Strange Syntax: The Use of Foreign Languages in American Musicals

An honors thesis for the Department of Drama and Dance
Kyle Matthew Sircus
Advisors:
Professor Barbara W. Grossman, Department of Drama and Dance
Assistant Professor Stephan Pennington, Department of Music

Tufts University, 2011

“My job is to write 'em, your job is to place 'em in a socio-historical context.”
– Lin-Manuel Miranda, composer of In the Heights

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS:
First and foremost, I must extend unending thanks to my academic advisor, Professor
Barbara Wallace Grossman. Barbara has been a constant in my time at Tufts and has encouraged
me in all my endeavors across my four years here. I owe her much gratitude for looking past her
skepticism about this topic and encouraging me to find the “there” there. This thesis is the end
result of many discussions during which she provided her support, encouragement, and ideas for
further investigation, unwavering support and reminders that my writing and ideas matter.
Without her, I would not have found my second reader, Stephan Pennington of the Tufts Music
department, whose guidance about narrowing my discussion, as well as alternative intellectual
avenues to pursue were invaluable (and nothing but rewarding due to their considerable
challenge). Thanks also to Sol Gittleman, my ILVS advisor, whose objective counseling and
sunny demeanor proved an excellently calming resource.
My research was based on mostly primary source material, as very little has been written
about either of the shows included in my thesis. I could not have pursued this work in such an indepth manner without the generous financial support of the Tufts Summer Scholars program,
overseen by Dean Glaser of Undergraduate Education. Laura Doane, Director of Advising and
Scholarships, who manages the program alongside him was a constant source of support and
guidance not only on my thesis, but pursuits after graduation as well. Joanne Barnett and Rita
Ortolino-Dioguardi endured my moments of confusion and venting, for which I am thankful.
Throughout my research, the staffs at the Billy Rose Theatre Collection and Theatre on
Film Archive at Lincoln Center were extraordinarily helpful. I am also forever indebted to LinManuel Miranda, Quiara Alegría Hudes, Craig Lucas and John Bush Jones for graciously
agreeing to be interviewed and providing a great wealth of source material and insight. Much of
the thrill of writing this thesis came from my meaningful engagement with theatre artists
working today; their willingness to speak to me provided more encouragement than they will
ever know. Thanks to Yvonne Wakeford, Tufts’ IRB administrator, for her clarifications.
I would not have secured my contact with these artists without the help of doctoral
candidate Megan Stahl. Not only were her professional connections extremely advantageous, but
her support as a friend and scholar went above and beyond. She, along with Helen Deborah
Lewis and Ginny Anderson, her fellow graduate students at Tufts, were invaluable sources of
friendship and advice, both scholarly and personal, during my time at Tufts. I thank them for
treating me as an equal, both intellectually and socially.
Allie Jameson deserves the credit for helping to plant the seeds of this idea by playing the
soundtrack to Le Roi Lion during one of our many summer drives to New York. Jeewon Kim
graciously provided the Spanish translation for the selections from In the Heights; he and my
fellow housemates proved a pleasant distraction after long days of writing. I owe my gratitude to
Brendan Johannsen for remaining a supportive friend while near and far, and for being both a
role model and friend. Finally, I would have been lost without Emily Rosen’s friendship,
hospitality, interest in and encouragement of my progress and willingness to discuss my ideas.
Finally, I need to thank my family for their unending and unwavering support, not only in
this capstone academic endeavor, but throughout my entire life. I dedicate this paper to all of
them: to Grandpa Harold for his amazement and pride; Grandma Roz, who would have loved to
read it; Grandma Toby for being a willing theatre companion and giving me the opportunity to
write in sunshine. To Joel for keeping me in check with good humor and rock solid advice. Last,
but certainly not least, to my parents, Mindy and Gary Sircus for their constant support, love,
guidance and, most importantly, my roots and wings.

TABLE OF CONTENTS:
“SAY IT SOMEHOW I WILL UNDERSTAND”: AN INTRODUCTION ............................................................ 1
“TAMATI SO EHELELE MA…DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”: THE LION KING ............................................ 9
"WHAT'S THE POINT OF SPEAKING THE LANGUAGE IF THEY STILL WON'T HEAR YOU?":
IN THE HEIGHTS…………………………………………………………………………………..33
“THE WHOLE BIG, RICH STEW”: CONCLUDING THOUGHTS .............................................................. 63
APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW WITH CRAIG LUCAS ............................................................................... 72
APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW WITH LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA ............................................................... 79
APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW WITH QUIARA ALEGRÍA HUDES ............................................................. 81
APPENDIX D: DATA FROM THE BROADWAY LEAGUE'S 2008-2009 ANNUAL REPORT .................... 83
APPENDIX E: EDWARD ROTHSTEIN ARTICLE ................................................................................. 93
BIBLIOGRAPHY .............................................................................................................................. 98

“SAY IT SOMEHOW I WILL UNDERSTAND”: AN INTRODUCTION
In 2005 Lincoln Center Theater staged the Broadway premiere of The Light in the Piazza,
Adam Guettel and Craig Lucas’ musical adaptation of Elizabeth Spenser’s 1960 novella of the
same title. The story chronicles the vacation of Margaret, a proper Southern belle from WinstonSalem, and her daughter Clara as they travel to Italy to recreate Margaret’s honeymoon. The
mentally handicapped Clara falls in love with Fabrizio, a Florentine whose first language is not
English. The narrative centers on Margaret and Clara’s inability to readily communicate in the
same language as the Italians; a large amount of the show is staged in Italian without the use of
super-titles. This linguistic disconnect parallels the audience’s relationship with the production
whose conceit is to place them in a similar position to the American protagonists. In a telephone
interview last year, playwright Craig Lucas explained how so much of the show came to be
written in Italian:
I just felt that I did not want to watch a bunch of American actors talking like a diz; dat
dat would be a-stoopid. And that I would rather see subtitles. And we kind of hit on the
idea that, what’s happening, that maybe there was a way to put the audience in Margaret
and Clara’s shoes, and to force them to watch the culture and behavior, that they couldn’t
entirely parse. Because the whole story and the way it works is predicated on believing
that the Italians might not know what’s going on with Clara, that the language issue was
critical to the plot.1
The show uses language in an innovative way that explicitly aims to place the audience in the
same confused and unknowing position as the characters on stage. In their climactic love song,
the two ingénues encourage each other to express their love, singing, “Say it somehow/ I will
understand.” Although love conquers all and their linguistic misunderstandings do not prevent
their being married by the end of the show, the addition of Italian to the familiar narrative of
American stranger in a strange land shows a contemporary development in the American musical
1
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theater that differs from its twentieth-century predecessors. The development of this legacy is
clear by examining work by Guettel’s grandfather, Richard Rodgers, whose musical The King
and I deals with similar issues of outsiders in a foreign land, albeit without relying on language.
Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II’s collaboration ushered in a new kind of
musical theater, perpetuating what scholars would later call the “Rodgers and Hammerstein
revolution.”2 Beginning with Oklahoma! in 1943, their work transformed the structure of the
traditional book musical, particularly with their fluid integration of book, songs and Agnes
DeMille’s choreography to streamline their storytelling. The team’s 1951 show The King and I
was just one of those subsequent successes. The story of an English school-teacher venturing to
Siam (now Thailand) and her subsequent encounters with the King and his royal family brought
the audience on a journey to a distant land, but did not resort to a broad caricature of a foreign
culture. John Bush Jones notes that “Hammerstein…[continued] to promote tolerance and
respect among peoples of different cultures… In no other musical did Hammerstein so skillfully
embed his advocacy of tolerance in the plot and characters.”3 Jones is right, to a certain extent.
However, this tolerance only existed ideologically; the inner workings of the musical itself show
that this tolerance falls short, especially from a contemporary perspective. The conversations
between the Siamese royalty and British Anna ignore the significant language barrier, instead
relying on exaggerated accents, poor syntax, and mispronounced vernacular expressions to
stereotypically convey the cultural divides that exist between them.
Accurate portrayals of foreign cultures were not expected of American theatrical
performance at that time. A lyric from “Western People Funny,” a song sung by the members of
the Siamese royal court in the show, works both ways: “They think they civilize us/ Whenever
2

John Bush Jones, Our Musicals, Ourselves: A Social History of the American Musical Theater (Lebanon, New
Hampshire: Brandeis University Press, 2003), 140.
3
Ibid, 153.

2

they advise us/ To learn to make the same mistake/ That they are making too!/ They make quite a
few!” Westerners are guilty of turning other cultures “inside down and upside out.” This was
what was accepted at the time both by the creators of musicals and the audiences that consumed
them in theaters throughout the country. Rodgers writes that, “If a composer is to reach his
audience emotionally – and surely that’s what theatre music is all about – he must reach the
people through sounds they can relate to.”4 Indeed, Rodgers practiced this in his composition of
The King and I: instead of writing in the traditionally Asian pentatonic mode, he relied on more
typically Western modalities to render the show more accessible to New York audiences.5 An
emotional connection between the audience and the characters on stage is certainly the hallmark
of an effective musical, but the musical’s importance as a cultural document forces this
expectation to change along with the country’s reappraisal of its cultural values. Recognizable
sounds are not always what a musical’s creators, producers, or audiences want, especially in
today’s mediatized age where new sounds become familiar to us based on the speed at which
they are downloaded. Just as musical tastes have developed over time, so too have the
expectations of how narratives are performed in the American musical form.
Jones notes that Rodgers and Hammerstein “demonstrated that musicals could be ‘ideabearing,’ socially conscious, and socially responsible, yet still entertain audiences and make
money.” 6 Rodgers wrote about his conception of Siam in The King and I, comparing the
process to how an “American painter like Grant Wood might put his impressions of Bangkok on
canvas. It would look like Siam, but like Siam as seen through the eyes of an American artist.
Any other approach would be false and self-defeating.”7 In the middle of the twentieth century,
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an approximation of a foreign land was acceptable on the American musical stage; approaching
the twenty-first century, this attitude changed throughout popular culture, notably in American
musicals, especially where foreign languages were concerned. Although approximation was the
dominant mode of representing foreignness, certain early musicals (like Frank Loesser’s The
Most Happy Fella in 1956 and Bock and Harnick’s Fiorello! in 1959) did incorporate foreign
languages when portraying immigrants on stage.8 Although Rodgers’ approach deals explicitly
with portraying international cultures as opposed to American ones, these other composers’
inclusion of languages other than English in their work mirrors how immigrant communities
relied on their native tongues in their performances on the American stage.
The presence of foreign languages on the American stage from just after the nation’s
founding until the mid-twentieth century served as a mode of unified communication among
immigrant groups. According to John Koegel, “immigrant groups from all parts of Europe,
several Latin American countries and Asia staged musical theatre works in their native languages
that reflected their particular concerns and experiences” after coming to America from the late
eighteenth century until World War II .9 The types of performance ran the gamut from operettas
and vaudeville performances to musical revues and traditional musical comedies; Koegel shows
that these pieces were performed in specifically immigrant theaters in each state, and were
dependent on local immigrant populations. Language in these performances aided immigrant
audiences in recreating their home cultures on American soil for the sake of nostalgia and to
allow access to a culture made distant and discouraged by the pressure to assimilate. Oftentimes,
the use of native languages formed a restrictive barrier to keep these shows open to in-group
immigrant audiences only. There were also culturally specific elements of the performance that
8

John Bush Jones, email to the author, June 2010.
John Koegel, “Non-English language musical theatre in North America.” In The Cambridge Companion to the
American Musical, ed. William A. Everett, Paul R. Laird, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 29.
9

4

remained inaccessible to anyone outside of the culture that was being represented, thus allowing
them to maintain aspects of their home culture despite pressure to assimilate in America.10 It is
important to remember that the artistic voices behind these performances were recent immigrants
to America who often replicated work that began in their home country, so their perspective and
desired ends of the performance were different than those of composers and creative teams
working on contemporary musicals. These creators focus increasingly on broadening
accessibility to their theater performances, following the notion that Susan Bennett describes as
“democratization” of the form.
In her book Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception, Bennett
comments that “Boundaries between the subjects, the creators, and the receivers are no longer
distinct and such a move signals a democratizing of the arts….Theatre no longer remains the sole
domain of the educated and economically able few. Moreover, democratization is seen not only
as a desirable, but as a crucial, aspect of new developments in performance and theory.”11
Although there is a “typical” Broadway ticket buyer (a forty-two-year-old, Caucasian, welleducated woman from the suburbs of New York City)12, Bennett’s work on audience reception
suggests that how the audience perceives and interacts with a theatrical production is always on
the mind of its creative team.13 While the incorporation of languages other than English may
seem anathema to the middle-aged, white theatergoers, their presence further democratizes the
form, allowing a wider range of audience members access to it.
In recent years, the view of American musicals as a reflection of American values is
common amongst scholars in the field, even to those who are not Americans themselves. In their
10
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book Musical Theater and American Culture, British scholars David Walsh and Len Platt argue,
“Musicals, like all popular texts and forms of art, have an explicitly reflexive relationship with
the societies from which they stem. As well as reflecting the historical and cultural character of
society, they voice society’s own sense of its life and values.”14 They broaden the scope of their
work to explore European mega-musicals, but their point still holds in their discussion of
American works. In his Our Musicals, Ourselves, John Bush Jones echoes this sentiment and
focuses on how “throughout the twentieth century musicals variously dramatized, mirrored, or
challenged our deeply-held cultural attitudes and beliefs.”15 This view is not merely held by
those who study the musical, but also by those who create them. Sheldon Harnick, the lyricist of,
among others, Fiddler on the Roof, writes in his introduction to Jones’ book that, “Because these
entertainments, generally speaking, are deliberately concocted to appeal to the broadest possible
segment of the population, they have much to tell us about ourselves and our culture.”16 As
Broadway producers attempt to make rising ticket prices attractive to nontraditional theatergoers,
the stories being played out on stage must become a more democratized form, as Bennett argues.
With a particular interest in foreign languages, I aim to investigate the effects of their use in
contemporary Broadway musicals, especially with respect to this democratization.
I proposed this topic as part of my Summer Scholars research proposal in the spring of
2010. With the generous funding provided by the program and under the guidance of my
academic advisor, Professor Barbara Wallace Grossman, I used the summer before my senior
year to begin my research on a topic that has remained nearly untouched in musical theater
studies. In our initial meetings, Professor Grossman was concerned about whether there would
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be enough “there” there. Having the summer to conduct my research in Boston and New York
City was invaluable. Through archival work at the Billy Rose Theater Collection at Lincoln
Center and personal interviews with several of the composers, playwrights, directors and
scholars whom I would reference in my eventual paper, the “there” began to reveal itself, even
more substantially so than I originally expected.
As already noted, foreign languages on the American stage precede the twentieth century
with performances by immigrant theater performers in their respective, segregated communities.
Although the historical evolution of their use, particularly in the musical theater, was interesting,
I felt strongly about conducting original research about contemporary musical theater,
specifically shows written or revived in a substantial production within my lifetime. I developed
an initial list of shows to consider that became narrowed to the following five productions: The
Lion King (1998 Broadway premiere), Cabaret (1998 Roundabout Theater Company revival),
Assassins (2004 Roundabout Theater revival), The Light in the Piazza (2005 Lincoln Center
premiere) and In the Heights (2008 Broadway premiere). While I considered writing about
Arthur Laurents’ 2009 revival of West Side Story with its significant Spanish additions, I decided
instead to investigate shows whose use of foreign languages was less publicized and, indeed,
often went unmentioned in the press. Given the wealth of material I subsequently discovered, I
further narrowed this list from five shows to just two
What follows is an exploration of the use of foreign languages in the narratives of two
contemporary musicals, The Lion King and In the Heights. Although their premieres span a
decade, they both utilize foreign languages (four African dialects and Spanish, respectively) to
depict various communities on stage. In The Lion King, these languages depict the patriarchal
and spiritual components of the kingdom of Pride Rock and, I argue, purposefully restrict the
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audience’s access to its political implications. In the Heights uses Spanish to not only denote
membership in the Latino community of the barrio, but also to evoke nostalgic memories of
these immigrants’ Central American homelands. Although Miranda often embeds English
translations of his Spanish lyrics in the show’s songs, the instances where they are not translated
for the audience often conceal a more subversive sociopolitical message. In this study, I aim to
examine the ways in which these languages function within each show’s narrative proper; how
the incorporation of these languages affect their audience’s understanding of and engagement
with the show; and finally, the extent to which their purported intentions actually correspond to
how they are perceived within the overall Broadway community.

