Teaching Style
The artistic and commercial success of Rob Marshall’s film, Chicago, just two years ago spurred the resurrection of the movie musical. For years now, there has been talk of trying to bring the seemingly moribund genre back to the screen. Producers with a vision and a pocketful of money have been imagining for years what a filmed version of Les Mis or another long-running Broadway classic might look like. But it was Chicago’s success that really made it happen. How long the resurrection will last probably depends on the success of the spate of recent releases – The Phantom of the Opera, Rent, and The Producers -- and the early indicators aren’t good. Was Chicago’s success an anomaly, or have the current crop of filmed musicals failed with audiences because they have failed to find a successful stylistic translation from stage to screen? That’s a question that will be taken on in this article. 
But there can be little doubt that the critical and box office success of the film Chicago is a result of Rob Marshall’s uncanny ability to mold the musical’s raw material – its off-beat script, its music, and dance -- into a filmic style that resulted, not only in a work that well served its raw material, but was actually greater than the sum of its parts. Or in other words – Marshall’s filmic vision or style resulted in that rare commodity -- movie magic.

The term style is a concept not easily made tangible for discussion. Like the concepts of art or beauty in some college aesthetics course, “style” is difficult to define and even more difficult to agree upon. In preparation for this article I looked through well over a dozen books on theatre -- from the intro books to books on directing. The intro books made no mention of the concept, and the directing books tap danced their way through the subject, admitting that style is a dicey subject to talk about. The best discussions I found were in the script analysis books, and even there, the term was often, by their authors’ own admission, a loosey, goosey one. One of the best definitions I found was in a book called Script Analysis by David Grote, a terrific book by the way. He says that style is “the manner in which all the elements of the play are integrated into a single whole.”  That definition works perfectly for me because it is exactly what I will be talking about here. 

In my opinion, style in production can be a critical, if not the critical ingredient of a production, and Marshall’s film of Chicago bears this out. For that reason, I think it is essential that the term be one we discuss at length with our students. But before we can do so, we have to make every effort to objectify the term as much as possible – if we ever expect our students to start thinking in terms of style -- and, ultimately, make it a part of their analysis process. Style is the concept shared by the artists who collaboratively design a production and those who enact it. Every director and production team searches for a style that will bring their project to life before setting sail on their journey toward production. Theatre people know that a production’s success or failure is often dependent on finding just that right manner to present all element of their story. For that reason, it is a term that we really must get into the vocabulary of our students.
The agreed upon style for any production is like its map or compass. A successfully conceived and executed style can provide the trip-tic to a successful journey. It can prevent a production from wandering on the high seas or floundering on the shoals. A stylistic miscalculation can have the opposite effect, and hurl a production off course or onto the rocks. Style then, to build on Grote’s definition above, might be defined as the manner in which a production team chooses to bring a script to life. It is a shared vision that all elements of a production must fit into -- from the set and lights to the acting on the stage. But a more practical way of thinking about style might be to think of it as the created “world of the play.” This agreed upon vision is intended to serve the script that inspired it by making that script work effectively for an audience that watches. A successful production style is always consistent and helps make the story clear, accessible, compelling, and meaningful. An ineffective style can leave an audience saying, Huh?” or worse, “Yeah, so what?” 

All right, in an effort to further define and develop our concept of style, let’s try to apply our understanding of the term to the spate of musical films that have been made and released recently. At this writing, The Producers and Rent are still playing in movie theatres, while The Phantom of the Opera and Chicago are available on DVD. It would be a great idea to view any or all of these films in conjunction with reading this article. It will help make any shortcomings in my discussion of style more apparent. It will also let you know how and where my own critical and analytical perceptions about these musicals differ from your own. 

Let me lay out at the top that, generally, musicals are not my favorite theatrical form. Yes I enjoy them when well done, and yes I have performed in them and directed them, but more often than not, I find them lacking in substance and depth (the Sweeney’s and Sundays in the Park excepted). In short, I usually prefer spending my theatrical time elsewhere. But there are exceptions, even when it comes to the light stuff – if the manner in which it’s done (its style) is able to trump its lack of substance. 

