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The Words a Musical Can't Do Without

By ROBERT SIMONSON 

"Grand Hotel: The Musical" in 1989 might have been first. But whichever show was Patient Zero, it's now a certified epidemic: hardly a new musical arrives without the suffix "the Musical," preceded by dash, colon or comma. Last season brought "Brooklyn, the Musical," "Dracula, the Musical" and "Little Women: The Musical." Likely to arrive in coming seasons are "Billy Elliot - the Musical," "Legally Blonde - the Musical" and "The First Wives Club - the Musical."

Sometimes lawyers, rather than writers or producers, are behind this particular choice of words. "I wrote 'Captains Courageous, the Musical,' and I didn't want to call it that," said the lyricist and librettist Patrick Cook, who has seen his share of new musicals as artistic coordinator of the famous BMI Lehman Engel Musical Theater Workshop. "But M.G.M. wouldn't give us the rights unless we did. We were actually appalled. We didn't want to call it that - it's goofy." 

Of course, once "... the Musical" began to be appended (voluntarily or not) to the titles of so many films, novels and boroughs, the backlash set in. For every big, commercial outing that sincerely embraces the two little words, there is a scrappy show that puts them in mocking quotes. "Urinetown: The Musical," the ultimate example, famously started at the New York International Fringe Festival. This summer, that annual theater smorgasbord includes "Billionaires for Bush - the Musical," "SILENCE! The Musical," "Fleet Week: The Musical" and "S.U.V.: The Musical!" "I think we probably had a dozen or so shows that applied with a title that included that subtitle," said Elena K. Holy, producing artistic director of the festival. 

Eric Rockwell, the co-writer of the recent Off Broadway hit "The Musical of Musicals (the Musical!)," said the joke might be wearing thin. "I think that cliché has been pointed up," he said. "Everyone is aware it's been overdone. But that doesn't seem to be stopping people from using it." How to tell whether "the Musical" on a marquee is sincere or insincere? Well, if the show's on Broadway, the words are probably being used in all reverence. But not every black-box production is automatically tongue-in-cheek. The real tip-off, according to Ms. Holy: "the prolific use of an exclamation point." 