8

“TAMATI SO EHELELE MA…DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”: THE LION KING
Although Julie Taymor’s 1998 stage adaptation of the Disney film The Lion King (1992)
takes cues from South Africa’s sociopolitical history, the production does not overtly
acknowledge its connection to any particular history. Instead, it attempts to render itself, like
many Disney creations, as a timeless parable. The subtle allusions to its South African roots are
revealed through a deeper exploration of Lebo M’s additional South African choral compositions
and various points in the book’s dialogue. In its realization of the fictional community of Pride
Rock on stage, complete with its African musical and linguistic influences, the production
portrays patriarchal and religious structures, both signaled by the use of South African
languages, as essential to the life of this community. The animal characters develop through an
assimilation narrative that charts the “Black” Simba’s triumph over the “White” Scar (as
characterized by the actors playing them). While the show is purposefully constructed to engage
with the subject of domestic race relations, the integrity to and preference for African cultural
elements and history (as opposed to reappropriating them as Western) imagines the show’s metanarrative to be distinctly anti-assimilation. Here, an anti-assimilation narrative is defined as a
progression that does not involve an aspect or product integrating into the larger scheme or
macro-picture. On a broader level, however, the show’s meta-narrative follows a path of
assimilation into the Broadway tradition, especially with regard to Disney’s corporate business
model and history both as a company and as an artistic force. How the audience assimilates (or
does not) within the show’s narrative is related to their interaction with the African dialects;
despite the different languages not blocking understanding of the plot entirely, they instead force
audiences to grapple with them as an integral component of the total performance. That said, the
political and historical implications of the African lyrics remain absent from the audience’s

9

reception as a translation is not provided during the performance.
The opening number of the show, the recognizable “Circle of Life” that begins the film
version, is an immediate welcome to the world of the Serengeti being portrayed on stage. The
curtain rises on a squat woman dressed in layers of bright fabric, cording, and intricately
designed colorful makeup: the newly-feminized Rafiki, the audience’s liaison to the world of the
African desert and the animal kingdom over which Mufasa presides. Rafiki’s invocation begins
with the well-known introductory wail:
Rafiki: Nants’ ingonyama bak ithi baba
Chorus: Sithi hu ingonyama
Chorus Women: Ingonyama nengwe bo
Antelope 1: Mayi babo ingonya baba
[Repetition of Rafiki, Chorus, Chorus
Women]
Antelope 2: Yo ho khuzani Bo
bheh’iyagalela
Chorus: Ingonyama nengw’enamabala
Balek’ingonyam’iya galel’

Rafiki: There comes a lion, people
Chorus: It’s a lion and a tiger
Antelope 1: Oh yes, it’s a lion
Antelope 2: Be careful, the lion is
approaching
Chorus: It’s a lion and a tiger
Run, the lion is stomping17

Immediately following her proclamatory greeting, the chorus resolves with a perfect cadence
(from IV to V to I). Next, two men in the theater’s boxes in the house improvise on the basic
melody and establish a conversational rapport with Rafiki on stage. Throughout the opening,
there are notated spaces in the script for improvisation among the actors on stage. This allows for
much of the same musical freedom that exists in traditional South African apartheid and even
religious music. Rafiki eventually takes control of the melodic line and augments the word “ithi”
to the diminished vii of the scale, prompting the chorus to accompany her on “gonyama,”
aligning a modified chord progression from their previous response to Rafiki. It is no accident
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that “Circle of Life” breaks the fourth wall as normally dictated by the proscenium arch as
various species of animals parade down the aisles. As Vincent Canby writes, the opening:
…expands the mind for all that follows. As if called forth by tribal drums, the theater
becomes alive with familiar creatures of dreamlike beauty, ostentatiously unreal and
absolutely authentic in spite of the actor-handlers we see manipulating them…Giraffes,
their long necks bobbing ever so slightly, pick their way across the stage with an elegant
diffidence that, you suddenly realize, is the way giraffes have always walked. 18
Instead of watching the Serengeti sunrise through the frame of the proscenium, the African
desert literally surrounds the audience and immediately frames the audience as participants in
this mostly environmental production.
The female ensemble members then begin singing the metrically pulsating refrain, over
which Rafiki sings this verse in English:
From the day we arrive on this planet/
And blinking step into the sun/
[…]It’s the circle of life/
And it moves us all/
Through despair and hope/
Through faith and love/
‘Til we find our place/
On the path unwinding/
In the circle, the circle of life
Analyzing this familiar song’s lyrics lends a new insight to the conceit of the production.
Immediately, the attempted universality of this song is revealed in both the notion of the
abstractly generalized “we” and the similarly positioned “us all” in the refrain of the song. This
language makes it clear that this story is meant for all audiences, not an exclusively Black one.
Moreover, the song’s bilingual lyrics suggest a certain hybridity and coexistence of these
distinctly different linguistic spheres that form the purported multicultural ethic of the show.
Lastly, the spiritual and religious qualities that are furthered by the women in the show are
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present from the outset. “Circle of Life” incorporates aspects of Eastern religions that focus on
the circuitous nature of history. These lyrics allude to the Christian notion of “dust to dust,” a
connection that is only made stronger by the piece’s subtitle of “The Nativity” in the call script.
It is important to note the significance of the show’s beginning in a language other than
English. This choice immediately welcomes the audience to the world that Taymor is attempting
to portray on stage, one in which linguistic realism and hybridity are privileged. The coexisting
languages also propose a challenge to audience members, forcing them to be active from the start
of the production. They cannot deal with the story’s African-ness passively, but must engage
with it as a world different from that which exists outside the theater. This challenge also implies
the relative lack of gravity that these languages hold throughout the show. Most notably, the
meaning of Rafiki’s opening lines is relatively subordinate to the feeling evoked by her words as
one of distinct otherness/foreignness. It makes little difference to know that Rafiki and her peers
sing, “There comes a lion, people.” What is important about knowing the translation of this lyric
is the emphasis it places on the audience as the show’s “people,” thus involving them in the
community that is ephemerally created when theater is performed in front of an audience.
Instead of a song to mourn a King’s passing, “Busa” is used to welcome Simba as the
new King of Pride Rock. Before the final reprise of “Circle of Life,” the ensemble sings a new
introduction:
Nkosi zitha
Ndabe yethu
Mholi wezwe lethu
Lefatshe la bonata rona
Lea halalela
Busa le lizwe bo
Lethu busa ngoxolo
Is’khtathi sifikile
Is’khathi busa iyo
Is’khathi sifikile

King of Kings
Our King
Ruler of our land
This land of our ancestors
Is holy
Rule this land
Rule with peace
The time has come
It’s time, rule
The time has come
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Busa lomhlaba
Is’khtathi sifikile
Busa Simba
Hem na nkosi bo
Busa Simba iyo
Ubuse ngo thando
Ubuse ngo xolo

Rule this land
The time has come
Rule Simba
Rule, Our King
Rule Simba
Rule with love
Rule with peace19

As the chorus sings in four-part, hymn-like harmony, a male soloist improvises over their choral
phrases, a musical structure typical of traditional South African choral music where the soloist
leads the entire song. The first two lines of the lyric allude to Biblical text used to praise the
Christian god’s glorious omnipotence, they laud their new monarch as the “King of Kings” and
thus raise him to a godly level. This religious interpolation is common in much of South African
vocal music. Lyrics to songs written during or about apartheid often invoke religious imagery
and ideology to make broader references to their political oppression and hope for resilience and
an end to apartheid. Although it is clear from Garth Fagan’s modern choreography that the
animals of the kingdom are welcoming Simba as their new leader, this cosmic and religious
elevation is only apparent with the aid of translation. That they note that he is “Our King”
signifies that the worlds of patriarchy and spirituality that seemed so separate at the beginning of
the show have unified under Simba’s rule, just as they were under Mufasa’s. Here, the African
dialects and the English reprise of “Circle of Life” are combined and appear as one whole,
unified number as opposed to operating in separate spheres (both in terms of structure and
gender) as they do in the majority of the show.
It is no accident that the masters of the language throughout The Lion King are female
characters. Rafiki is the central figure of this mastery, thus making her gender transformation
from male in the film to female on stage all the more important to the divisions established in the
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show. As a shamanistic figure, Rafiki’s character provides a spiritual and religious presence in
the story. These qualities work in tandem with the monarchical structure established in the story
while challenging patriarchal power established in the show. The monarchy over which Mufasa
(and then Scar and, ultimately, Simba) presides is a patriarchy, in which male dominance is a key
tenet. In such a ruling position, it would be expected that the male figures on stage would have a
mastery of the language of the people, in this case English and four African dialects (Swahili,
Zulu, Xhosa and Sutu). Given what the show dictates (and the Disney ethic, for this production
asks its spectators to “be [its] guest”), the royal male characters have a clear grasp of English, but
not African dialects. This is sensible in terms of allowing for maximum audience comprehension
and shows earnest attempts to draw the audience further into the show rather than to alienate
them by speaking unfamiliar languages. It does call into question the extent to which the clearly
African kingdom of Pride Rock is fully realized because of the ruling male class’ lack of
knowledge of a language that is shown to be critical to the majority of its society. The show
preferences spirituality because Rafiki the shaman is able to communicate not only in both
language spheres, but also with the audience in addition to other characters on stage.
Where the men have patriarchal political mastery, the women bolster the feminine
spiritual/shaman role of Rafiki. In “Rafiki Mourns,” Rafiki sings her poetic eulogy for the loss of
her King along with the rest of the female ensemble:
Madi ao
Leka sebete chia ho oele sebatha
Mo leka qeme o tsaba hoa

Spilled blood
Try courage so the beasts may fall
Those who defy mountains are, in truth,
cowards
Even in anger, you do not speak against
wrong…

Lebo haling ha o bue ka le ha

The music is written in a minor mode that emphasizes its mournful sentiment. Rafiki begins with
a solo chant that spans nearly two octaves, a range of vocal colors that allow for nuanced
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emotional shifts, even in the unrecognizable tongue. She then leads the female ensemble in a
rhythmic hymn that oscillates within the dominant minor triad, over which Rafiki continues to
wail. Her song presents a moralizing message and glorifies the now deceased Mufasa while
denigrating Scar as a “beast” and “coward.” It is important to note the use of “Hosanna,” a clear
allusion and interpolation of ecclesiastical church Latin that is employed in praise of God. This
elevates Mufasa to a godly level upon his passing. A similar sentiment is used to welcome Simba
back to Pride Rock in “Busa.”
The most significant change in this production from the original film version is the
transformation of the central character of Rafiki from a male monkey to a female one. This
creates a sense of androgynous confusion for audiences familiar with the movie that re-centers
the show to focus on Rafiki, thus emphasizing the importance of spirituality in the narrative. In
the way that Taymor has depicted the character, through both visual and structural cues, Rafiki
becomes a shamanistic figure; her femininity plays a significant role in Rafiki’s guiding of
Simba, the ensemble, and the show’s audience. Rafiki’s spirituality becomes particularly clear
and powerful after Mufasa’s death towards the end of Act I. Not to be denied playing the role of
a comic animal as is common in the Disney catalogue, Rafiki also uses language play to comic
effect with a more layered, significant impact than her other gags in the Broadway production of
The Lion King.
The first instance of Rafiki’s linguistic games comes soon after the opening number in
front of the central backdrop of Rafiki’s tree. It is here that she says:
Bareh, Bareh, Kehtla’ leh KoKla mo KoKo oh Koquang
Keh makeka haba Kabána ba Kehtehtseh ho, KóKa mukoko oh manteh
Báneh Báneh, Koqua KoKolosing, anah KoKla KoKoto
Ya sénKa inKani sentsa sieri Kafu KAfu Ka Kafy Tsong.
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Do you understand? 20
No translation is provided in the promptbook for the show or in performance, but the line, “Do
you understand?” suggests that the humor rests on the audience’s lack of comprehension and that
a translation is unnecessary. It is possible that each new actress in the show’s various companies
is allowed to improvise in the dialect, especially since many of the performers who portray
Rafiki are South African by birth; this freedom is noted at various points throughout the script in
reference to certain musical phrases where musical improvisation by the performers is
encouraged. While this same freedom is not expressly noted in this bit of Rafiki’s dialogue,
many of the South African performers who step into this role would be comfortable to improvise
in their native tongue, a process that was an integral part of the early stages of the show’s
development.
This entire exchange also breaks the fourth wall, as in many moments in the play, to
involve the audience and let them in on jokes, which they otherwise would not understand. This
instance also expands on the challenged posed by the opening number: that the audience must
grapple with the language and its presence in the show. It is possible, then, to read Rafiki’s joke
as mockery of the audience, as if she is the vessel of the show’s creators saying that the language
is a necessary addition to the show. This contrary reading is undone by the joke’s delivery in the
context of the show, which is clearly meant to poke fun at the audience for not understanding this
moment that Rafiki finds perfectly clear and obvious. As opposed to a demeaning joke about
their lack of understanding, this quip forces the audience to laugh at themselves and recognize
their distance from reaching total understanding. In this way, The Lion King is self-aware
because it recognizes the language barrier that exists between the characters speaking African
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dialects and its audience, the majority of whom do not understand these linguistic layers. By the
logic of the show, then, the audience does not need to understand these languages to access the
narrative. In a show designed for children as a significant proportion of its nightly audience, this
makes sense.
The language barrier exists between multiple characters on stage, too. In an Act II scene
between Rafiki and the now grown Simba, the following dialogue is exchanged:
Simba: She’s wrong. I can’t go back. What would it prove, anyway? It won’t change
anything.
Rafiki’s voice: Tamati so ehelele ma
Tamati so so ehelele ma
Eliza bho bho bho ehelele
Eliza bho
Simba: Come on! Will ya' cut it out?
Rafiki: Can’t cut it out. It’ll grow right back!
Tamati so ehelele ma
Simba: Creepy little monkey. Would you stop following me?
Rafiki: Tamati so ehelele ma
Tamati so so ehelele ma
Simba: Who are you?
Rafiki: The question is: who are you?
Simba: I thought I knew. Now I’m not so sure.
Rafiki: I know who you are. Shh…come here. It’s a secret. Tamati so ehelele ma.
Simba: Enough already! What is that supposed to mean, anyway?
Rafiki: It means, “you’re a baboon, and I’m not!” Hee-hee-hee!
Simba: I think you’re a little confused. 21
The punch line of the joke here is accessible to the entire age range of the audience. By making
Simba the butt of the joke, Rafiki attempts to make light of Simba’s existential musings, a tactic
that ultimately makes Simba’s recognition of his royal potential upon seeing Mufasa’s ghost in
the next scene more dramatically weighted.
The most interesting diction in this exchange is the emphasis on “cutting.” Simba begs
Rafiki to “cut it out,” and her response indicates that she cannot because, “It’ll grow right back!”
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On the surface level, Simba is referring to Rafiki’s annoying, rhythmic repetition of “Tamati so
ehelele ma” during his introspective wallowing. Reading deeper into these lines of dialogue
suggests that Simba does not just want Rafiki to cut out her chanting: more broadly, he wants her
to stop reciting anything in a language other than his own which, in context, is English. Here,
Simba’s status as an outsider from the spiritual life of Pride Rock is made clear through his
anxieties about the presence of that which is foreign to him. Given the casting and languages of
the ensemble, Pride Rock is, at the very least, bilingual. As long as Rafiki chants in another
language, Simba is unable to master his patriarchal royal rites or claim to his royal rights.
Rafiki’s insistence that what Simba wants to remove will “grow right back” shows her
dominance as a controlling character in the show and, ultimately, the pervasiveness of the
African dialects in which she speaks and sings within the show’s narrative, even in less overt
instances.
In contrast to Lebo M’s South African musical contributions, one of Elton John and Tim
Rice’s compositions for the film, “Hakuna Matata,” relies on this Swahili phrase in its titular
lyrics. The now familiar phrase meaning “no worries (popularized by the movie) is sung by
Timon and Pumba to welcome Simba to their jungle way of life. Just as throughout the rest of
the show’s narrative, the Swahili in this song is used to mark membership in and affiliation with
a cultural group. In “Hakuna Matata,” the unfamiliar words are immediately translated for the
audience in the subsequent lyrics, thus identifying them as fully integrated components of the
vernacular used by characters in the show. Musically, this appearance of Swahili in the context
of a boogie number, as opposed to one with a traditional African musical structure, creates a
contrast that diminishes the way this phrase is received and processed by the audience; less focus
is given to its presence because of the familiarity of the song’s style and the song itself. It also
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shows Simba unknowingly becoming a master of Timon and Pumba’s language that exists
outside of Pride Rock and, thus, outside of his own. Timon and Pumba’s linguistic sphere seems
to operate similarly to that of Pride Rock in that these male characters (including Simba) mostly
rely on English as opposed to an African dialect, but this singular phrase as the marker of
membership is an important signal nonetheless. This integration also crosses the racial divide
established by the show as the actors portraying Timon and Pumba are White.
The racial otherness of the White characters in the show relative to the Black community
of Pride Rock, including Scar and Zazu, the other major White characters in the show is
furthered by the use of accents. While accents do not restrict understanding by the audience, they
operate similarly to foreign languages as a method of marking characters by the sound of their
voice. Timon and Pumba both speak with heavy New York accents. Zazu and Scar, though very
different characters, both speak with heavy British accents which further separates them from the
community of Pride Rock and even further evokes African historical context with respect to
British imperialism. Even if they do not overtly appear as others relative to the other animals
portrayed onstage, their auditory difference establishes their otherness, even for a child watching
the show. It is also important to consider Scar’s whiteness. Within the narrative, he is known to
be Mufasa’s brother. While his racial difference relative to the kingdom of Pride Rock can be
read as a message about mixed-race families, it falls in line with the larger preference for African
culture in the show. Scar’s whiteness is what prevents him from being either accepted or
successful as the leader of Pride Rock after Mufasa’s death and in Simba’s absence. The
production’s cultural leaning only manifests itself to a limited extent. These restrictions are best
illustrated in “One by One,” a song that relies heavily on the history of apartheid in South Africa
in its conception, but not in its performance within the production.
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In 1997 the South African government ratified a change to Section 4 of the nation’s
Constitution to adopt a new consolidated version of their national anthem. This new version
combined two preexisting nationalist songs, “The Call of South Africa (Die Stem van SuidAfrika)” and “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika (God Bless Africa).” “The Call of South Africa” began as a
poem in 1918 and was set to music in 1921; it was accepted as the official national anthem in
1952 and is sung in both Afrikaans and English. The first use of “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika” dates
back to a Methodist missionary in 1897 who wrote it as a Xhosa church hymn; this song was
later used by political opponents to apartheid and was expanded to include Zulu and Sesotho
dialects in addition to the original Xhosa lyrics. Its lyrics are not standardized, as they are
adapted by various groups and for different functions. The translated lyrics are as follows:
(Xhosa) Nkosi Sikelel' iAfrika
Maluphakanyisw' uphondo lwayo,
(Zulu) Yizwa imithandazo yethu,
Nkosi sikelela, thina lusapho lwayo
(Sesotho) Morena boloka setjhaba sa heso,
O fedise dintwa le matshwenyeho,
O se boloke, O se boloke setjhaba sa heso,
Setjhaba sa South Afrika - South Afrika.
(Afrikaans) Uit die blou van onse hemel,
Uit die diepte van ons see,
Oor ons ewige gebergtes,
Waar die kranse antwoord gee,
(English) Sounds the call to come together,
And united we shall stand.
Let us live and strive for freedom,
In South Africa our land.