For his filmed production, Rob Marshall found a way to brilliantly translate Chicago’s unusual but clearly theatrical material for the screen. He molded an ideal storytelling style for the piece. Originally developed for and with Bob Fosse’s particular skills and personal style for the stage, the movie version of Chicago, while retaining the spirit of the source material, became something new and original -- a state of the art tour-de-force for the screen. On stage, Chicago possesses a kinetic and muscular score and script perfectly suited for the Fosse style. Marshall, a brilliant theatrical director and choreographer in his own right, through his use of quick cutting and music video angles and editing, enhanced the kinetic feel while keeping the thin story moving clearly yet frantically forward toward climax and resolution. The net result felt like a thirties newsreel updated and on speed. The world its characters moved in was fast, harsh, and unrelenting. It all worked perfectly, taking its contemporary audience on a breathtaking and thrilling ride where story, character, theme, music, dance, and Marshall’s own fabulous creative imagination worked together as an aesthetic whole. Both critics and ticket buyers responded positively to the amalgam.

Though Chicago’s filmic style seems apparent to me, the untrained eye might take its look and feel for granted, and assume that Marshall’s final product is the natural fulfillment of the written script. But those of us who have directed realize that a script is merely the blueprint for what ultimately gets on stage or on the screen. And the journey from page to stage is often a bumpy one. And though style might be taken for granted by some and not ever be thought about by others, it often spells the difference between success and failure. To varying degrees, the film versions of Phantom, Rent, and The Producers reflect this fact.

The movie version of The Phantom of the Opera, one of the most successful theatrical musicals of all time, produced the box office reaction I mentioned earlier – the crushing “Yeah, so what?” The critical reaction was even harsher. In fairness to the film version, the stage version of Phantom never knocked critics over either. Turgid, with cardboard characters and a musical score that was florid but forgettable, Phantom’s biggest claim to fame was its spectacle – from opera house to sewer – climaxing in that legendary chandelier episode. So how does that translate to successful film? Obviously, its producers including its savvy composer Andrew Lloyd Webber thought the answer lay in getting that spectacle across to its audience in movie terms. No doubt that’s why Joel Schumacher was hired for the job. The former artist who once designed window displays for department stores, and who directed and created the atmospherics for the first films in the Batman franchise seemed the perfect stylist for the job. But the pictures Schumacher made, opulence not withstanding, were dull and static. And so were the plot and two-dimensional characters that appeared on the screen. Even the charms of Emmy Rossum and the skills of Patrick Wilson were unable to breathe life into this Phantom, and Gerard Butler’s portrayal of the phantom was creepy and without charm. He could not make us like him, nor care about him, which doesn’t leave an audience much to root for. The acting style in general meandered from stiff (Butler) to over-the-top (Minnie Driver as the diva). Schumacher has never been accused of good storytelling, and the world he created could not come close to holding us. The film tanked at the box office after being drubbed by the critics. The film had not found a stylistic glue to hold it together and make it work.
Rent, another theatrical blockbuster, one with an incredibly loyal youth-based cult following, seems, at this writing, to be headed down the failure road as well. In the rousing opening number, director Chris Columbus pays homage to the original theatrical version by filming the characters singing on an actual stage much like in the original. The film then segues into the realistic streets of New York and quickly goes down hill. There is plenty of cold-air breath smoke to remind us that winter in New York can be harsh on Bohemians. But little else besides the look of the film is likely to be confused with reality, making this stylistic choice a kiss of death. The screenplay offers up more character dialogue than the play (which had almost none and played like an opera), but the dialogue is cliché ridden and driven by the need to push the action forward rather than by any organic needs of its characters. The support group dialogue is particularly awful and Columbus helps remind us of the fact by dwelling continuously in close-ups. The cast, many from the original stage production, though looking too old, are sincere and likable. But having the camera up their noses for all the emotional moments only draws attention to the fact that the dialogue stinks and the songs don’t come naturally or easily out of that dialogue. Details that remind us this “just ain’t real” keep compromising the stark reality Columbus seems to be going for, and the plot contrivances can be seen from miles away. Roger the genius film maker, for instance, doesn’t know how to hold a camera and he treats it like a video recorder when he’s supposed to be shooting film. The stage play seduced us into taking the ride, and we didn’t have time to see all of the play’s shortcomings, at least while we were watching. Again, the stylistic choices emphasized Rent’s weaknesses rather than helping it work.
The Producers has just opened to mixed reviews and is doing disappointing business in spite of heavy advertising and lots of promotion by its stars Nathan Lane and Matthew Broderick. Of the new filmed musicals, only The Producers seemed to have found a filmic style that actually helps make it work, and in this case, it is because director Susan Stroman (who directed the stage version as well) had the sense to keep what worked on the stage for the film. In fact, the movie version of The Producers seems, for the most part, like watching the stage play. Stroman keeps her static cameras in front of the performing actors and lets them do most of the work. There was little attempt to radically change what worked for the stage. Though hardly to be confused with art, at least The Producers manages to be entertaining – that is, if you find Mel Brooks entertaining.

