon today without experiencing troubling cognitive dissonance.  

In today’s socio-political climate where movements like #MeToo have galvanized female 

comradery and highlight the importance of pointing out gendered societal flaws, the lack of 

female empowerment and outright discouragement of female strength in such works could make 

them obsolete. Some may argue for the debunking and terminated mounting of classic musicals 

that contain such themes. But this is neither desired nor economically feasible. The American 

musical would not exist had it not been for the visionaries of the jazz and golden ages. When 

Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! premiered the first elementally-integrated musical in 

1943, they invented a plot-driven structural model that has been used in virtually every musical 

since. Their following musicals were “rife with experimentation” 6 and continued to push the 

envelope. Entirely dismissing these classical works would be ignorantly dismissive of the 

foundation of the entire art form. Regardless, contemporary production companies are more 

inclined to produce classic revivals than new works, as the success of a revival is reliable while 

the success of the new work is questionable. According to Barnes, “the majority of the audience 

wants to know what they are going to get before spending hundreds of dollars for a night out. 

                                                      
5 Barnes, 63 
6 Hurwitz, 140 



Some producers will argue that it is necessary to revive older shows because there are simply not 

enough good, new shows being written.”7 But above all, audiences are drawn to classic musicals 

for their fundamentally escapist qualities. They can evoke fond memories of our pasts, draw out 

a tear with a single melody, and emblazon romantic ideals. Audiences should be able to enjoy 

these aspects of classic works without experiencing troubling cognitive dissonance with their 

modernist sensibilities and feminist beliefs. And with creative agency and artful interpretations 

of classic works, this can be achieved. In acknowledging the lack of strong female characters 

paired with the surplus of heroic male literary presences, we are motivated to create new models 

where women are given the space to inhabit key male characters in classic works. Using the 

artistic conceit of swapping or changing genders, if developed in tandem with the given text, 

could successfully alter the problematic messages in classical musicals, give women the chance 

to be inspired by topics unrelated to love, and allow men to express their femininity in a 

supportive context.  

A conceit is an artistic effect or device a director chooses to embed in a theatrical 

production. At its core, a conceit should elevate a production outside of the basic confines of the 

text, and accessibly express the director’s interpretation of the piece. A conceit might drastically 

set a production in a time period or location it was not explicitly written into, artfully represent 

acts like violence using fanciful motifs and abstract staging, or subtly give unconventional acting 

beats. As conceits are entirely creative and entirely based on the text at hand, the options are 

infinite.  

Drastic and creative conceits are commonly used in remounting’s of Shakespearean 

works, and successfully so. In Oregon Shakespeare Festival’s (OSF) 2017 season, conceits were 
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used in their productions to heighten their accessibility for contemporary audiences and 

strengthen the given themes within the respective texts. OSF’s interpretation of Henry IV Parts 

One and Two was particularly applauded in the Pacific Sun’s season review. The production was 

shockingly modern, including a rave scene “underscoring… depravity with an inflatable pool of 

bubbles, and scantily clad dancers with animal heads.” But the most bold, defining, and 

successful directorial choice was the company’s portrayal of the role of Hotspur, the prince’s 

competitor, as a female-identifying character played by a female-identifying actor. The choice 

altered the gender dynamics within Henry’s world, and took on a fierce “remarkable 

resonance,”8 introducing a queer-female warrior presence that had never been previously present 

in the text. By directly placing a woman in a pre-established powerful role, the production 

allowed a woman to lead while expressing complex conflict, effectively illuminating feminist 

sensibilities in the work.   

Choosing to alter a Shakespearean production to suit a director’s vision by changing a 

character’s gender is not a new phenomenon. In fact, this generalized conceit dates back 

centuries. For example, the choice to make Oberon a woman in an 1895 production of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream was lauded in London’s “The Saturday Review” as successfully 

changing the character’s stature from “impish and childish” to “elegant and affected.”9 Similarly, 

“The Independent” applauded a 1991 all-male tour of As You Like It for mischievously helping 

audiences to be “alert to the sexual politics that are in play in the disguise-conventions of 

Shakespearean comedy.”10  
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These types of abstractions have clearly been successfully applied to Shakespearean 

revivals, primarily because audiences crave modernization to understand the texts, know how the 

plays “should” be done, and how the productions at hand deviate from the norm. Though 

audiences also have a broad knowledge of how classical musicals are typically staged, audiences 

have rarely been confronted with productions that challenge their learned schemas of these 

works. As audiences have welcomed abstract interpretations of Shakespearean productions with 

open arms, it seems likely that the same thinking could be successfully applied to the classical 

musical theater canon. 