(Xhosa) God Bless Africa
Raise high Her glory
(Zulu) Hear our Prayers
God bless us, we her children
(Sesotho) God protect our nation
End all wars and tribulations
Protect us, protect our nation
Our nation South Africa – South Africa
(Afrikaans) Rising out from our blue heaven
From the depth of our seas
Over our everlasting mountains
Where the echoing crags resound
(English) Sounds the call to come together,
And united we shall stand.
Let us live and strive for freedom,
In South Africa our land. 22

The interweaving of these disparate anthems relies on the juxtaposition not only of languages,
but also on the imagery and messages they employ. Whereas the Afrikaans lyrics use poetic
imagery to exalt the natural beauty of the country, the Xhosa and Zulu lyrics glorify and praise
God, referring to themselves as God’s children. The “prayers” to which the lyrics refer are
22
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elaborated in the Sesotho section – for protection of the country and its people and, most
importantly, the end of violence and warfare, a clear reference to the racial discrimination and
government-imposed brutality during apartheid. These sentiments are echoed and expanded in
the English conclusion whose words declare the “call to come together,/ And united we shall
stand/ [...] striv[ing] for freedom/ in South Africa our land.” This notion of unity is important,
especially considering this newly combined anthem is a reflection of attempts to rectify tensions
and sentiments after the abolishment of apartheid in 1991.
The narrative of The Lion King makes a distinctly political point, if not one that is
entirely subversive or unrecognized in context, at the beginning of Act II. As a substitution for a
traditional Entr’acte, members of the ensemble sing an engaging, choral anthem entitled “One by
One” from the stage and throughout the entire theater house:
Ibabeni njalo bakithi
Ninga dinwa
Ninga phelelwa nga mandla
Siya ba bona
Bebe fun’ ukusi xeda
One by one
Ngeke ba lunge
One by one
Sizo nqoba
One by one
Ngeke ba lunge
One by one
Sizo nqoba
Ngoba thina
Siya zazi
Zobona bayabaleka
Zobon, zobona […] Amagwala
Ibala lami
Elimnyama
Ndiya zidla ngalo
Ndiza kufa nalo
Ndiya zidla ngalo
Kumnandi
Kwelakakith Eafrica

Hold on tight my people
Don’t get weary
Don’t lose your strength
We can see
They wanted to hold us back
One by one
They will not succeed
One by one
We will win
One by one
They will not succeed
One by one
We will win
Because
We know who we are
Come and see
the cowards are running away
The color of my skin
That is dark
I’m proud of it
I will die with it
I’m proud of it
Oh yes
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It’s beautiful in Africa
At first glance, this song seems reminiscent of the “Circle of Life” opening (which will be
addressed later) insofar as it serves as a welcome for the audience after intermission and employs
similar environmental staging conceits. Most members of the ensemble begin singing the number
in the house and some of them hold long, bending poles that swing bird puppets above the heads
of the audience. The chorus is dressed in bright, monochromatic outfits with African headwear
worn by both the men and women. With respect to its placement in the show, Taymor explains
that, “[The Zulu song] actually has no relationship to anything in the story, yet it seemed to
belong to the piece in spirit. I decided to use it as an entr’acte number…[to], ‘one by one,’ [sic]
return to their seats after intermission.”23 This “welcome,” however, is far from a simple happy
tune and, despite Taymor’s suggestion otherwise, has everything to do with the muted historical
narrative of the piece.
Structurally, “One by One” is positioned between the end of “Hakuna Matata” (complete
with Simba’s instantaneous pass through puberty) at the end of Act I and the scene and song
depicting the drought in the Serengeti that immediately follows it after the chorus exits the stage.
As a piece, “One by One” exists outside the narrative proper of the show. It is treated as such,
especially since Taymor recognizes that it belongs “in spirit” to the entire show, despite the fact
that it “has no relationship to anything in [it].” This segmentation of the most politically charged
and historically related song in the show is important as it shows a tacit acknowledgment of the
political and social history of South Africa, its simultaneous refusal to incorporate this history
into the narrative outright notwithstanding. Moreover, using this song to usher the audience back
to their seats suggests that the audience does not need to pay attention to it since they are not yet
fully situated for the beginning of Act II when listening to it. The only English words in the
23
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entire song are “one by one,” thus rendering every other lyric unintelligible to anyone in the
audience not fluent in Zulu, or, at the very least, slightly familiar with the history of South Africa
surrounding apartheid. Even a historical familiarity would not prove useful as the greater
significance of the song is downplayed through its staging and structural positioning within the
overall arc of the show. Given that no translation is provided at the time of performance, the
audience cannot comprehend the deeper implications of this song. By referring to it as a separate,
stand alone piece, Taymor’s commentary suggests that she is purposefully ignoring the
sociopolitical implications of the production by not fully explicating this song to the audience.
Lebo M, the composer of the production’s South African choral music and an original
cast member, discusses the song and its relation to the South African choral music tradition:
The choral music in The Lion King is inspired and heavily influenced by South African
culture, South African music, and South African history. Songs came from that era, when
the South African apartheid system forced people to live in a way that dehumanized them
[…] But this music in turn is based on music from very ancient times, from way before
there was political oppression. 24
While the song’s connection to South African sociopolitical history may be readily apparent to
its composer, these significant points are lost in Taymor’s vision and direction, rendering them
unidentifiable for audience members who are not already familiar with this chapter in history,
and thus not fully acknowledging its context or significant contribution to the entire production.
What does remain apparent is the connections formed by the production between the obscured
presence of South African history surrounding apartheid and racial politics in the United States,
an issue that is much more accessible to its American audiences and that, as will be discussed
later, Taymor expects to be read as an integral component of the production.
Musically, this already segmented song is also divided itself between the A section
(“Hold on tight, my people,” etc.) and the B coda section about racial pride (“Because we know,”
24
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etc.). This musical segmentation and separation suggests a further division than merely its
existence outside the show’s narrative. The A section is written with strophic movement and
polyphony, complete with its quasi-call and response opening that signifies a rallying cry to
which the song’s lyrics refer. In contrast, the B section is decidedly homophonic and relies on the
collective singing of one, unified idea in four-part harmony. This homophony reverts to the call
and response structure returns on the unresolved, sustained IV chord (“Hai”) sung by the chorus
as a consequent answer to the male soloist, just before they all sing, “It’s beautiful in Africa” in a
unified, descending phrase.
The English translation of the lyrics makes these sociopolitical implications more readily
accessible. It is important to note, however, that no print translation or supertitles are made
available to the audience in the theater; it is only through reading the translation in the cast
recording that these meanings become accessible. Although “one by one” may be how Taymor
imagines the audience’s return to their seats for Act II, the “one by one” referenced in the song
evokes the image of building up a force of resistance, “one by one,” against “the cowards” and
their acts of oppression with which “they wanted to hold us back.” The song encourages its
audience to not “get weary/ Don’t lose your strength.” This resistance and rallying cry is based
on the ensemble’s shared experience and their self-knowledge of their own identity, along with
their own trust in it. Much of this strength is based in their knowledge of their racial identity as
evidenced by their “honor” in their dark skin, knowing that they “will die with it.” The last line
of the lyric is particularly interesting and ironic. When the chorus sings, “It’s beautiful in
Africa,” its dual meaning suggests that it really is beautiful in their homeland, thus aligning itself
with the Disney, “small world after all” ethic. A more informed reading provides a subversive,
sardonic recognition of the bigoted, racist past of South Africa and the culture that inspired this
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music. The production purposefully keeps its acknowledgment of this connection to a minimum
in an attempt to attract the widest range and highest volume of audience members to the
production.
Given its Disney source material, it is not surprising that the show would attempt to
appeal to a wide-ranging audience, most specifically families and non-White viewers. For
children, The Lion King is a familiar commodity that provides a reliable, engaging ploy to bring
non-traditional audiences to a Broadway show.25 Its popularity endures more than a decade after
its opening performance, consistently maintaining a place on Variety’s list of highest weekly
grosses for Broadway shows. It has also expanded to mount several permanent, non-touring
productions on six continents (only the London, UK production is still running) and two national
touring companies.26 This global presence meets the high audience demands for the show and
represents Disney’s aspirations to expand beyond an American company to an international one.
Moreover, this is the most lucrative of Disney’s four other stage musicals (Beauty and the Beast,
Tarzan, Mary Poppins and The Little Mermaid) based on its fiscal success and the length of its
Broadway run. These other productions were certainly spectacular in their presentation, but none
relied so heavily on the far-reaching ethnic infusion as The Lion King, a contributing factor to its
longevity and audience accessibility.27
The Lion King began its life as a concept for a Disney animated film that was originally
titled The King of the Jungle. As Shumacher and Taymor explain in an American Theater Wing
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video interview from 1998, early proposals for the movie had it titled as King of the Beasts
which later had to be nixed due to the success of Disney’s film Beauty and the Beast just years
before in 1989. In this original version, The King of the Jungle was not to be a musical but
instead something more in line with National Geographic documentaries.28 In the early stages of
its development, Elton John and Tim Rice were hired to musicalize the story. What followed was
a long production process before the film would eventually become the sixth highest grossing
film of all time (at the time that the Broadway production opened).
What eventually brought the show to Broadway was its predecessor, Beauty and the
Beast, Disney Theatrical’s first Broadway production. Disney CEO Michael Eisner wanted to
build on the success of their first theatrical endeavor, but Thomas Shumacher, then its Feature
Animation Executive Vice-President, did not believe that it had the same box office potential. To
him, “The Lion King was interpreted by some as an allegory for our times, a spiritual journey, a
broad comedy, a knockoff of Hamlet, another story pushing the patriarchal structure, a cash cow,
a timeless myth, the next in the line of Disney animated classics. Not surprisingly, no one said it
look like a Broadway show in the making.”29 His biggest trepidation was recreating the success
of Beauty and the Beast by producing another “straight stage adaptation/imitation of the
animated feature.”30 His ultimate choice of Julie Taymor as the director of his new venture
seemed unconventional and risky; having honed her avant-garde artistic skills abroad and OffBroadway, she seemed an unlikely fit for Disney. Her artistic innovation is what made Disney’s
break from “straight stage adaptation/imitation” so successful and have continued financial
success more than a decade after its 1998 opening.
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Taymor was a seasoned and respected regional theater, Off-Broadway and opera director,
and a winner of the prestigious MacArthur Fellowship (often called the “Genius” grant).
Choosing her showed Disney’s deliberate departure from attempting to recreate their previous
success at adaptation; instead, Taymor signaled a re-envisioned model for Disney Theatricals.
She was quick to recognize the challenge of bringing this movie to life on stage, along with
“maintain[ing] the integrity of my own style.”31 She was also aware of the difficulty of fleshing
out an eighty-minute film with five songs into a two-and-a-half hour theater experience with
more than fifteen musical numbers. But Shumacher, a longtime fan of her non-commercial work,
“urged her not to feel bridled by the look of the movie and to create something wholly original
from it.”32
The team, under Taymor’s direction, began a long workshop process to meld Taymor’s
multifaceted theatrical vision with its cinematic predecessor. One of the most significant
developments throughout the workshops, in the hopes of fleshing out the music for Broadway,
was the decision to hire South African composer Lebo M and German film composer Hans
Zimmer to add to John and Rice’s previous score. Lebo M had worked on the film by
contributing original underscoring was eventually released on Rhythm of the Pridelands, the
accompanying CD to the film. For Taymor, “The African rhythms purposely collide with the pop
tunes to create a unique sound, and bring the large chorus to the forefront of the production….the
chorus becomes visually and aurally a principal character.”33 Moreover, “The melodies are
soulful and evocative, as is the way in which the music is arranged and performed… mostly in
Zulu and all with a strong South African choral center.”34 Taymor made serious efforts to refocus
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her conception of the production as one that placed the chorus, made up of a significant
contingent of South African performers, at its center and provided a grounded through-line for
the narrative additions. This meshing of aural textures is important as it makes the show unique
among other Broadway offerings, but it also maintains the integrity of the culture that it is
putting on stage. The African music, sung in four different African dialects (Zulu, Sutu, Xhosa,
Swahili), maintains the authenticity of Africa amidst the highly stylized visual elements that
draw from various world cultures. In the words of Lebo M, the show is an “authentic marriage of
the cultures and styles of singing,” vis-à-vis its music.35 A piece of advertising for the touring
production states that “…they convey the ecstatic quality of these varied musical traditions to an
American audience, while illustrating how closely linked African and American sounds have
really become.”36
Much of what makes the story so novel in its stage adaptation is the creative team’s
desired emphasis on race. Today, the image of a Black king is a more familiar image because of
the election of Barack Obama as President of the United States in 2008. The mere presence and
near ubiquitous image of a Black President (in its multiple manifestations in both the media and
popular culture) altered national perspective and dialogue on race, even prompting some to
declare a post-racial era. Under Clinton’s presidency during The Lion King’s premiere in 1997,
the powerful racial implication of Mufasa and Simba’s rule over Pride Rock as Black characters
resonated most clearly with Black audience members, for whom the image of a Black ruler was
uncommon and inspiring. Taymor comments on the race politics of her production:
“The Lion King transcends race; you don’t think who’s black and who’s white. Or at least
white audiences don’t. For nonwhite people all over the world – I hear this from African
Americans to Maoris – The Lion King is very powerful politically. There’s a black king
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on stage. It’s a musical that is not about racism, yet the majority of the people are
nonwhite…[it] is not about race and, at the same time, it celebrates race.”37
In the film version, the animal characters remove any racial connotations for the popular
audience. This is further emphasized by the majority of White voice actors portraying the
animated characters. On stage, though, Mufasa and Simba’s ascendance to the throne evokes a
visible affirmation of racial equality by the show’s preference for a Black King in a community
whose majority is Black. Rather than alienating a segment of its audience, the production works
to actively promote and support multiple readings by different audiences. This allows for the
audience to connect with the production at varying levels, depending on their personal
connection to that particular interpretation.
In an article in The New York Times published just six months after the Broadway
opening of The Lion King, Edward Rothstein writes about the portrayal of ethnicity in the Disney
oeuvre, noting that “Disney films may be the only cultural experience shared by American
children, while ethnicity and race are probably the most charged words in American politics.”
38

Since Disney’s first forays into animation, ethnicity has been a key element of their films. A