Even if you’ve never directed a movie musical, you know the difficulty of bringing a script from page to stage if you have had to play the role of director in a high school production. Coming up with a concept for your musical that will help make the material work is one thing, but coming up with one that will work in accordance with your budget and talent pool is even more of a challenge. But the fact is, we’ve all learned the hard way that a good idea without the means and talent to bring it to life quickly becomes a bad idea. And even with the good idea, means, and talent, it is still a daunting challenge to bring all the elements of a production together in a way serves the material and works on the audience in the way intended. It is equally difficult to mold those elements together in a way that creates and maintains a consistent and believable world for the audience watching. Yet this is something that every director must consider and face. How do we learn to do it? 

Finding the way to deliver and execute material is not only a problem for a director. Actors face the same problem every time they pick up a script in an acting class. Our students’ ability to find an acting style that works with the material they are working with is an issue they face every time they embark on a new scene. Even the term realism as it regards an individual script varies in accordance with that material. Here is an example of what I mean. In its day, any play by Clifford Odets was considered the epitome of realism. But open the pages of Awake and Sing today, and your students will have a hard time hearing the dialogue found there consistent with their idea of realism. In the same way, were your students to look at a gangster movie from the thirties, they would find it hard to believe that 80 years ago, critics and movie watchers considered what looks today as an over-the-top style as anything approaching realistic. Nevertheless, were they to do a scene from Awake and Sing, or, for that matter, Dead End, they would need to find a way to deliver the goods believably and effectively to the audience. 

Believability, of course, is not synonymous with realistic. Believability refers to believable for the world the play. A contemporary realistic delivery of Shakespeare’s dialogue would make the language dull and probably unclear. A Shakespearean production’s success will be invariably be linked with the ability to make the language interesting and accessible to the listening audience. The acting style will be heightened somewhat in accordance with the language. Believability in a farce is also not synonymous with realism. Though contemporary farces start out realistically, the characters in a farce are forced to go well beyond what many of us might consider realistic behavior. Nonetheless, actors playing such parts must make the audience believe that their characters would do so, resulting in a style of acting that we might say is realistic and beyond. But if the farce is to work, its actors must carry out actions with energy and commitment that in real life might be reserved only for the insane.

Musicals too require a sense of what will work and what will not in order to bring the material to life. Ultimately, the good musical theatre actor understands this and is able to adjust his or her performance choices and execution in accordance with this understanding. An actor performing in Dames at Sea can not be operating in the same manner as when performing in Sweeny Todd, or for that matter, Carousel or Oklahoma. And The Music Man requires a far different set of wheels than does My Fair Lady or Bat Boy. So how do our students learn to do this?

One of the most important ways that we as directors learn to do what we do successfully is by trial and error. Every time we begin our voyage from selection of a play to its opening night we learn and get better as directors through our experience. And during the course of our careers we can chart our growth. But our students have a limited time with us, and if they get to learn about what they must do as actors only through their production experience, for most of them it is not enough. But a careful viewing of movie musicals or videos of stage productions can, with the right discussion framework, help our students become aware of style and stylistic differences. Watching musicals in class may be something you already do, but an effective discussion about what works, what doesn’t and why can be an effective addition to what they learn on their feet by trial and error. A challenging set of questions for discussion and writing can go a long way to getting our students to think actively about the choices others have made, and toward getting them to be proactive about their own thinking and, ultimately, their own work.
Here are some questions you and your class might consider:

Did you like this play? Why or why not? Can you separate the play itself, from the production of the play? Would different choices in putting the play together change your opinion about the play? Did you like the production and not the play? What causes you to think this way?
Did the play work? What is the definition of “work” as it is used in this context? What is required to make the play work? How can this be done?