In her article, “Radical Reinterpretations of the Musical Theatre Canon,” Jessica Hillman 

explores the idea of applying radical conceits to musicals. Hillman prefaces her article by 

emphasizing how licensing agencies often challenge desired changes to a text’s script or vision, 

and productions that are able to deviate from their respective norms are frequently labeled as 

“transgressive.” 11 But if classical musicals with unique conceits are able to escape copyright 

laws, are they typically well received? This is the exact question Hillman investigates, by using a 

rare reimagined production of The Sound of Music as a case study. In June of 2002, the Hangar 

Theatre in Ithaca produced a production of The Sound of Music with color-blind casting, new 

intercut scenes and bold directorial choices, most notably directing a Nazi to shoot the character 

Max Detweiler at the end of the play. Perhaps more radically, the production’s set entirely 

consisted of rubble, evoking parallels between the Nazism overwhelming The Sound of Music’s 

narrative and the era’s recent 9/11 attacks. A genuine concern that audiences would reject the 

restaging existed, as Hillman asserts “forcing new perceptions by shocking audiences out of 

complacency may be a legitimate goal, but we should question whether an audience could ever 
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experience a radical The Sound of Music as a new piece, rather than a violated old one.”12 

However, according to the production’s directors, the audience reactions were “welcoming, 

rather than angry or shocked.” In an interview with Amanda Dehnert, director of Trinity 

Repertory Company, Dehnert explains that audiences crave productions like Hanger’s The Sound 

of Music. “I think people… who want their theater to be nostalgia… shouldn’t go to the 

theater… Because they’re not going to get what they want,” Dehnert asserts. “Audiences that are 

interested in seeing a story taking a journey are completely interested in and defensive to [daring 

or radical] work.”13 With the knowledge that radical conceits can and should be applied to 

classical musicals, it is fair to extrapolate that applying a specifically gender-bent conceit tailored 

around feminist sensibilities would be successful within the genre as well.          

In meditating on the musical Guys and Dolls as a case study, it becomes clear that a 

gendered conceit could very successfully be applied to the work, alluding to the idea that this 

type of work could be successfully applied to other musicals as well. The musical Guys and 

Dolls, written by Frank Loesser, Jo Swerling, and Abe Burrows in 1950, carries with it an 

implicit gender divide in its very title. Not only are the guys and dolls distinctly separated, but 

the very nature of placing the ‘guys’ first in the title and naming women ‘dolls’ could 

subconsciously allude to male ownership over ‘their’ women. In the musical, these exact 

sentiments are clearly played out. The male protagonist Sky Masterson accepts a bet to ask Sarah 

Brown, the pious missionary, to a club in Havana upon the assumption that she would resist. 

Meanwhile, Nathan Detroit avoided tying the knot with his fiancé, Adelaide, for 14 years despite 

her urgent pleas. In both of these relationships, the men control the women’s destinies and 
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actively fight commitment with them due to their active pursuit of other goals. In 

deindividualizing and dehumanizing the women in the production by routinely referring to them 

as “some doll[s]” and attempting to win them over with displays of monetary prowess and 

dominance, the show leaves the women to either sing love songs or lament the men’s lack of 

emotional support. While Guys and Dolls certainly isn’t meant to be viewed as hard-hitting 

social commentary, these issues in the text shouldn’t be overlooked. However, if the ‘guys’ were 

played as female-identifying characters, and the ‘dolls’ were played as male-identifying 

characters, these gendered politics and stereotypes may not only come to light, but could begin to 

be deconstructed and solved.   

In allowing the women to embody the male characters, they would be portrayed as 

rebellious bread winners, not only giving them monetary power and agency, but helping break 

the angelic and idyllic female stereotype that pervades classical musicals. They fight for many 

causes, and could be viewed bravely counter-culture. While in a conventionally staged Guys and 

Dolls, the women are at men’s mercy, a gender-swapped version would send an entirely different 

message. In the song “Oldest Established” where the men display their fraternal bonds due to 

their illicit crap game, the song would be transformed to reflect female comradery and support. 

Additionally, songs like “Luck Be a Lady” and “Guys and Dolls” could be played sarcastically, a 

satirical commentary on stagnant gender roles.  

In an age when women have gained power in the workplace and effectively distinguished 

sensuality from marriage, they have also given themselves agency over the types of relationships 

they become involved in. By staging Sky and Nathan as women, the women would be in control 

of asking men on dates or deciding when to become married, invalidating the myths that only 

men can ask women out and women’s future security and well-being relies on their likeability. In 



portraying women who don’t necessarily prioritize marriage but still have a capacity to love, 

they are given control. But since Sky and Nathan both fall in love and marry their partners, the 

gender-swapped women would still have a chance to express their femininity and desire to love 

and be loved. 

In switching the “dolls” to be played by men, the men would have a chance to 

deconstruct their masculinity, express their emotions and concealed femininity, and romanticize 

about settling down, all of which aren’t typical portrayals of men in classical musicals. However, 

some issues may arise which cannot be overlooked, and would need the guidance of a tactful 

director. In many scenes, the women are hypersexualized as the “hot box girls,” or showgirl 

dancers. Should cisgender men be placed in these roles aimed to bolster sexual appeal in women, 

the scenes could easily be viewed as comedic or queer, as straight men are almost never 

seriously sexualized in this context. A director would have to make unique choices depending on 

what their vision is and what interpretation they desire from audiences.   