sampling of twentieth-century films like Dumbo (1941), The Jungle Book (1967), Aristocats
(1970), and more recent movies such as The Little Mermaid (1989), Aladdin (1992) and The
Hunchback of Notre Dame (1997) all feature “other” characters who are ethnically defined and
portrayed as caricatures (the cakewalking crows, the Siamese cats and Esmeralda the gypsy,
respectively). They are moving embodiments of the stereotypes that are often engrained and
perpetuated in American cultural thinking even before Disney began drawing his characters. In
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Rothstein’s words, the ethnic characters are “loaded down by cliché” and, he argues, this
continues through to today in forms both similar and entirely different.
Perhaps unknowingly, Rothstein employs the Bakhtinian notion of the “carnivalesque” in
his discussion of Taymor’s refocusing of the show. “Rafiki,” he writes, “is thrust to the story’s
center, just as the generic African background of the animated feature film is thrust into the
foreground…with muscular dance and music, ritualistic images and carnivalesque ensemble
pieces.” Through his analysis of the literature of Dostoyevsky and Rabelais, Bakhtin describes
the notion of “carnivalesque” in relation to the medieval European Feast of Fools. This concept
connotes and allows the undoing of social norms, allowing the “fools” to rule temporarily so as
to keep them in their socially dictated space for the rest of the year. A conception such as this
relegates the ethnic Disney characters to the position of the lower stratum of society, which,
despite Rothstein’s contrary argument, further patronizes them and places them as stereotyped
“others” to the white majority. With respect to the Broadway production, applying Bakhtinian
theory suggests that Taymor’s re-centering of the production around the distinctly African or
ethnic elements through her design, writing and musicalization is an attempt to maintain the
status quo by allowing for a temporarily topsy-turvy view of the world. In essence, “One by
One” is the most carnivalesque moment in the show. Whereas other South African songs blend
into the overall music and narrative fabric of the show, “One by One” is made to seem like a part
of it despite its lack of congruity with the story. Despite Taymor’s belief that it has no direct
relationship to the story presented, the subversive political message is the marker of allowing the
African culture to take stage as opposed to being an unidentified influence.
Rothstein goes on to make the point that, despite Walt Disney’s right-leaning politics (he
testified in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1947), the portrayal of
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ethnicity in Disney films “proclaim[s] a melting-pot liberalism” that seems contrary to its
creator’s political views. He writes that, “The dominant idea was not conformity but mutual
accommodation,” and explains that the Disney methodologies “became a celebration of the
melting pot, in which ethnic characters…were heroic iconoclasts.” With Disneyland as a model
of the Walt Disney Company’s ethic, the theme park offers a centralized (and often replicated)
portrait of America that incorporates foreign and exotic cultures into a part of the heterogeneous
mix that realizes the American imagination. Beloved characters become life-size and lifelike;
places both real and imaginary become actualized and mechanized; and there is a focus on the
future that today seems reminiscent of Kennedy’s forward-focused politics of the 1960s. Even
the Epcot Center is a model of the world that embodies the spirit/ethos of the celebrated lyric:
“it’s a small world, after all.”
This idealized version of our nation’s past, present and future comes at a cost. Despite
Rothstein’s optimistic take on Disney’s treatment of ethnicity, Disney films and institutions
employ ethnicity as a commodity. Consumers the world over buy into the Disney version of
hyper-reality (which is, in fact, an American perspective that imagines itself as international). In
effect, this devalues ethnicity insofar as these portrayals privilege ethnicity in this process of
commodification. Rothstein states that “[The Lion King]’s attitude toward ethnicity is not
patronizing because ethnicity is no longer being treated as the mark of an outsider. Instead,
ethnicity defines a society itself.” He concludes his article by noting that “the melting pot is out;
ethnic identity is in.” Craig Latrell writes about the relationship between the show’s African
qualities vis-à-vis its Western identity: “Much of the critical rhetoric surrounding this
phenomenon has (at least in theater criticism) an accusatory tone, with Western popular culture
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pictured as a sort of juggernaut, rolling over helpless local cultures, taking what it wants and in
the process ruining fragile indigenous art forms as a South African artist.”39 Do Rozario points
out that Latrell proposes a more intricate framework, beginning "with the assumption that other
cultures are not just passive receivers of Western ideas and images, but active manipulators of
such influences, and that intercultural borrowing is not simply a one-way process, but something
far more interestingly dialogic."40 Do Rozario argues that The Lion King is “dialogic” in its
teamwork between White Western artists like Taymor and John, alongside Black South African
ones, namely Lebo M and Tsidii Le Loka. This scholarly take on the process depicts it is as one
of collaboration and a clear attempt to demonstrate the preference for African culture as opposed
to masking it. This dialogue also occurs between the show and the audiences who receive it, as
evidenced by reviews published after the show’s opening on November 13, 1997.
Interestingly, few critical reviews of the production beyond Rothstein’s cultural
commentary actually touch on the racial implications show, although many mention its
“African”-ness as one of its draws. In his New York Times review, Ben Brantley describes the
“transporting magic” of The Lion King, whose additional numbers “incorporate a more authentic
sense of tribal rhythms and call-and-response choruses. There’s an irresistible pull to this music,
and when the performers take to the aisles…the show takes on a celebratory carnival feeling that
almost matches its opening.”41 The diction of Brantley’s positive review echoes the tenor of most
other New York critics, most of whom describe these same additional numbers that they
repeatedly refer to as “tribal,” “African,” “Zulu,” and “chants.” That they are so often referred to
as “music” as opposed to “songs,” though a small semantic difference, suggests the critics’
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unfamiliarity with their style and the extent to which they are part of the show’s overall narrative
as opposed to stand alone numbers that are so often lauded in musical theater. Still, critics and
the Tony Awards Committee lauded the show: the production won six Tonys in 1998, including
one for Taymor as best director and the “Best Musical” trophy.
Despite their differing from the conventional composition of Broadway, the effect is
noticeable. John Lahr writes in his review of the show for The New Yorker that “Indeed, the
show’s high visual style is in sharp contrast to its low verbal one. When Zulu words are chanted
by the ensemble of twenty-five, the effect is eloquent and magical; when the script falls back into
Disneyspeak, it loses some of its luster and its illusion of authenticity.”42 Its anti-Disney facets
like the inclusion of accurate languages and music from its cultural origin are factors that,
according to Lahr, won the show critical acclaim. The “magical” quality of these languages that
Lahr describes is conjured because of its impenetrable presence in the show, denying access to
the audience that renders it largely inaccessible in terms of understanding its deeper meaning. It
is important to note that this production, as compared to Disney’s other theatrical pursuits, has
been the most successful by measure of both the length of its run and its continued economic
success.43 Lahr is also quick to relegate its “authenticity” as an “illusion,” which acknowledges
its Disney roots.
The central focus of Disney’s stage adaptation of The Lion King is the portrayal of the
kingdom of Pride Rock. Although its creators and some audiences consider it a timeless parable,
the use of the four South African dialects throughout the show mark it as a distinctly South
African community. Although they bolster the patriarchal and spiritual elements of the
community portrayed on stage, the lack of translation blocks comprehension by the audience
42
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which does not speak these languages, especially with regard to the parallels the narrative shares
with South African political history. The show distinctly bars its audience from complete
comprehension of its racial and historical implications by masking these sub-narratives with
these foreign dialects. Its narrative purports an anti-assimilation narrative, but the marketing and
development of the show render it a well-integrated part of the Broadway community.
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“WHY BOTHER LEARNING THE LANGUAGE IF THEY STILL WON’T HEAR YOU?”:
IN THE HEIGHTS
West Side Story premiered on Broadway in 1957 with a boundary-pushing score by
Leonard Bernstein, lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, a book by Arthur Laurents and a
groundbreaking vision from its director and choreographer, Jerome Robbins. Although the
team’s concept for the show began as an “East Side” adaptation of Romeo and Juliet about
Catholics and Jews in New York City, the show eventually became a chronicle of gang violence
between teenaged members of the Italian Jets and Puerto Rican Sharks. In one of its iconic
numbers, “America,” Anita leads the other Shark girlfriends in a paean to their new country:
I like to be in America!/
O.K. by me in America!/
Ev'rything free in America/
For a small fee in America!/
[…]
Immigrant goes to America,/
Many hellos in America;/
Nobody knows in America/
Puerto Rico's in America!/
This last iteration of the refrain is particularly pertinent as it celebrates the newfound home of
Puerto Ricans in America, the land where “ev’rything free…for a small fee in America!” This
emphatic dance that morphs from a simple clavé beat into a complex compound rhythmic
structure provides a celebratory account of life in America and the appeal of the American
Dream for these Puerto Rican immigrants. Despite this gaiety, the Sharks are faced with clear
challenges of assimilation and integration, issues that were amplified by the use of Spanish in
scenes between the Sharks in Laurents’ 2009 Broadway revival.44 Their language, dancing, and
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claims to Manhattan turf stand in direct opposition to the Jets and their embodiment of the
American way. Tony’s death at the end of the play both rejects romantic fulfillment and the hope
for reconciliation between these disparate groups.
The experience of immigrants coming to America is one that is complicated for a variety
of reasons, not the least of which is the question of how immigrant groups should assimilate into
American culture. The process of assimilation, a concept coined in the early twentieth century,
describes the attempt of a minority culture to adopt the norms of the dominant “host” culture.45
Many scholars propose a model of straight-line assimilation in which the minority group, over
time, will eventually “drop the hyphen” as Golash-Boza suggests and self-identify as Latino,
then Latino-American, and then simply American. Some theorists, such as Alba and Nee,
suggest a different model in which the minority groups actively seek to assimilate into the
minority culture. Golash-Boza states that all of the scholars agree about the immigrants’
“eventual loss of attachment to country of origin and the disappearance of ethnic distinctiveness
[as] immigrants”.46 The extent to which all immigrants maintain the distinct identities of their
origins (i.e. Puerto Rican as opposed to simply Latino) further complicates the issue of how
exactly the immigrants negotiate their new identities in their new country, a topic that has been
explored in several twentieth-century American musicals.
In the Heights, the 2008 Broadway musical created by Lin-Manuel Miranda in his
Broadway debut, depicts the Washington Heights barrio, a community of Latino immigrants in
America who attempt to balance their Latino heritage with their quest to assimilate into
American society. In its depiction of a community that struggles to negotiate a comfortable
balance between honoring the culture of their homelands in a new, geographically American
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home that relies on the use of English as opposed to their native tongue, Spanish is utilized in
songs and dialogue as a vessel of the memories and nostalgia for home for its older generation of
immigrants. For the younger generations of the barrio who are further along in the process of
dropping the hyphen from their Latino-American identity, Spanish allows access to these
memories that they themselves have not experienced. For others like Benny, it restricts them
from membership in the community. For its audiences, Spanish is not restrictive; much of it is
translated internally and the moments that are not rely more on creating a recognizable essence,
as opposed to relying on direct linguistic comprehension. The show’s journey to Broadway,
despite the creative team’s claims to their groundbreaking work in the telling of a truly Latino
story, is itself an assimilation narrative.
Graffiti Pete is the first character to enter from upstage. His large radio boom box plays a
condensed overture of sorts, complete with samples of melodies that will be heard later in the
show: the staccato piano accompaniment of “It Won’t Be Long Now,” the Latin-infused dance
song in “The Club,” and the “Para Siempre” bolero. Not long after, Graffiti Pete begins to open
his spray-paint nozzles and paint the grate on a bodega. Usnavi, originally played by Lin-Manuel
Miranda, enters and chases the “little punk” away before any damage is done to his store. When
the white spotlight illuminates Usnavi before he starts to sing the opening number, a more
significant change has occurred than a simple lighting shift to focus on the star performer. It is
significant that Graffiti Pete’s appearance and action on stage precedes those of Usnavi. Graffiti
Pete embodies the typical portrayal of Latino characters on the American stage, the gangsters
and hoodlums of West Side Story and The Capeman, among others. As Usnavi enters, this
marginalized and stereotyped character type is swept away as the new, wholesome and less
polarized exemplar of American-Latino culture takes over. More significantly, Miranda’s hip-
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hop is preceded by and layered onto the exact same clavé rhythm that Bernstein uses to begin his
“America.” In the original incarnation, it is also a more poignant moment to recognize that the
man behind this shift in focus is simultaneously playing the new representation, making it all the
more powerful.
The use of hip-hop in the show makes the transition from Graffiti Pete to Usnavi more
complicated. Hip-hop and rap are the musical expressions of the Latino image that Graffiti Pete
embodies in the show. Hip-hop developed in the 1970s in New York as a Black and Puerto Rican
response to discrimination and social ills that they faced. It served as a vehicle of expression for
these non-majority groups and an underground following of these artists soon followed. Today,
the underground following has become more mainstream and contemporary artists choose to
glorify the stylish, lavish lifestyle as opposed to one of hardship and oppression, but these roots
are key. Miranda reappropriates this musical style to now be the voice of his more smooth-edged
character. He employs these same musical styles and capitalizes on generally held assumptions
about the social functions of hip-hop to describe both the difficulties and joys experienced by the
Washington Heights community. Miranda’s use of hip-hop in In the Heights also shows that not
all hip-hop denotes or glorifies violence or anger, nor is it relegated solely to the “street”
representations of Latino culture. It is also important that Graffiti Pete repeatedly serves as a
non-violent character throughout the rest of the show, both when he defends Usnavi’s bodega
and in his memorial mural of Abuela Claudia on its grate at the conclusion of the show.
The eponymous opening number immediately introduces the Latin flavor of the show
with the percussive clavé solo that lays down the syncopated, rhythmic foundation for Usnavi’s
opening rap:
Lights up on Washington Heights, up at the break of day,/
I wake up and I got this little punk I gotta chase away/
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[…] I am Usnavi and you prob’ly never heard my name./
Reports of my fame are greatly exaggerated,/
exacerbated by the fact that my syntax is highly complicated/
‘Cuz I immigrated from the single greatest little place in the Caribbean: Dominican
Republic!/
I love it! Jesus I’m jealous of it and beyond that,/
ever since my folks passed on, I haven’t gone back./
Aw, damn! I gotta get on that./
From the outset, Usnavi is identified as the child of immigrants in a community comprised of the
same. His adulation over the Dominican Republic shows the immense pride in their homeland
that these immigrants carry with them. Moreover, his acknowledgment of his convoluted syntax
immediately supports the complex nature of language in the show.
The first full-fledged Spanish conversations in the show come when Usnavi talks with the
Piragüero and Abuela Claudia early in the song. The conversation with the Piragua Guy is a
daily salutation, short, simple and polite. Abuela Claudia advises Usnavi to have “paciencia y
fe,” patience and faith, in trying to make café con leche with her mother’s old recipe instead of
his usual one for the customers at the bodega. The song continues with various characters
coming to the bodega on their way to work to get their morning essentials. The song ends with a
climactic combination of the community voice and Usnavi’s raps:
In the Heights, I hang my flag upon display. [We came to work and to live and we got a
lot in common.]/
It reminds me that I came from miles away. [D.R., P.R., we are not stoppin’.]/
In the Heights! (Ev’ry day, paciencia y fe). [Until the day we go from poverty to stock
options./
[…] But as for mañana, mi pana, ya gotta just keep watchin’! You’ll see the late nights,
you’ll taste beans and rice,/
the syrups and shaved ice. I ain’t gonna say it twice./
So turn up the stage lights, we’re takin’ a flight to a couple of days in the life of what it’s
like]/
En Washington Heights! 47
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At this point in the number, the ensemble decorates the elaborate city block scenery with flags
from their various home countries: Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. Despite their
differing points of origin, the neighborhood of Washington Heights and their shared immigrant
experience bonds them as a community. Usnavi’s singing of “mañana” places the emphasis on
the future of this group without impairing the audience’s understanding. Although they are
referring to their own geographical heritage, it makes sense that they would not sing in Spanish
because of the cacophonous, polyphonic musical structure that would make this language more
difficult to understand amidst its many melodies.
As the narrator, each of Usnavi’s consequent responses to the musical antecedent phrases
sung by the ensemble directly comments on the community values they are express. The first
image of flags turns out to be a predominant symbol in the show as evidenced by the song
“Carnaval del Barrio” and the various points at which flags are waved by the ensemble during
interludes and scene changes. More importantly, the lyrics impress upon the audience the notion
that this is a community of immigrants, most specifically with the lyrics about being “from miles
away,” referencing the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, “D.R.” and “P.R.,” respectively;
their respect for their home nations is embedded in Usnavi’s simple phrase, “we are not
stoppin.’” The line about “paciencia y fe, [Until the day we go from poverty to stock options]” is
particularly resonant with other more subversive themes of the show revealed in the song
“Blackout.” The characters repeat the phrase, “we are powerless,” a lyric that is rife with dual
meanings and comments on the Latino community’s outsider position relative to the White
majority.
The food references to “beans and rice” and “the syrups and shaved ice” directly refer to
the traditional Latin foods (minus café con leche) that the audience will be introduced to
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throughout the show. The authenticity in this number does not come just from the use of Spanish
phrases and conversations, but also by pure mention of culturally specific items. Even something
as simple as changing “In Washington Heights” to “En Washington Heights” makes a huge
difference; it is a seemingly minor syntactic adjustment helps to render the show as a Latino
creation. Alex Lacamoire, the music director of the production, spent time in rehearsal
emphasizing the correct Spanish accent, reminding the actors that, “It’s not ‘Washington.’ It’s
‘Washingtone.”48 On a similar note, Quiara Alegría Hudes notes that the sounds of Spanish are
part of the American aural vernacular, writing that, “Audiences in 2010 are so smart. Spanish is
part of our culture now. Everyone may not be conversational, but people know the sounds in this
country. Spanish and English sound natural together these days.”49 Spanish is used in the show
with the help of embedded translations, but without the use of supertitles. This shows that,
despite Hudes’ supposition of the audience’s (and, moreover, American society’s) familiarity,
the show’s music and scenes provide accessible tools to assist the audience in their
understanding.
Miranda frames the show with the “Para siempre” bolero, a repeated musical motif that
embodies the nostalgic spirit of the “forgotten boleros” that Nina references when recalling her
childhood memories. It appears three times throughout the show: at the beginning, during
Graffiti Pete’s radio overture; at the Rosario’s dinner party toward the end of the first act; and
finally, in the last song of the show. In each instance, a female bolero singer croons:
No te vayas…
Si me dejas…

I do not go…
If you left me…
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Sit e alejas de mi…
Seguirás en mis recuerdos
Para siempre…para siempre