What is the genre of the play? Were the production choices consistent with the genre? Did those choices help make the play work? Explain. What is the style of the production? How does it serve to make the play work? Fail to do so?
What is the balance of entertaining versus enlightening in this play? How do they work together in the production? Did the production find the appropriate balance? Explain. 

What do you think was the playwright’s intention in writing this play? Was it supported by the production? Explain. How might the playwright’s intention be better supported?
What is the spine or major idea behind the play? How is it brought out in the film? If not brought out adequately, how could it be done better? Is it necessary that a major idea be communicated to the audience? Is it more important in some musicals more than others? Why? How important is it to this musical? Why or why isn’t it important? 

What is the central conflict of the play? Is the conflict the engine of drama in the play? Are there other elements that hold your interest more than the action? Why? Were these other elements brought out effectively? How so?
Which of Aristotle’s elements of drama (action, character, dialogue, spectacle, music, idea) is/are the most important in this play and why? Do the production choices serve to bring out the most important element or elements? How does it do so or fail to do so? What might have been done to improve the production in terms of these elements? 
Do the production elements work together stylistically to create a consistent world of the play? Why or why not? Explain.

Who is/are the protagonist/s and antagonist/s of this play? Why? Why is knowing this fact important to production choices? Did the production make good use of the adversarial relationship? Relate your answer to the mechanics that make the play work.

Discuss the acting of the production. Its relation to the overall effectiveness of the production?

Discuss the elements in this production other than acting that contribute to its success or failure. Discuss how the various elements integrate and serve each other and the overall whole.
Discuss the direction of the production.

Discuss physical action in the play and how it is used to tell the story.

What specific things would you do in a production to make this play work effectively?
How effective was the casting in this production? Explain. If the style of the production were different, would your casting choices still be the same? Explain your answer. Cast this play yourself and justify your casting by using the script and stylistic choices for support.

What were the most effective moments in this play or production and why?

Evaluate the scenic, lighting, and costume choices made for this production and how they work together to create the world of the play. Describe and justify the scenic, lighting, and costume choices you would make if directing a production of this play.

Before closing, just two more notes on style. 
Just the mention of Oklahoma has always sent nasty shivers down my back. I first saw it as a kid in summer stock. I thought it was dull and purposeless, except for the tunes which have been so overplayed in my head that the charm has long ago abandoned ship. Oklahoma, for me, in other words, had nothing going for it except its value as an historical document. The film version did nothing to change my mind. A mélange of styles mixing cinemascope outdoor vistas with stagey theatrical sets that self-consciously proclaimed “I am a movie; no I’m a stage play.” For this reason, I have avoided any contact with Oklahoma since childhood unless connected with football. But in preparation for writing this article, I watched the recent and highly praised Trevor Nunn production starring Hugh Jackman on PBS. Because of its beautiful integration of stylistic elements – from set and lighting, to casting, to acting, to staging – for the first time I got Oklahoma --  and it is beautiful, and charming, and its simplicity is an asset not a stodgy manifestation of its outdatedness. Trevor Nunn’s direction was like wielding a magic wand that changed a pumpkin into a magnificent coach for me. I would like to apologize to publicly to Mr. Rogers and to Mr. Hammerstein. 
Finally, in as few words as possible. I recently watched the highly praised box office sensation, that Chinese movie with the crazy name – Kung Fu Hustle. It’s ridiculous and fabulous – somewhere between an old Bruce Lee film and Busby Berkley. It is a live action Looney Tune, one in which Bugs and the Gang start dancing when the urge strikes. It works because director Stephen Chow invents a style for the film that makes it work. I can’t think of a film that better demonstrates the power of style or the need to create and maintain the world of the play. See it, show it to your students. It makes the concept of style seemingly self-evident.
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