Gender-bending to achieve a similar affect as my imagined production of Guys and Dolls 

was utilized in Marianne Elliott’s 2016 production of Stephen Sondheim’s Company, in which 

the primary male protagonist Bobby was instead portrayed as a female-identifying ‘Bobbie.’ As 

Bobbie resists marriage throughout the show, in playing her as female, the production became, as 

described by The Atlantic, “suddenly timely again.”14 Suddenly, a woman in her 30’s was 

portrayed as having the ability and capacity to evaluate the benefits and challenges of 

relationships for herself, just as her male predecessors did since the show’s debut in 1970. In 

gender-swapping “theater’s most notorious heterosexual bachelor, into Bobbie, a woman with 

profound ambivalence toward societal norms,” Company seizes the opportunity to be “what it 
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was in 1970: revolutionary.”15 Though this type of change had been unprecedented in 

professional musicals prior to the mounting of this Company revival, it’s success set the 

precedent for future shows. Though Guys and Dolls and Company are extremely contrasting 

stylistically, their ability to comment on themes like marriage and gender independence through 

gender-swapping are in line with each other, and Company’s sweeping success can signal the 

likely success of gender-swapping in a production of Guy and Dolls. 

As previously stated, this type of gender-bending, even if it were to be solely applied to 

the protagonists, cannot be successfully integrated into every classical musical. One classical 

musical where this type of gendered application would not illuminate feminist sensibilities would 

be Camelot, written by Alan Lerner and Frederick Loewe in 1960. In the musical Camelot, 

Guinevere marries King Arthur, but quickly falls in love with a visiting knight, Lancelot. 

Throughout the course of the musical she is torn between the two men, but ultimately decides to 

leave Arthur for Lancelot. In this particular situation, not only would the feudal system’s deeply 

engrained gender roles make a gender switch difficult to understand, but placing women in 

Arthur and Lancelot’s shoes would effectively disempower them. Since Arthur and Lancelot 

routinely fight for Guinevere’s gaze, the repurposed vision would pit women against women. 

Since Guinevere ultimately chooses her desired life, the production would also convey that men 

have ultimate choice and power in a relationship. These newfound unsurfaced themes certainly 

wouldn’t support the purpose of switching genders, and should not be done for this production, 

or any other classical musical with a text that wouldn’t support this conceit.   

As a young woman aspiring to pursue musical theater performance professionally, I am 

particularly concerned with the issues presented in this analysis. I often physically enable the 
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arrested values in classical musicals to resonate with audiences today, namely with younger 

aspiring performers who look up to me. While the past cannot be changed, the public needs to 

become aware of these issues. Women must be encouraged to occupy creative leadership roles to 

ensure the classical canon is justly performed today and our current contributions to the musical 

theater canon don’t reflect the wrongdoings of classical works. Live theater can be repurposed 

using many types of conceits, but should a gender-bent framework allow productions to be 

viewed through a positive feminist lens, perhaps women like me can claim agency over the 

stories they tell, messages they embody, and examples they set for today’s theater-going 

American public.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography 

 

Barnes, Grace. Her turn on stage: the role of women in musical theatre. McFarland & Company, 

2015. 

 

Coleman, Bertram E., and Judith A. Sebesta. Women in American musical theatre: essays on 

composers, lyricists, librettists, arrangers, choreographers, designers, directors, producers and 

performance artists. McFarland, 2008. 

 

Gilbert, Sophie. “An Updated Company for an Era of Single Women.” The Atlantic, 29 Nov. 

2016, www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/11/company-sondheim-sexual-

politics/508895/.  

 

Hillman, Jessica. “Tradition or Travesty?: Radical Reinterpretations of the Musical Theatre 

Canon.” Theatre Topics, vol. 20, no. 1, Mar. 2010. 

 

Hurwitz, Nathaniel. A history of the American musical theatre: no business like it. Routledge, 

2014. 

 

Steketee, Martha Wade. “Women Count 2015.” TheatreWomen, League of Professional Theatre 

Women, Oct. 2015, theatrewomen.org/women-count-2015/+. 

 

Templeton, David. “2017 Oregon Shakespeare Festival: Reviews of the 'first four'.” Pacific Sun, 

9 Mar. 2017, pacificsun.com/theater-2017-oregon-shakespeare-festival/.   

 

Wells, Stanley. Shakespeare in the theatre: an anthology of criticism. Oxford University Press, 

1997. 

 

Wolf, Stacy Ellen. A problem like Maria: gender and sexuality in the American musical. Univ. 

of Michigan Press, 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/11/company-sondheim-sexual-politics/508895/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/11/company-sondheim-sexual-politics/508895/