If you get away from me…
You will remain in my memories
Forever…forever

The song is a clear vehicle of nostalgia and its lyrics place value on the power of memory and
the importance of the Spanish language as an expression of appreciation for history and a means
of connecting to the past. The song establishes a clear separation between the singer, who
embodies the spirit of home and its traditions, and her audience, those who would “get away
from [her],” but who, despite their literal or metaphorical separation, will remain a part of the
singer’s world and thoughts “forever.” The past’s perpetual presence in and effect on the present
plays a significant role in the negotiation of identity in the show for characters of all generations.
Although Nina may consider the boleros “forgotten,” they go on to serve as a nostalgic medium
not only for her, but for the entire community. Despite their “forgotten” status, these songs are
still a present part of the musical, and thus cultural, identity of this community.
“Para Siempre” is first heard through Graffiti Pete’s boom box after his first entrance
during the overture of the show. That it sounds from a radio, a symbol of a collective, ubiquitous
musical biography of any society, is important because it reflects the constancy of those songs in
the culture of Washington Heights. The juxtaposition of the classical bolero style against the
image of the “punk” Graffiti Pete, along with the song’s placement between other stylized songs
(salsa/merengue, ballad, hip-hop) in the overture position these boleros as both a part of the
musical vernacular and distinctly different from the rest of the songs in the medley. Both the
community as a whole and its individual residents struggle to integrate their Latino heritage
while attempting to forge new American identities. This identity is also reflected in the songs of
the community in the musical, namely “Carnaval del Barrio.”
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“Para Siempre” next appears during Nina’s welcome home dinner when the Rosarios
encourage their company to dance to the bolero playing on the record player. Their dancing is
soon interrupted by the record skipping, repeatedly playing the “para siempre” lyric, a poetic yet
heavy-handed reminder of the continued significance of the musical legacy and reminders of
their homeland. The use of outdated LP technology further bolsters and promotes the sense of
nostalgia that the song evokes through its lyrics. It is also important to note the dramatic and
narrative significance of the book scene in which the song takes place. While dancing, the
Rosarios recount their story of immigrating to America from Puerto Rico. This is a climactic
point in the development of Nina and Benny’s relationship and Mr. Rosario’s rejection of it due
to Benny’s non-Latino identity. Mr. Rosario’s objection to their relationship is strongly rooted in
his emphasis of and insistence on the significance of his Latino heritage. The central problem of
Mr. Rosario’s disapproval of Benny’s racial difference and lack of Spanish mastery and their
impact on his burgeoning relationship with Nina is highlighted throughout both songs and book
scenes in the musical.
The last repetition of the bolero comes in the final song. It mimics its use in the
beginning of the show and functions as a structural bookend that allows the show to come full
circle. This mirrors the conceit of the narrative as Usnavi decides to stay in Washington Heights
instead of moving to the Dominican Republic as he had planned. This is prompted both by his
desire to be with Vanessa, but also by Graffiti Pete’s mural honoring Abuela Claudia on the grate
of his bodega. Abuela Claudia serves as Usnavi’s connection to his heritage as a surrogate parent
after his parents died. Usnavi had hoped to redefine and strengthen his Latino identity by
returning to his homeland. Instead, his choice to continue living in Washington Heights signals
the continued struggle to integrate his Latino heritage into his American identity.
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In the first two appearances, the bolero was technology dependent. Here, the record
player and boom box are absent from the stage. This elevates the voice of the singer to an
ethereal level that reflects the continued cultural legacy, even after death of the younger
generation’s predecessors like Abuela Claudia. After Usnavi begins rapping, the “para siempre”
lyric repeats as a pickup into the beginning of each new four-bar phrase. With each repetition,
the singer’s voice grows increasingly distant and echoes more but still permeates the distinctly
hip-hop finale. By appearing detached from a particular technological mode, the song takes a
place as part of the collective memory of the entire community and underscores the power of
nostalgia and its perpetual impact in Washington Heights, a quality that is particularly salient and
significant in the development of Abuela Claudia’s character.
Her repetition of the maxim “paciencia y fe” reaches a climax when she sings her solo
number whose title takes influence from her key phrase to all of her figurative grandchildren in
the community. Much like others in the show, Abuela Claudia’s, “Paciencia y fe,” begins with a
lament about the heat: “Calor, calor, calor! Calor, calor, calor! Ay mama, the summer’s hottest
day!” The last “calor” resolves the musical phrase a whole step higher than the preceding pattern
would indicate, signaling the transition to the memory of her mother (in a new key,
appropriately) that the heat triggers. No matter how hot it is in Washington Heights, “It was
hotter at home in La Vibora, the Washington Heights of Havana!” Just like Daniela, Abuela
Claudia bases her expected experience in America on what she knows from her home in Cuba
and uses it to inform her life as an immigrant struggling with the pressures and difficulties
associated with assimilation. Her difficulty, though, is borne out of her inability to accept that
despite her winning the lottery, she must still heed her mother’s advice of “paciencia y fe,” the
adage of holding out with hope that has carried through her entire life in America.
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The song goes on to chronicle the story of Abuela Claudia’s immigration to America. She
sings about, “learning the ropes in America. In español. I remember dancing with Mayor
LaGuardia, all of society welcoming Mami and me!” and continues to describe the language
barrier as the chorus sings, “You better clean this mess! You better learn ingles!...Are you better
off than you were with the birds of La Vibora?” At this point in the show, there is a dramatic
change in the staging. The chorus members drop their urban street wear and sleek hip-hop dance
moves (deftly choreographed by Andy Blankenbeuler) and put on early-twentieth-century
dresses and suits to transform the block of Washington Heights into the town square of La
Vibora. With just a few steps and changes of posture, the chorus then embodies the rich upper
East-siders whose homes Abuela Claudia grew up cleaning. What was the visual embodiment of
Abuela Claudia’s Cuban home becomes overwhelmed by the new image of home wherein she
and her community are dominated by the White majority from which they are excluded based on
their ethnicity. The chorus’ loud bombardment encouraging her to speak their language signifies
the pressure from the majority to assimilate into the dominant culture. It also makes Abuela
Claudia’s final, somber plea to her mother even more heart-wrenching:
And as I say these words, my heart’s about to break./
And, ay, Mamá, what do you do when your dreams come true?/
I’ve spent my life inheriting dreams from you. What do I do with this winning ticket?/
[…] The birds they fly away. Do they fly to La Vibora?/
(Spoken: Alright, Mama. Okay.) Paciencia y fe!/
[Calor, calor, calor!]
Noting the structure, the song ends where it started, but with a slight reversal. Abuela Claudia
sings the enduring advice of her mother in an extended belt that represents her commitment to it,
as the ensemble laments the heat beneath her in a minor progression that eventually resolves into
a major cadence. She holds the dominant fifth that, despite the perfect cadence of the
accompanying music, suggests a lack of resolution for Abuela Claudia. This reflection of Abuela
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Claudia’s complaints onto the ensemble signifies her membership in the community and her
resurfacing from the trance of her memories back to the hot world of Washington Heights. That
the oldest character in the show is harkening back to a memory of her mother is not insignificant.
She is the mother to many in this community and her connection to her own mother is one of
great import. However, it is also key to note the symbolic parallel of mother land (or mother
tongue) to Abuela’s relationship with her own mother. The inherited dreams that she references
in the song do not stop with a woman of her age. In this way, it makes the song that much more
complex. With this insight, the audience learns that though there is a definite gap in age, these
problems may not end for any of the younger generations.
The exact parameters of Abuela Claudia’s newfound success are problematic in that they
conflict with the work ethic that the American Dream entails. In a community of people
struggling to balance their Latino identity while simultaneously aspiring to the ethics of the
American Dream, it is significant that Abuela Claudia achieves the fiscal success of that
compelling American hope that attracts immigrants to a country where “the streets are paved
with gold.” Her winning defies odds that are often a one in a million (if not smaller) chance of
success. This means of gaining economic prosperity is not only improbable, its reliance on luck
does not conform to the idea of the self-made person in America.
“Carnaval del Barrio” describes the fiesta in which the neighborhood participates during
the power outage in Washington Heights. Daniela is the one who suggests the idea, beginning by
referencing her childhood in Puerto Rico:
Hey…Hey…/
What’s this tonteria that I’m seeing on the street?/
I never thought I’d see the day…/
Since when are Latin people scared of heat?/
When I was a little girl/
growing up in the hills of Vega Alta/
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my favorite time of year was Christmas time!/
[…]
There wasn't an ounce of snow/
But, oh, the coquito would flow/
As we sang the aguinaldo/
The carnaval would begin to grow!/
She begins by criticizing the neighbors for their lethargic complaints, citing it as a “tontería,”
something stupid. Her joke about Latin people enjoying hot weather is a surefire hit with the
audience, eliciting laughter at the performance I attended on a humid summer day. The culturally
specific references to her home in Puerto Rico like “the hills of Vega Alta,” “coquito” (coconut),
and “aguinaldo” (Christmas tip), as well as the traditional “maraca” (tambourine) instrument
and the “parranda” (parade) serve to depict the carnaval as a normal, deeply rooted cultural
activity in their homelands that, instead of ceasing as cultural practice, should be interpolated
into their experience as Americans and also to better sentimentalize their nostalgia for home. The
practice of the carnaval has similar manifestations in American culture, such as the
neighborhood block party; what distinguishes this carnaval is the eventual nationalist, nostalgic
and cultural expressions that become the main thrust of the song later in its chorus. Although the
song is an original composition by Miranda, the spirit of it being a treasured song from their
homelands remains intact.
Daniela, along with Abuela Claudia, represents the experience of the new immigrant to
America; their syntactic preference of Spanglish over English and heavier accents relative to
other characters demonstrate this. It is interesting that in “Carnaval del Barrio,” all of the
translations are embedded into the song, often as cognates or direct translations in the same lyric.
But the incorporated translation and familiarity of the concept does not aid Carla’s understanding
of the tradition or its stateside incarnation. Carla is one of Daniela’s salon employees and is not
the brightest of characters. Her confusion allows the audience to envision themselves on the
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stage as a part of the carnaval. She admits that, “I don’t know what you’re cantando,” to which
Daniela responds that, “we are improvisando.” Here, the cognates help to convey the meaning so
as to include both Carla and the English speaking audience, while simultaneously proving to be a
touching comedic moment. Carla follows this up with an affirmation of her identity, telling her
neighbors that, “My mom is Dominican-Cuban, my Dad is from Chile and P.R., which means:
I’m Chile-Domini-Curican…but I always say I’m from Queens!” This elicits more laughter from
the audience due to her identifying herself simply as a resident of Queens instead of relying on
her complicated hybrid identity; the audience is not laughing at Carla’s identity struggles, but
with her after her simplification of them. Her categorized identification further comments on the
hybridity of their national identity, a key element of assimilation in the barrio.
The song ends with a rousing chorus from the entire community about their pride in their
homelands:
Alza la bandera, la bandera
Dominicana
Alza la bandera, la bandera
Puertoriqeña
Alza la bandera, la bandera Mexicana
Alza la bandera, la bandera Cubana

Raise the flag, the Dominican flag

Parriba esa bandera
Alzala donde quiera
Recuerdo de mi tierra
Me acuerdo de mi tierra

Raise that flag to the sky
Raise it wherever you like
Reminder of the homeland
I remember the homeland

Esa bonita bandera!
Contiene mi alma entera
Y cuando yo me muera,
Entierrame en mi tierra!

That beautiful flag!
Holds my entire soul
And when I die,
Bury me in the homeland!

Wepa!

Wahoo!

Raise the flag, the Puerto Rican flag
Raise the flag, the Mexican flag
Raise the flag, the Cuban flag

Lin-Manuel Miranda remarks that the Spanish here “comes out when the flags of their home
countries come out, a unifying force despite the fact that they've all got different flags.” The
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“unifying force” to which Miranda refers is not only the use of Spanish, but also the shared
struggle in defining their identity. Unification is achieved, too, by conflating these separate
homelands and distinct cultures into one song that appropriates all of them together. It also
addresses the problematized theme of defining “home” in the play. This immigrant population
straddles the worlds of their homelands and family traditions and the new world of America that
is foreign to them. Although they aspire to assimilate, they also want to retain the cultural values
that mean so much to them. Most importantly, they all maintain a pride in their home countries
that supersedes their desire to be American as signified by the lines, “And when I die,/ Bury me
in my homeland!” That the show centers on the July 4th holiday makes this national duality all
the more interesting: if anything, it is an anti-independence day celebration because they place
such great emphasis on their dependence on their homelands and the strong ties they maintain,
despite a physical distance, a similar sentiment expressed in the repetition of “Para Siempre.”
Two characters in the play, Abuela Claudia and Nina, best exemplify this straddling of two
worlds. The former represents the lasting hold of the homeland on the older generation in
Washington Heights, whereas the latter signifies a reappraisal of these old cultural values,
particularly with regard to language.
Earlier in the play, in the scene that follows “Benny’s Dispatch,” this language struggle
dynamic is played out again later when Benny offers to cover for Mr. Rosario so he can take a
break:
Mr. Rosario: You don’t speak Spanish.
Benny: I’ve been with these drivers for five years.
Mr. Rosario: But you’re not Latino.
Mrs. Rosario: He’s honorary Latino.
Mrs. Rosario’s designation of Benny as an “honorary Latino” shows her acceptance of him as a
member of their community, despite his racial difference and inability to speak their language.
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Notwithstanding his wife’s acceptance, Mr. Rosario refuses to validate Benny’s competence or
his identity and implicitly (and later explicitly) does not support a relationship developing
between his daughter and his employee beyond friendship.
In another scene between just Nina and Benny, they discuss each other’s respective
“outsider” positions: she as a first-generation college student turned dropout, he as a Black man
living amongst mostly Latinos in the barrio. Benny describes his confusion over the minute,
idiomatic differences between Dominican Spanish and Puerto Rican Spanish that are far beyond
his ken, too difficult for a non-native speaker to fully understand. There is also a racial element
involved with Mr. Rosario’s dismissal of their relationship. Benny’s position as the sole Black
character suggests that Mr. Rosario discriminates against him for being Black, too. This notion
comes undone, however, because of the various racial identifications of the several ethnic and
national groups in Washington Heights. Benny’s status as an outsider is problematized given the
ethnic makeup of the barrio community of Washington Heights. In the cultures of Cuba, the
Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, and even others from which these characters have immigrated
to New York, there exists a hybridity of Hispanic and Black racial and ethnic identities.
At the Rosario’s “Welcome Home” dinner to celebrate Nina’s arrival, Mr. Rosario and
Benny get into a tiff once Mr. Rosario announces that he will be selling the family cab company
to Uptown Investments in order to continue to pay Nina’s tuition. Benny’s objection to this stems
from the realization that he will lose his job. Mr. Rosario shows no sympathy for his loss, to
which Benny retorts, “The day you hired me, you said I was family.” Mr. Rosario’s terse and
harsh response to Benny’s objection comes in two simple words: “That’s business.” Not only is
this a rejection of Benny as one of his valued employees, it also signals again his disapproval of
Benny’s relationship with Nina, once more emphasized when Mr. Rosario ends the scene by
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telling Nina to stay away from him. This tension causes a momentary fissure in their relationship
that sees its climax in the scene at the club and is resolved soon after during “Sunrise” at the top
of Act II.
Perhaps the composer puts it best in his classification of “Sunrise” as a “Spanish lesson
that serves to bring our young lovers closer together.” The two lovers sing:
Nina: Esquína
Benny: Corner
Nina: Tienda
Benny: Store
Nina: Bombilla
Benny: Light bulb
Nina: You’re sure?
Benny: I’m…sure
Nina: Three out of three, you did alright!
Benny: Teach me a little more
Nina: Calor
Benny: Heat
Nina: Anoche
Benny: Last night
Nina: Dolor
Benny: Pain
Nina: That’s right./ Llámame.
Benny: Call me
Nina: Azul
Benny: Blue.
Nina: Amame
Benny: Love me
Nina: Perhaps I do -Benny: Well, how do you say kiss me?
Nina: Bésame
Benny: And how do you say hold me?
Nina: Abráza me. Al amanecer. At sunrise.
Both: Anything at all can happen just before the sunrise.
[…]
Benny: I don’t know.
Nina: Yo no sé
Benny: What to do
Nina: Que hacer
Benny: Now that I’ve found you
Nina: Ahora que te encontré
Benny: What will he say?
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Nina: Que dirá?
Benny: When he sees me around you?/
So how do you say help me?
Nina: Ayúdame
Benny: And how do you say promise me?
Nina: Prométeme.
Both: Promise me you’ll stay beyond the sunrise./
I don’t care at all what people say beyond the sunrise.
The song begins simply enough with a basic yet flirtatious language lesson that does not venture
to the words of romance. Nina is the first to broach the topic of the previous night, noting both
the “heat” and “pain” that both characters experienced. Once Benny takes control, the intimacy
between the two is palpable and exciting, given the conflicts that both have faced earlier in the
story. This is reflected in the music as it changes from a fluid triple feeling to a strong duple
rhythm. Benny discusses his worries about how to grapple with Nina’s father and his disapproval
of their relationship, and ultimately it is her guidance and tutelage in Spanish that reaffirms their
strong relationship and the obstacles they have overcome to get to this point. It is important that
this point of commonality and agreement is reached bilingually as it represents Nina’s
simultaneous disregard of Benny’s lacking Spanish abilities and her willingness to teach him and
share her culture with him, thus assimilating his presence in her romantic life into her Latino
identity, despite parental pressure to do otherwise.
Nina accepts Benny into her world and not vice versa. Benny’s experience as a Black
man living in the Latino community reflects the same outsider status that Latinos experience visà-vis the White majority in the United States. His micro-experience parallels the macroexperience of assimilation that Nina and the rest of the Washington Heights population as
depicted in the show experience.
Despite their closer relationship, tensions between Mr. Rosario and Benny continue
throughout much of the second act. Benny approaches Mr. Rosario about pursuing a relationship

52

with his daughter, Mr. Rosario responds curtly, haughtily asking Benny, “do you think you’re
anywhere near her level?” and continues to recommend that he ‘think very carefully’ about what
he is trying and to ‘stay away’ from his daughter. Benny, admitting his defeat, responds by
asking rhetorically, “Why bother learning the language if they still won’t hear you?” The
conversation continues with Mr. Rosario reminding Benny that in his view, “you know nothing
about our culture.” Showing the depth of the situation from his perspective, Mr. Rosario asks one
last question preceded by some Spanish: “are you trying to shame me?” Now the attacks against
Benny are becoming more personal and serve to further separate him from the Rosario family.
The conflict is ultimately resolved in a later scene, but it is clear that Benny’s lack of fluency in
Spanish is a huge obstacle to overcome. Ultimately, after urging from both his wife and
daughter, Mr. Rosario relents and accepts Benny’s relationship with Nina. For him, it is a
difficult path to accept an outsider as his own. He sentimentally accedes to his wife’s prodding
and realizes his daughter is old enough to know what she wants for herself, as opposed to
actually (at least not explicitly) doing away with cultural bias.
Just as many of the characters in In the Heights must grapple with the difficulties of
assimilation, so must the audience. Although the narrative is a hackneyed version of the classic
romantic and communal template of American musicals, the musical forms of rap and hip-hop,
along with Spanish language, render In the Heights as the familiar presented as unfamiliar for the
audience. The opening number of the show immediately frames the story as a story about
immigrants in the barrio, but not entirely without the legacy of the American musical supporting
its conceit and structure, despite its new musical influences.
Just before “lights up on Washington Heights,” audiences at the Richard Rodgers Theater
in New York are greeted with the curtain speech, spoken by Miranda himself, which first appears
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in English and then a second time in an expanded Spanish translation. The Spanish is clearly
favored in this speech, spoken with more richness and cultural references that serve to make
those who speak the language at home as a “non-traditional audience,” just as the “traditional
audience” is welcomed in the opening number. The English segment’s first words are, “Yo, yo,
yo,” immediately marking it as a young, hip musical that is not just for the typical Broadway
audience. As it switches to Spanish, those unfamiliar with the language recognize that this
translation is longer and complete with jokes that translate to those who understand the idioms of
the language in which it is being delivered. At the performance of the Broadway production I
attended on August 7, 2010, this was particularly evident with laughter from certain sections of
the audience. A Spanglish reference to his abuela appeals to the whole audience as the lights dim
and the show gets underway.
That the first words of the show are “lights up” works on many levels, not the least of
which is to denote that this is a theatrical performance, but also it anchors the show in familiar
jargon for a “traditional” theater-going audience. This same idea serves as the impetus for
including lines like, “And, oh my God, it’s gotten too darn hot/ like my man Cole Porter said”
and, “Now you're prob'ly thinkin’/ ‘I'm up shit's creek/ I’ve never been north of 96th street’/
Well, ‘you must take the A train’/ Even farther than Harlem.” With these lines, Miranda uses
Cole Porter and Duke Ellington references that are common in the cultural vernacular to let some
familiar roots appear in the context of a new form. The comedic placement of these lines also
helps the audience adjust.50 These references operate similarly to the use of Spanish in the show,
serving as guideposts for both the form and the culture being represented by it.
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Miranda’s repeated theatrical imagery in the last lyric serves as a marker of familiarity
and a further welcome to its viewers. Usnavi raps about “[turning] up the stage lights,” again to
make an allusion to a known frame of reference for the audience. However, it is also important to
consider the legacy that this opening number bears in its construction. It operates under similar
conceits and theatrical constructs as the iconic opening numbers from Into the Woods, Ragtime,
Avenue Q, Fiddler on the Roof, or the danced prologues of West Side Story and Carousel, among
others. The “guided tour” opening number, with all its narrative exposition, is something that is
familiar to musical theatergoers, but its hip-hop and salsa beats are unprecedented. Despite the
landmark lyrics in this song, the music of the opening number is a change from the norms of
traditional musical theater. Book writer Quiara Alegría Hudes mentions in a personal interview
that, “Early on, audiences were much more surprised by the use of hip-hop than the use of
Spanish.”51 Not only was the overture not the same as the more familiar strains of the preludes to
South Pacific or Gypsy (both playing in the same Broadway season of In the Heights’ opening),
the music is jarring in its familiarity to what one expects to hear on the radio as opposed to in a
Broadway house. While theater music and popular radio tunes used to intersect ever so
frequently, this is not the case anymore.52
There is also an overarching meta-narrative of the show’s progression from studentwritten theater to a fully realized Broadway musical. Its composer, the then twenty-eight-yearold Lin-Manuel Miranda knows his musicals and was determined to change their trajectory
regarding their portrayal of Latinos. In an interview, he says, "I wrote 'In the Heights' to fix 'The
Capeman,' " he says of the 1998 musical…"Forty years after 'West Side Story' and we're still
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knife-wielding gangsters." With such stereotypical depictions, he says, "'The Capeman' broke my
heart.'"53.
The show drew protestors to its performances to speak out against their conception of the
piece of one that glorified a killer. This sense of the celebration of the violent, criminal Hispanic
character has marred perceptions of and by Latinos in the musical theater for most of the
twentieth century, and The Capeman is only one example. Even West Side Story, though lauded
as a favorite of the American musical canon, did not promote a favorable view of the Sharks
other than Maria. What The Capeman did not promote was a sense of honest authenticity of the
portrayal of a Latino figure or community; whether this came from its author, its content, or its
final product remains unclear, although in all likelihood it was a result of some amalgam of all
three components, if not more. This misperception and misrepresentation of the Latino
community on stage was what many protested against and wanted to see change, though few
composers made strides to impart this shift in the portrayal of Latinos on the American musical
stage.
But with his original book musical with spirited performances so electric that they “could
light up the George Washington Bridge for a year or two,”54 Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical
about his own childhood neighborhood in New York City is in many ways “the little musical that
could,” having made its way from fledgling student-written theater project to fully-fledged,
multi-million dollar Broadway hit. Before its current run on Broadway, it had previous
incarnations at Off-Broadway’s 37 Arts in 2007 and the Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in 2005,
but a much less recognizable version appeared at Miranda’s alma mater.
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In his sophomore year at Wesleyan University, Miranda booked an on-campus
performance space and planned to write a show of his own design and conception. Although it
started as a production with the same title that drew in packed houses on 46th Street, there were
few similarities to its current form. Miranda says that it was “very much written for its audience
of Wesleyan students,” complete with “more bad language and bad jokes.”55 This incarnation
“drew on the boleros and traditional Latin sounds he had mostly ignored growing up, and the
wordplay of lyrically dexterous rap groups like the Pharcyde and Black Sheep he listened to in
high school. The early version of ‘In the Heights’ was a campus hit…”56 Miranda’s preference
for hip-hop over the traditional Latino music shows his own struggles to incorporate his cultural
heritage into his American identity, a theme that is manifested in his musical. Beyond the
popular musical influences, Miranda drew on his own knowledge of and passion for musicals,
saying that this production was “an amalgam of every musical I’d ever seen,” referencing Rent,
West Side Story, and Fiddler on the Roof specifically. Miranda notes that Jonathan Larson’s Rent
was particularly influential. As he explained, “...The reason In the Heights is here…I’d always
loved musicals, but I had never seen a musical that took place now. And I thought, “oh, you can
write about now; you can write about what you know.” And the most important thing it did was
tacitly give me permission to write about my own experience.”57
In many ways, In the Heights is a less gritty or provocative version of Rent, but with the
same sort of ethic: shows about a place, community, and issue (to varying degrees of
seriousness) that both matter and are familiar to their composers. In this sense, Miranda’s
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mention of Fiddler on the Roof is particularly apt. Both shows deal with communities steeped in
tradition and cultural history, ethnic enclaves on the brink of change stemming from the younger
strata of their society. Whereas Fiddler placed greater emphasis on Tevye’s being affected by
these changes, Heights focuses instead on those initiating the changes: Usnavi, Benny, Vanessa,
Nina, and Sonny. These locales, too, are hardly a familiar territory for the typical white,
educated, upper middle class audiences of most Broadway musicals. 58 Anatevka is a far cry from
Astoria, but even Washington Heights and its mere forty extra minutes on the subway is a place
that the vast majority of New York theatergoers, let alone tourists who make up a significant
portion of Broadway audiences, would never visit on their own.
This specificity of setting is important. Locating In the Heights in a familiar backyard of
sorts better positions the questions posed by the show as ones in need of answers from its
American audiences. And in terms of “writing what they know,” both teams did this extremely
well. Bock and Harnick are the children of Jewish immigrants from the very shtetls that Sholom
Aleichem described in the stories on which Fiddler was based. Miranda is a Latino author, a
product of the neighborhood he lovingly recreates on stage.
On its journey from the O’Neill to 37 Arts and before its debut on Broadway, certain
aspects of the show became more important for Miranda:
It wasn't until working with Tommy and Quiara that a few things became clear: [(1)] the
community is an integral part of this story, and we need to hear from them en masse,
more often. And [(2)] we are writing the rules in terms of how Spanish and Hip-Hop can
be incorporated into traditional musical theater storytelling. That second point was
particularly exciting from a lyrical standpoint: [sic] We could rhyme Spanish
with English, attack the language of certain characters with an emphasis on elements that
are particularly important in hip-hop (internal rhymes and assonance out the wazoo).59
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This willingness to allow full commitment to the actualization of artistic ideals for a creative
team seems almost contrary to the current “success formula” on Broadway: book a star, book a
limited run, make it easy. Broadway audiences are skewed to the white, educated, middle-class
people who can afford the steep ticket prices.60 Most often, musicals tell stories that this audience
can relate to; this is not the case with In the Heights.
In the Heights won over most New York critics. No critical review makes any mention of
a problem with the show’s use of Spanish, but most marginalize this bilinguality to a one line,
compound adjective mention, like being “filled with Spanish-speaking dreamers of American
dreams”61; “the slickest show in Nueva York”62; full of “Latin-American rhythms, blending hiphop, rap, jazz, pop, salsa and merengue”63; or “[bringing] hip-hop and salsa beats to the oldschool musical-comedy form.”64 Beyond the critics, a true barometer of In the Heights’ longevity
and success came from its winning four Antoinette Perry (“Tony”) Awards on June 15, 2008,
including the awards for Best Orchestrations, Choreography, Score, and Best Musical.65 The
production closed after almost three years on Broadway on January 9, 2011.
However, the reviews of the show were not without points of criticism, most notably
about how the show appears to some to be a cleaned up image of the barrio it ostensibly attempts
to represent. In his review for The New York Times, Charles Isherwood writes that the show
provides “a vivid but somewhat airbrushed mural of urban life…it is basically a salsa-flavored
soap opera, and if there is an equivalent of schmaltz in Spanish, this musical is swimming in
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it.”66 Hilton Als of The New Yorker also comments that the creative team has “rendered a simple
and not at all offensive world.”67 This criticism furthers accessibility of the show’s narrative
because its diminished urbanity allows the typical suburban theatergoer to relate to these
portrayals more directly. It also works to combat engrained ethnic stereotypes about Latinos that
shows like West Side Story and The Capeman promote. Jeffrey Seller, a lead producer of the
show, concedes that, “‘The Latino community will find ‘In the Heights’…but they will never be
more than 25% of our audience. If this show is going to work, it has to reach everyone.’”68.
Advertising to the Latino community and other nontraditional ticket buyers was key for the
show’s Off-Broadway success, but none of the Broadway advertising showcases any Spanish
language, reflecting this hope to not marginalize or segment the show solely as a Latino
Broadway outing, but as a show with wide appeal.69 This mixing of the traditional Broadway
audience with the less conventional theatergoers that In the Heights attracts is part of the
excitement for Miranda: “‘To me, the fun is in the mix,’ he offers. ‘It’s really fun when half your
house laughs at a Spanish reference, and the other half turns and wonders what they’re reacting
to.’”70 What Miranda does allude to, though, is the show’s ability to be read on different levels
by various segments of its audience. While Spanish does not block comprehension of the overall
narrative for non-Spanish speakers, it certainly restricts them from understanding minute
moments that are understood by those who comprehend the language. Since so much of the show
relies on embedded translations, these moments that provide comic relief as opposed to plot
advancement are well chosen to not prevent understanding from the majority audience that does
not make up the 25% Latino demographic that Sellers describes.
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Miranda and Hudes’ reliance on Spanish as an integral component of the narrative did not
discourage its producers, as Miranda commented in my personal interview with him:
I think they were excited about reflecting a part of New York hitherto unseen by
theatergoers, and allowed us to use whatever tools we had at our disposal to reflect that
community…I think that we go to theater to experience things we've never experienced
before…Language is just another texture at our disposal, as writers. We want to be
transported. If we need to break into Swahili to do it, even better.71
Although the sentiment of Miranda’s commentary certainly seems to lend itself to Bennett’s idea
of democratization in the theater, it is more conscious of the techniques available to the creator
as opposed to what their audience can actually understand. Ultimately, it is the latter that
economically determines a successful Broadway run.
The tactics of language use in the production show an attention to the diversity of the
audience that Miranda appreciates. In my interview with him, he elaborates on the economics of
the theater, noting that:
I have no idea as to its effect on the makeup of our audience, although I can tell you
anecdotally that many Latinos who see it really claim it as "their story," but just as many
non-Latinos claim it as their story. The story of theatergoers will always be who can
afford to go, but I'm happy to say that I think we have become an "event musical" for
Latinos who maybe don't usually count theater among their expenditures.72
The layering of Spanish with these approachable themes makes the Spanish speaking audience
more easily integrated into its multi-lingual narrative than a non-Spanish speaking one.
Although language functions in the show as a signifier of membership in the Latino
community, it does not act as a completely restrictive barrier to those who do not speak the
language or did not grow up with it as a part of their cultural legacy. For the residents of
Washington Heights depicted in In the Heights, Spanish is used as an embodiment of the
nostalgia of home in America as they attempt to navigate the complicated process of forming
71
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their identity as immigrants to a new country and how it affects their cultural legacy. In its
development, In the Heights makes narrative concessions to fit the mold of a marketable and
relatable Broadway musical that, despite its tension with the creative team’s artistic intent,
served it well in its nearly three-year run in New York City.
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“THE WHOLE BIG, RICH STEW”: CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Although their premieres bookend the decade from 1998 to 2008, The Lion King and In
the Heights both rely on the use of foreign languages to fully realize distinct communities on
stage. Each of their premieres represents a stronger desire by those creating contemporary
American musicals to venture away from approximation through accents or stereotypical
voicings for their characters.
Notwithstanding their vastly different settings, assimilation is an important aspect of both
narratives, yet each story portrays it in a different way. In The Lion King, the kingdom of Pride
Rock is illustrated through multiple character groups from the majestic lion royalty of Mufasa
and Simba, to the outsiders Timon and Pumba, and the misfit hyenas led by Scar. Simba, as a
result of fraternal intervention by the hand of Scar, is forced to re-assimilate himself into the
community of Pride Rock. His return is largely fueled by the recognition of his blood-deemed
monarchical obligations as revealed to him through the romantic advances of Nala but also, more
importantly, through the spiritual role of Rafiki. This shamanistic position, a focused
embodiment of the female spirituality of the play itself, relies on the use of the South African
dialects and accounts for the majority of their appearance in the show (with “One by One” and
“Hakuna Matata” excluded).
Less religiously, In the Heights relies on Spanish to define its communal cultural values,
the ones that have manifested themselves in America after immigration from various Central
American homelands where Spanish is the dominant language. All of the uses of Spanish either
further their shared communal traditions (like the quasi-block party enacted in “Carnaval del
Barrio”), project memories of the past into the present (as in “Paciencia y fe” and the repeated
bolero), or denote the preference for Latino identity. (In the case of Nina’s romantic prospects,
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however, this preference is overturned as in the tradition of American musical comedy, so that
the traditional “the boy always gets the girl” structure continues.) The barrio community
struggles to negotiate the balance between their Latin heritage with their newfound American
geographical home. The show’s use of Spanish attempts to make these distant memories or
practices concrete in a new place and also serves to siphon off the barrio residents from life in
Manhattan. Even those who do leave by the end (Nina and Vanessa, heading to Stanford and
West 4th Street, respectively) do not face an easy adjustment to their new environments.
Both shows rely on musical styles that are not typical of traditional Broadway scores.
Although The Lion King weaves traditional South African choral music with conventional pop
tunes, the choral numbers composed by Lebo M represent a departure, especially for Disney. So
many of their other shows simply replicate musical numbers from the film versions on stage.
Lebo M’s contributions draw the audience into the narrative more intensely and cause them to
question their assumptions about what they think of as a familiar commodity. As for In the
Heights, its use of hip-hop and rap on stage relies on Broadway predecessors like Bring in ‘da
Noise, Bring in ‘da Funk. Its appearance in a Broadway musical represents an attempt to make a
significant musical statement. Miranda’s reappropriation of music that formerly existed as a subcultural phenomenon into a consciously democratized form, in much the same way as The Lion
King, forces the audience to adjust their musical expectations and pay more close attention to the
narrative being portrayed on stage. It also diminishes the potential for political or subversive
commentary because of its presence in a form that did not arise from the same immediacy or
cater to the same socioeconomic group. Although the barrio residents sing about being
“powerless” in the song “Blackout,” the hip-hop style used in this multimillion-dollar musical
runs counter to the form’s beginnings as a mode of expression for oppressed races in America.
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Considering their very different ethnic and racial portrayals, similarities between the two
shows seem unlikely at first glance; however, several commonalities emerge through deeper
analysis. Both shows center on racial/ethnic politics with relation to American culture, although
neither show explicitly acknowledges its social commentary within its narrative proper. In both
shows, women dominate the sphere of the foreign language. Although much of the African
ensemble singing is done by a mixed male and female chorus in The Lion King, both Rafiki’s
prominence as the leader of the narrative and the women’s isolated songs like “Busa” or their
accompaniment to “Rafiki Mourns” show that they dominate the control of these dialects.
Women primarily implement Spanish in In the Heights, too. Except for Usnavi, the vast majority
of Spanish is spoken by the strong female leaders of the community: Abuela Claudia, Vanessa,
Nina, and Daniela. Even though Mr. Rosario would rather Nina date a Latino or, at the very
least, someone who understood Spanish, it is important to note that he uses relatively little
Spanish himself beyond some one-word or one-sentence interjections throughout the show.
Each show also relies on a narrator as the audience’s main portal of access to the show,
though they are not the protagonists. Both Rafiki and Usnavi function similarly in that they
provide contextual details for the audience and serve as a guide through unfamiliar locales for
the viewers. In this role, they serve as storytellers and characters who simultaneously straddle the
spheres of the narrative and the audience, each of them being the only character on stage to break
the fourth wall. They are also able to inhabit the various character spheres in the narrative, too,
serving as the connection among disparate groups on stage.
It is through the examination of the narrator’s role as translator that the greater
differences between these two shows become more clearly delineated with respect to their
second languages. Usnavi translates most of the Spanish in In the Heights, as do most of the
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other characters who sing bilingually. This embedded translation provides an internal roadmap to
audience members who do not speak or understand Spanish. Only two instances do not use a
direct translation: the “Para Siempre” bolero that appears throughout the show and the opening
fire speech spoken by Lin-Manuel Miranda. The meaning of the bolero is secondary and can
mostly be ascertained through its differing musical style juxtaposed against the more
contemporary hip-hop and rap settings. The Spanish fire speech, though preceded by the English
version, is significantly embellished in its Spanish form, complete with jokes and colloquialisms
that only Spanish speakers can understand.73 With so little of the foreign language utilized
throughout In the Heights blocked from interpretation or comprehension by the audience, the
show clearly makes its bilingualism for egalitarian consumption, aiming it at the lowest common
denominator in the audience. Messages may be more deeply appreciated by those who can
understand both languages, but the meaning is not diminished for those who cannot. This
incorporation of the entire audience signals the show’s meta-narrative as one of assimilation into
the Broadway milieu. Although its characters may assert that they would prefer to be buried in
their homeland, they all continue their lives in Washington Heights as the curtain falls.
Moreover, the show is not solely marketed to Latino-American or Latino theatergoers, or even
simply those who speak Spanish. Its accessibility both in terms of music, narrative conceit and
language show that it is attempting to fit into the fabric of the Broadway community, as opposed
to staunchly opposing it.
Rafiki does some translating for the audiences of The Lion King, but on the whole, all of
the African dialect remains incomprehensible to audience members not fluent in them already.
No translation is provided nor is one needed for the sake of narrative comprehension and
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Unfortunately, no text of this speech is published/available. What is noted here comes from my notes from the
August 7, 2010 matinee performance at the Richard Rodgers Theater, New York City.
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coherence, however the deeper meaning and sociopolitical and religious significance of the
language is almost entirely lost without that aid. “One by One,” the most obvious example of
this, is understood to be a commentary not only on the history of South African racial politics,
but also as a reflective means of commenting on American racial politics. Taymor argues that the
image of a Black king rising to power is enough to make this point, alluding to the significance
of visual imagery and symbolism throughout the show. Taymor preferences and draws more
attention to the traditional ethnic practices than any of their animated films or other theatrical
ventures. While she does keep the production from becoming didactic, the production’s lack of
an overt political stance, while drawing from such a heated political history, calls the preference
into question. Instead of making Pride Rock a world with distinctly African influences, Taymor
relies on a culturally visual and aural mash-up of sorts, complete with African choral music,
traditional English pop tunes, Bunraku, Balinese shadow puppetry and rituals that invoke
shamanism. Just as Disney intends the narrative to be a timeless parable, Taymor’s conception
renders an attempt at universality; this attempt is not complete because of its lack of political
engagement or acknowledgment of the cultural sources from which it draws. In this way, the
production itself follows an assimilation narrative into the commercial fabric of Broadway by
ignoring its political implications, while its narrative maintains an anti-assimilation stance by
refusing to allow full access to the foreign languages used on stage.
No matter their meta-narrative, the use of foreign languages in these shows, among others
in this time period, is significant as it represents a departure from stereotypical portrayals of nonEnglish-language speaking characters (as was common earlier in the twentieth century) and a
movement toward keeping pace with America’s multicultural standard.74 As debates permeate
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media outlets daily about the legal status of immigrants in this country and the growing reliance
on Spanish and its potential to eventually overpower the use of English in the United States, the
use of it in In the Heights is both timely and apt. Although Quiara Alegría Hudes comments that
Spanish is becoming more aurally familiar to non-Spanish speakers in America, I would argue
that this applies to more languages than just Spanish. As an increasingly globalized society with
near immediate access to mediatized cultural forms from around the world with the click of a
button, American audiences no longer accept an approximation of cultures that are not our own.
Rodgers’ analogy of Grant Wood’s painting Siam would no longer be accepted on the Broadway
stage unless it were presented as a self-aware satire in the vein of Avenue Q or the more recent
The Book of Mormon.
Assimilation narratives have been a constant on the American musical stage throughout
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As a nation of immigrants and in a form largely created
by immigrants, this focus on how to integrate (or not) an outsider, whether it be an individual or
group, is not surprising. In his New York Times column, Thomas Friedman wrote an editorial
about a White House Music Series concert honoring Broadway on July 19, 2010. He makes
special note of the importance of diversity in the form which President Obama describes as being
“at the forefront our social consciousness, challenging stereotypes, shaping our opinions about
race and religion…power and politics”75:
…the whole big, rich stew. African-American singers and Hispanic-American dancers
belting out the words of Jewish and Irish immigrant composers, accompanied by white
musicians whose great-great-grandparents came over on the Mayflower for all I know —
all performing for America’s first black president whose middle name is Hussein.76
(especially those working on Broadway where the financial risk is great) to make choices that are not guaranteed
financial success.
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This diversity is a key point, not only as a response to the racial and ethnically mixed roster of
performers and performances of the evening, but with regard to the changing face of the
Broadway musical. An art form that was once dominated by White, Jewish men (with the
exception of Cole Porter) has changed to reflect a wider array of perspectives. Diverse storylines,
creative teams and audiences seem to define the last decade: whatever their differences, three of
the past ten musicals to win the Tony Award for Best Musical (Memphis, In the Heights,
Hairspray) deliver a message of tolerance and racial equality. New musicals rely on both antiand pro-assimilation narrative conceits to tell new stories, representing communities far beyond
our national borders and those that live within a couple of blocks of the theaters in which they
are performed.
The growing insistence on portraying other cultures fully, including relying on their
native language, is an important development in that it better reflects life outside the doors of a
theater on 42nd Street. There is no question that the presence of immigrant communities
maintaining their linguistic heritage throughout the country is important and has forced our
nation to readjust its perspective on defining American identity.
The framework of assimilation is the form’s attempt at universality. To the extent that a
universal reading is possible for a nation of immigrants, this negotiation of identity and
community membership is broadly applicable. Although each show may focus on a specific
instance of this struggle, the larger themes can be interpreted by various groups that view these
performances in ways that allow them to draw connections to their lived experience. Similarly,
when a show relies on a foreign language, it presents an auditory palette that is not so far from
the sounds of everyday life for its audience. Foreign languages are a part of the cacophony of
daily (urban) life, part of the “rich stew” to which Friedman refers. The ways in which humans,
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but particularly Americans, communicate is changing. As the world becomes increasingly
globalized and interconnected, the accessibility and presence of languages other than English
affects American cultural perceptions and expectations. People in this country at varying stages
of immigration and assimilation maintain their language as a connection to their origin and
heritage. This is a direct response to the growing acceptance, encouragement and appreciation of
non-English languages in America by those who do not speak them, rather than a rejection of
their presence in American vernacular. In its viability as a cultural document, the American
musical has grown to reflect that integration, as evidenced by The Lion King and In the Heights.
What remains most interesting, though, is each audience’s engagement with the nonEnglish languages in these shows. The presence of the four African dialects in The Lion King is
acknowledged by the show’s creative team, but they mask the deeper political significance of the
show’s songs, rendering it purposefully inaccessible to the audience. The Spanish in In the
Heights relies on common sounds that are recognizable to the audience, but also utilizes
embedded translations in the lyrics that make the potentially obscured meanings readily available
to the audience. Moreover, the untranslated sections of the show (as in “Carnaval del barrio”)
promote a subversive message that resists understanding from the audience and assimilation into
the Broadway community; the same can be said of The Lion King. Most significantly, these
untranslated instances hide the more politically charged messages of each show: connections to
apartheid in The Lion King and anti-assimilationist sentiments in In the Heights. This blocking
highlights the respective creative teams’ desire to keep each performance open to as many
factions of its potential audience as possible. Although this falls in line with Bennett’s concept of
democratization, these shows’ lack of acknowledgment of potentially divisive themes highlights
a desire to hide potential readings from audiences.
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As the form stands, it is on a trajectory that is more inclusive, respectful and accurate in
terms of the types of shows it produces as well as the characters it depicts. Using foreign
languages to tell more contemporary assimilation narratives is a part of the growth and further
democratization of the form. That these non-English dialects are used to veil particularly
significant readings in these musicals, however, highlights an interesting disconnect between the
form and what may be said of its democratization. Because dialects obscure messages that may
be perceived as politically charged by segments of audiences, these musicals can continue to be
perceived as democratized, in that they remain inoffensive to the average ticket buyer.
Conversely, these hidden meanings signal that the form is not fully democratized enough to
accommodate narrative features that may not appeal to the tastes of all audience members. As
democratization continues for American musicals on Broadway, it will be interesting to observe
what must continue to be spoken or sung in unfamiliar tongues and what hidden messages may
come to be illuminated in the future.
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APPENDIX A: PHONE INTERVIEW WITH CRAIG LUCAS
Interview with Craig Lucas, Playwright of Light in the Piazza
Conducted via telephone, July 8, 2010
Kyle Sircus (KS): Craig, you there?
Craig Lucas (CL): Yes.
KS: Wonderful. So I just wanted to confirm that you’re alright with this conversation being
recorded and that part of what you say will be included in my senior honors thesis at Tufts
University.
CL: That’s no problem at all. [Interruption from CL regarding upcoming phone call with agent]
KS: As I mentioned to you in the email, I’m writing my thesis about the use of foreign languages
in American musicals and for that reason, LIP really does fit wonderfully into my discussion,
especially since I’m focusing on the last 15 years or so. So I just wanted to start by asking you
about how you became involved with the project from the get go.
CL: I knew Adam Guettel, socially not professionally, so when I heard that he was going to be
adapting Elizabeth Spenser’s novella, I contacted him.
KS: Okay.
CL: And said, “Gee, you know, I really would like to be a part of that. That interests me. I know
that novel.” And he said, “Well, unfortunately I have a book writer already.” So I rather
disappointingly put the idea out of my head, but sometime later, he came back to me and said,
“You know what, it didn’t work out with that person and I’m actually starting to lose
perspective, and thinking about abandoning the project.”
KS: Okay.
CL: And he said, “So I’m wondering if you would just come and listen to the songs that I have
written.” At that point he was living down on Grand Street in SoHo. So I did go over and he
played me quite a lot of music. Only one of those songs, at that point, had a lyric and that was
“Passegiatta”, that Fabrizio sings to Clara, so there were a lot of things that hadn’t been decided
yet about the show. And I didn’t get too involved with him about why it didn’t work out with the
other writer, who’s someone who’s a friend of mine and whose work I admire so I didn’t really
want to know. [Chuckles]
KS: Understandably.
CL: So I…but then, once I heard all the music, and I would say…hold on, let me get the
script…I can tell you what music I heard, and what I didn’t if you’re interested…
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KS: Yeah that would be great.
CL: Give me one second while I find my copy of Piazza. Here it is. So he had… “Passegiatta”,
he had music for “Dividing Day”, but at that point it was going to be a song for Margaret’s
husband back in America. I think he may have had a little music for “Say it Somehow”. He had
all the music for “Light in the Piazza”, no lyric. He had some music for the “Octet”. And he may
have had some music for “Love to Me”, and he had “Fable”…with a provisional lyric, which
was going to go in the middle of the show somewhere after a phone call with her husband. So I
heard all that music and I said, “Really that would be a tragedy for you to abandon this project,
it’s a great story, and it actually has a reason for existing.” It’s about a real human thing, which is
how we let go of our children so they can go out into the world and to live their lives. I think it’s
a universal struggle and the dilemma is exaggerated because of Clara’s situation, but it only
epitomizes the universal struggle, which is that no child is really safe when you let them go out
into the world. They don’t have to be brain damaged to be in harm’s way. Hold on one second.
[Conversation with mailwoman.]
So we started talking and, you know, I think our main point of disagreement had to do with
whose story it was, because he felt that it was really the girl’s story and that that was the
universal thing and that we all feel like we’re basically brain-damaged out in the world,
especially when we fall in love, we feel like we’re faulty goods. And so I felt that that was true,
in a way; we all do feel sometimes, you know, if we admit it, that we might be sub-par….that the
dramatic action of fighting to get away from your mother was not…I didn’t feel that Margaret
wanted to be the antagonist. I didn’t think the story wanted a human antagonist. I felt it wanted a
universal one which is usually inside us, or in society at large. Also, I felt very strongly that the
novella was, in some critical way, was a comedy of manners.
[Call interruption]
CL: I felt that that would be a real problem. I also felt that it absolutely needed comedy to make
me care, because, particularly in the 1950s, which is the decade in which I was born and have
some memories, Americans were very insistent on being taken seriously as a cultural force. If
you went to Europe in that era, first of all Europeans respected you because you had helped, your
country had helped, vanquish the depression. But Americans dressed well, and they were very
respectful, and they made an attempt to speak the language, and they were trying to prove that
they were cultured and upstanding and of course the Italians are Mediterranean people and are
much more comfortable with their physicality and much more oppressive towards women, even
than the American ideal at the time. So I thought that was funny. I thought it leavened some of
the melancholy of the piece with this comedy of manners, which is not unalike to what E.M.
Forster was doing in Room with a View, or other writers, Henry James certainly in his affectation
of Americans in Europe and that clash. So we got on.
We did struggle with how to handle the idea of Italian on the stage. And I just felt that I did not
want to watch a bunch of American actors talking like a diz; dat dat would be a stoopid. And that
I would rather see subtitles. And we kind of hit on the idea that, what’s happening, that maybe
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there was a way to put the audience in Margaret and Clara’s shoes, and to force them to watch
the culture and behavior, that they couldn’t entirely parse. Because the whole story and the way
it works is predicated on believing that the Italians might not know what’s going on with Clara,
that the language issue was critical to the plot. And we thought it would be fun if you could
watch these Italians…and the nature of the scene would basically be, it would be unmistakable.
You would have to be completely blind and deaf to not be able to track the essence of it, but that
you wouldn’t be able to understand every word unless you happened to be an Italian-speaking
person. And a lot of people have Spanish, so they can understand some of it, and a lot of people
have French, and a lot of people speak Italian. But we thought, why treat the audience like
they’re dumb? Why not respect them and let them have the pleasure of experiencing the
Naccarellis the way that Margaret does, which is not quite sure? And that way we could also
obscure whether or not there was any comprehension of Clara’s limitations, which I thought was
critical to the story, that there’s a grey area on both sides. Misunderstandings happen, or they
don’t, and not being certain about exactly what everyone knows or doesn’t know, or wants or
doesn’t want, was part of the fun of what Elizabeth Spenser created.
So we did it for the very first time with the Italian. No one had any trouble, no one. Critics didn’t
have a problem. Audiences didn’t have a problem. Then we went to Chicago. No one had a
problem. It was completely clear what was happening. No one had a problem. And the great and,
I think, hilarious irony is that the first and only person who ever had a problem with it…was Ben
Brantley. And it made me feel like, what is wrong with New York, and what is wrong with The
New York Times, that they actually have a theater critic who seems more challenged than the
average audience across America? What does that say about our supposed theater capital? And
Ben really did the show a lot of damage because he liked the music but he didn’t love it, he
didn’t really love the lyrics, and he didn’t really like the book at all. He was very critical of the
book. So even though we won six Tonys, and even though audiences loved it, it’s very, very,
very, very, very hard to sell an intelligent musical on Broadway without the support of The New
York Times. It’s very, very difficult. So we ran, you know, it was a respectable run, but we did
better across the country. When we went on tour, all the reviews were raves. Again, no one, not
in one city, did the critic say, “Gee, why are those scenes in Italian?” It’s obvious why they were
in Italian!
KS: I guess that brings me to a question that I have in terms of looking at the general musical
trend on Broadway over the past ten years or so. Light in the Piazza seems, for those of us who
appreciate more intelligent musicals and have that finer respect for the form, it’s a welcome
change to what we’ve been seeing on Broadway. It’s not the jukebox musical; it’s not the rock
musical. Was there reticence on any producer’s part to bringing it back? Was it in any attempt to
say the golden age form is still viable however many years after Rodgers and Hammerstein
stopped writing?
CL: Well, it certainly was an attempt on my part and on Adam’s part to give primacy to story,
because it seems to me that even in the great operas, the story is the thing that propels the need
for those great melodies and all that music. You know, Traviata is a fucking great story; Tosca is
a great story. So I sort of don’t care or pay that much attention to what’s on Broadway or what’s
successful. And, you know, Wicked is, in fact, an old-fashioned book musical. And there have
been plenty of them. I know it’s a jukebox musical, but I found Jersey Boys to be very gratifying
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as a book musical. I just really had a terrific time; I thought it was very good. And I thought In
the Heights was also an attempt to return to storytelling. I think people go to movies and read
books and go to the theater and the opera in large measure to be told a good story. And, certainly,
the continued success of Sondheim’s great musicals shows that. Whereas something like
American Idiot, though it might attempt to give the impression that it’s telling a story, is leaving
out the essential element of a story, which is sense. I found it nonsensical and…(?)…
It was a great experience overall. Adam and I are working on another show, and I’m doing
another musical now with a rock band, which is a story driven piece. So I believe in it and I don’t
believe audiences have really lost their hunger for narrative. They want to hear beautiful songs,
too, and good tunes, which is I suppose what they thought would drive American Idiot all the
way to the bank, but again I just didn’t think it was that good. But Adam is the real deal. I
thought Caroline was extremely well drawn as a narrative, really well drawn; I really, really
loved it. Even though it doesn’t have traditional songs, I still thought it had the feel of lived
experience and that it was totally possible to invest in the characters, and their desires and their
experience. That’s another one where I think Brantley just totally missed the boat. I’m sure he’s
a really nice guy, and he’s certainly a nice writer, and you can tell that he loves theater, which I
think is more than can be said for his colleague. But I just wish he was smarter about musicals.
KS: I’ve looked at the Spenser novella, and am curious about how you went about taking the
original and sort of choosing what made sense to musicalize, what made sense to craft into your
and Adam’s version of the story and what to leave out. And the different use of Italian in the
two.
CL: Well, one of the great things about the novella is that Clara picks up languages quickly, the
way young children do. And a lot of the research that has now been done about brain damage
had not been published when she wrote the book. Actually, everything that she says is
completely true. People with trauma-induced brain damage can have sudden spurts of growth,
they can suddenly get smarter. And it also, it was very strange, and I’m sorry to keep going back
to Brantley, but he seemed to not understand that only part of her personality was affected. He
seemed to think that somehow we were saying that she was arrested at the age of ten, but we
weren’t! We were saying that her ability to deal with emotional, stressful scenes was arrested;
that when things got terribly stressful for her, she regressed to ten. But people with brain damage
don’t necessarily have low IQs. We weren’t saying that she was retarded; she’s not retarded. So,
anyway, let’s get back to the piece.
What I do when I’m adapting something, whether it’s into a movie or theater, is I imagine it in
the form that it’s going to be. If it’s a movie, I imagine that I’m a camera and that I can see little
tiny pieces move and I can cut at any moment from one scale to another or one place to another.
When I’m doing theater, I have to imagine it as a fixed proscenium, which means that scenes
have to be of a certain length, and things have to be communicable either through dialogue or
enough body language that I can ascertain the meaning of what’s happening. So lots of things in
the original had to go, you know the cannon going off and the person being injured, driving up
into the hills outside of Florence with Signor Naccarelli. A lot of that had to go or be replaced
with something else. But some of the bigger set pieces like tea at the Naccarellis or running into
Fabrizio at the Duomo could be lifted. I did originally put in the scene where Fabrizio appears

75

out of the pool of the Fiesoli. Actually, we didn’t cut it because of money. We had a pool built
for Seattle, but we got to that point and it seemed like the joke had worn itself out, him
reappearing everywhere. So it wasn’t that difficult to adapt, really. Especially since Adam, very
quickly, wrote Franca’s song and “Let’s Walk”, and when we were in Seattle he wrote “The
Beauty Is”. Once you have songs, then you absolutely have to find the scene and the place for
them to go. We workshopped it at Sundance, and it was pretty clear almost immediately that
“Fable” was not the end of the first act, but it was the end of the show. And it was absolutely
clear to me that “Dividing Day” belonged to Margaret and that nobody was going to want to hear
anything out of the husband. But we did not put Fabrizio’s beautiful song, Italian song in until
we got to New York. That was the last thing to go in. And that was the biggest risk in terms of
the language because it’s a whole big long solo of love, the declaration of love. But that had
seemed to us, if you didn’t understand what he was saying and feeling, then you really needed to
go on anti-depressants or something.
KS: And did you (and Bart) rely on the physical nature of gesture?
CL: Yes, exactly. Which was not really Matthew Morrison’s strength. When I directed it, in the
original production, it was Stephen Pasquale. And Stephen is Italian. You know, he’s just a
different kind of an actor than Matthew. So Bart was pretty great at getting Matthew to achieve
Fabrizio’s expanse of expression, but it wasn’t his natural…he’s more like an uptight WASP to
me.
KS: I can see where you’re coming from with that one. And then also in terms of the
development of the show, how did Bart come on board?
CL: Well, I was already associated with this theater in Seattle that Bart ran. We had worked
together a lot, and so when we did the workshop at Sundance in the summer of 2002, Bart got
excited and said well let’s do it at Intiman. And Adam and I had always thought it might be best
for me to direct the first production, just so we wouldn’t have to fight for things that we wanted,
that we knew we wanted to see, because often with a director there’s a long negotiation period.
So we got to do and see what we wanted, and then it became almost instantly clear that Adam
needed my attention full time. That…I had a thought about how it should be done which was to
not literalize Italy. I didn’t really want to see Florence represented like in a Rossellini movie, I
wanted it to be abstract, and Adam felt really, really strongly that it had to be concrete and not in
any way poeticized.
KS: Does that, to you…Adam’s desire to see it realized and very literal, does that play into the
authenticity that’s being portrayed on stage and through the story?
CL: Well, the behavior was always real. I just didn’t want to see paving stones, and paintings
and columns and arches and loges. I thought that was a thing of the past and that was something
we had seen in Do I Hear a Waltz? back in 1966 and that we didn’t need to see that in 2003. But
Bart could see Adam’s point and I didn’t want to fight it. He bought the rights to the book and it
was his idea, and I really didn’t feel like…I felt that it was my job to support him, that in a way
the book writer is there to facilitate the story but also to make sure that the score absolutely gets
delivered intact directly into the hearts and minds of the audience. That’s really the job when
you’re doing the book. And if you’re not willing to do that, then you shouldn’t be writing the
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book. It’s a very, very hard job. It’s much harder than writing movies; it’s much harder than
directing movies. It is the hardest job in the theater. You know, I’ve done them all and it is a hard
job. So I decided not to balk and to…and I love Bart’s work, and I’m working with him again
now at the Met on a new opera. So I was happy to have Bart come in, and it placated Adam. He
relaxed and he got his literal Florence on stage, so that’s how that happened.
KS: A few questions about more specific content, I guess. So I was lucky to see the Broadway
production and absolutely loved it. The first thing that I noticed, that anyone would notice, was
the fire speech and I thought that was a really interesting way to get everyone on the same page.
Can you talk about who originated the idea, when it came into play, and who wrote it?
CL: The fire speech?
KS: Just before the overture begins.
CL: Oh, you mean the turn off your cell phones? Why did you call that the fire speech?
KS: That’s our term here in our theater. I suppose because we discuss evacuating the theater in
case of an emergency.
CL: Oh, we didn’t say anything about evacuating the theater. That’s why I was confused. That
was Bart’s idea, which was great. It put everyone in a good mood, and it helped them understand
the language thing, and, you know, it got a big laugh. And he knew he had something up his
sleeve with the movement of the set in the overture. There was something coming that was going
to warm your heart and stir you in a sort of inculic way, so it was fine to make the audience
laugh before they were going to feel something deeply.
KS: It’s interesting that you mentioned that Fabrizio’s song was the last thing to be put in in New
York.
CL: No, it was put in in New York, it wasn’t the last thing to be put in. It was the last song to be
put in the show, but it was there the first preview. It was the last song to join the score. Adam is
very, very meticulous and it takes him a long time to write songs. And if he makes a change in a
song…he rewrote Margaret’s big, big song in the church in the second act many, many times,
and we moved it to many, many different places in the show before we finally found the spot for
it, and he also wrote another song that we did in rehearsals in Chicago about Savanna Rolla that
never saw the light of day. There was a lot of little changes along the way. “The Beauty Is” was
rewritten between Seattle and Chicago, and then again between Chicago and New York.
KS: And so what was there, before that song was put in, was there another song there
previously?
CL: No. He didn’t have a…his only real songs up to that point were “Passegiatta” and “Love to
Me”.
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KS: And then the last content question is in the middle of “Aiutami”, when Signora Nacarrelli
breaks the fourth wall and bridges the language gap. Can you talk about how that was
conceived?
CL: Well I came up with that when we were first trying to figure out whether or not we wanted
to have subtitles. Maybe even Adam said, “Can there be a moment where we transcend reality?”
I can’t remember…that was pretty early. We were out at a place called U Cross [ranch in WY],
which isn’t too far from Laramie, in the winter of 2001-2002 when I did the first draft of the
book. And I think that idea might have appeared at that point. I felt that we had to know what
each of them was shrieking about, and that it’s often fun when someone has never been given the
chance to express themselves, I’ve done this in other plays, you suddenly get a glimpse onto their
inner life. And, of course, it was a big laugh.
KS: Absolutely. Great, well that’s it…unless you have other things you want to share or you
think I’m missing?
CL: No, but don’t hesitate to email me if something comes up. Take good care.
KS: Thanks, Craig.
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW WITH LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA
Lin-Manuel Miranda < [Address Removed] > Wed, Jul 28, 2010 at 3:14 PM
To: Kyle Sircus <Kyle.Sircus@tufts.edu>
Thanks for the reminder, I have been terribly busy. Answers below. Feel free to send follow ups.
On Tue, Jun 15, 2010 at 3:29 PM, Kyle Sircus <kyle.sircus@tufts.edu> wrote:
Hi Lin-Manuel,
I have written up some questions for you and am including them below. Again, I am so
appreciative of your willingness to help with my thesis research -- your assistance is truly
invaluable.
1. Was telling the story of In the Heights bilingually part of your earliest conceptions of the
show? What would change about the show if the Spanish components were cut?
Nope. The initial draft of Heights was very much written for its audience of Wesleyan students
(a lot more bad language and bad jokes). It wasn't until working with Tommy and Quiara that a
few things became clear: One) the community is an integral part of this story, and we need to
hear from them en masse, more often. And Two) We are writing the rules in terms of how
Spanish and Hip-Hop can be incorporated into traditional musical theater storytelling. That
second point was particularly exciting from a lyrical standpoint: We could rhyme spanish
with english, attack the language of certain characters with an emphasis on elements that are
particularly important in hip-hop (internal rhymes and assonance out the wazoo). We really use
the Spanish to isolate or unify the characters. In Breathe, all of the neighbors singing to Nina in
Spanish about their pride in her further serves to alienate her and separate her from the
community. In Carnaval, it comes out when the flags of their home countries come out, a
unifying force despite the fact that they've all got different flags. Sunrise comes in the form of
a Spanish lesson, that serves to bring our young lovers closer together.
1. Was having Spanish included in the show ever a concern for the show’s producers? How
do you think incorporating Spanish has affected the make-up of the show’s audience and
followers, both in New York and on the national tour?
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On the contrary. I think they were excited about reflecting a part of New York hitherto unseen by
theatergoers, and allowed us to use whatever tools we had at our disposal to reflect that
community. As a point of reference, the amount of Spanish actually increased in the show from
Off-Broadway to Broadway, particularly in expanding Carnaval Del Barrio and Breathe. I have
no idea as to its effect on the makeup of our audience, although I can tell you anecdotally that
many Latinos who see it really claim it as "their story," but just as many non-Latinos claim it as
their story. The story of theatergoers will always be who can afford to go, but I'm happy to say
that I think we have become an "event musical" for Latinos who maybe don't usually count
theater among their expenditures.
1. What, in your opinion, has prompted the use of non-English languages in more
productions in the past few years (such as your involvement with the revivals of both
West Side Story and Working, along with shows like Light in the Piazza, The Lion King
and the revival of Cabaret)?
Well, the Spanish in WSS was really Arthur Laurents' idea, and I was there to help him facilitate
that by providing the translations. That aside, I think that we go to theater to experience things
we've never experienced before. I thought the use of Italian was incredibly bold in Piazza, one of
my favorite recent scores. Language is just another texture at our disposal, as writers. We want to
be transported. If we need to break into Swahili to do it, even better.
1. At its heart, In the Heights seems to take great inspiration Golden Age musical theatre in
its purest form in terms of story and content, but your work updates the form to better
reflect the development of our country, its music, and its people. Can you discuss where
you see In the Heights fitting into the fabric of the American musical theater tradition
now and in the future?
Nope. I think to do that would be hubris on my part, and beyond my pay grade. My job is to
write 'em, your job is to place 'em in a socio-historical context. I can say that I'm grateful we
have a production at all. There are so many musicals that do not make it this far.
Siempre,
Lin-Manuel
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW WITH QUIARA ALEGRÍA HUDES
Quiara <[Address Removed]> Mon, Aug 16, 2010 at 1:01 PM
To: Kyle Sircus <Kyle.Sircus@tufts.edu>
Hi Kyle, thanks for your questions. I'll do my best to answer them clearly, though I must admit
many of the answers are more about feel and instinct than about pre-determined strategy or
decisions. I hope this is helpful.
•

How did you first become involved with In the Heights?

As a playwright, I had been writing plays that explored North Philadelphia, the predominantly
Puerto Rican section of Philadelphia. One of the producers attached to In the Heights heard a
reading of a play of mine (Lulu's Golden Shoes) set in North Philly, a darkly comic play that
deals with the neighborhood. At the time, they were looking for a playwright who could partner
with Lin on the script for In the Heights. The producer thought we might be a good match. So I
read the script of In the Heights and listened to the music. At first I was confused because I
wasn't sure if they were asking me to start over from scratch or to make tweaks and adjustments
to the pre-existing material. The answer was more organic than that. Lin and I met for dinner. I
told him the parts of the piece I was passionate about, and how I'd tell the story from my own
point of view, my own personal vision for it, and we really hit it off. At the time, it was a love
triangle. A beautiful story but it didn't feel completely related to the community. And I thought
the community voice, as trumpeted through Usnavi, was the most striking part of the piece. So I
felt very passionately about making a story that was more about the community--that's how it
became a slice of life set in three family-owned businesses. I also was interested in making the
female characters more central and strong. Lin refers to this dinner as the moment we met our
"long lost cousins" in each other. We both had the abuelas who were a bridge, if you will,
between our new generation, and an older generation raised on an island in a very different
time. We began bit by bit and by the end, 100% of the script was new, and about 90-95% of the
music was new. What we kept were many of the characters he had originally envisioned, though
they evolved as the story did, and the spirit of the piece. The spirit never changed. His vision was
one of optimism and ebullience. I fell in line with that completely, because it represented my
point of view, also, and a departure from the cynicism I saw as rampant at that time in theater.
81

•

Was telling the story of In the Heights bilingually part of the earliest conceptions of the
show? How did the use of Spanish develop throughout the rehearsal and production
process? What would change about the show if the Spanish components were cut?

The bilingual components evolved naturally and organically. Lin is fluent and I am
conversational, and Spanish is part of how we hear language. There are many sayings in Spanish
that just seemed natural at a moment. Much of this came from instinct and "improvisation" rather
than us deciding on an English to Spanish ratio. Expression flows freely, as does language. If the
Spanish ever became confusing or alienating to an English-speaking audience, our producers
(who don't speak Spanish) would let us know to scale back or where they got lost.
•

Was having Spanish included ever a concern for the show’s producers? How do you
think incorporating Spanish has affected the make-up of the show’s audience and
followers, both in New York and on the national tour?

Audiences in 2010 are so smart. Spanish is part of our culture now. Everyone may not be
conversational, but people know the sounds in this country. Spanish and English sound natural
together these days. And Spanish opens up more rhyming possibilities, which is nice in a
musical. It is exciting for people unfamiliar with the language and a homecoming embrace of
sorts for audiences who do speak Spanish. Early on, audiences were much more surprised by the
use of hip-hop than the use of Spanish.
•

At its heart, In the Heights seems to take great inspiration Golden Age musical theatre in
its purest form in terms of story and content, but your work updates the form to better
reflect the development of our country, its music, and its people. Can you discuss where
you see In the Heights fitting into the fabric of the American musical theater tradition
now and in the future?

We were conscious of using a classically structured book musical as a vehicle for this
community and the many sounds of the music. It made sense. Another slice of the American pie.
Lin's music had a pop sensibility about it, combining various disparate cultural traditions into a
contemporary sound. We thought the story should, too. We could use new cadences in a
traditional structure.
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APPENDIX E: EDWARD ROTHSTEIN ARTICLE
December 14, 1997
CULTURAL VIEW

CULTURAL VIEW; Ethnicity and Disney: It's a
Whole New Myth
By Edward Rothstein

IN JULIE TAYMOR'S TRIUMPHANT Broadway reinterpretation of the Walt Disney
Company's ''Lion King,'' the movie's shamanesque baboon, Rafiki, is transmuted into a Zuluchanting priestess, an African griot-storyteller, hooting and hollering, grunting knowingly and
guiding the young lion Simba to his destiny. In the show, Rafiki is thrust to the story's center,
just as the generic African background of the animated feature film is thrust into the foreground
by Ms. Taymor, with muscular dance and music, ritualistic images and carnivalesque ensemble
pieces.
With this new ethnic emphasis, Rafiki's closest Disney ancestor may be James Baskett, who
starred as the black plantation-style storyteller Uncle Remus in ''Song of the South'' 51 years ago.
That film has never been released on video and probably never will be (it is available only on
laser disk from Japan). In it, Mr. Baskett, whose voice was known from the ''Amos 'n' Andy''
radio show, charmed the movie's post-Reconstruction Southern children with Joel Chandler
Harris's vernacular tales of Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox. His performance won him a special Oscar,
but the charm had its limits. The New Yorker said that the film consisted of ''the purest sheep-dip
about happy days on the old plantation.'' Adam Clayton Powell Jr. said it was an ''insult to
American minorities'' and to ''everything that America as a whole stands for.''
The ethnic romance of the Broadway ''Lion King,'' with its mixture of Zulu chant and songs by
Elton John and Tim Rice, might also have turned into caricature. But it was saved by Ms.
Taymor's genius, along with something else: the show's attitude toward ethnicity is not
patronizing because ethnicity is no longer being treated as the mark of an outsider. Instead,
ethnicity defines a society itself.
This represents a major change in the Disney vision of ethnicity, which is no small matter.
Disney films may be the only cultural experience shared by American children, while ethnicity
and race are probably the most charged words in American politics.
Ethnically defined characters have been a crucial part of Disney films for many years, both
before Walt Disney died in 1966 and after. These characters include the broadly sketched black-
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American crows of ''Dumbo'' (1941) singing ''I be done seen 'bout everything''; the alley cats of
''Aristocats'' (1970), who break out into an infectious jazz rendition of ''Ev'rybody Wants to Be a
Cat,'' led by the voice of Scatman Crothers; and Sebastian the crab in ''The Little Mermaid''
(1989), sung by Samuel E. Wright, who gives advice to a calypso beat (''Go on and kiss the
girl''). Isn't there also a hint of caricature of black Americans when the Ape King in ''The Jungle
Book'' (1967) yearns to learn the secret of civilization and sings (in the voice of Louis Prima), ''I
wan'na be like you''?
And not just black culture has preoccupied the Disney empire. Throughout the films -- pre-Walt
and post, animated and live action -- ethnic types abound, sometimes associated with national
caricatures and even social class. ''The Three Caballeros'' (1945) is a veritable tour of Latin
American stereotypes. ''Peter Pan'' (1953) has an ''Injun'' powwow, ''Pocahontas'' (1995) an
American Indian potlatch. In ''Mary Poppins'' (1964), the middle-class Banks family comes up
against the Cockney chimney sweep Bert. ''Aladdin'' (1992) offended some viewers with its
references to Arab culture. ''The Hunchback of NotreDame'' (1996) has the magically beguiling
Gypsy Esmeralda.
Why is ethnicity so central to the Disney oeuvre? The word ethnic, which comes from the Greek
word ethnos, meaning heathen or pagan, is a title given to an outsider and implies
condescension: the ethnic heathen has rejected the civilized mainstream and has also been
rejected by it. And the Disney ethnic character has tended to be interpreted as evidence of racism
and insularity shared by Walt Disney and generations of Disney animators, writers and directors.
But while American racial attitudes have changed dramatically over the course of Disney history,
the nature of the Disney view of ethnicity has been remarkably consistent until recently. And
despite whiffs of condescension (and rare mean-spiritedness, as in the portrait of the Siamese
cats in ''Lady and the Tramp'' in 1955), the ethnic character is treated with unusual affection. The
Disney ethnic characters are loaded down by cliche -- in accent, character and mannerism -- but
are also admired, even envied (they also get the best songs).
The crows in ''Dumbo,'' for example, are more knowledgeable and witty than any of the flying
elephant's circus colleagues. The alley cats in ''Aristocats'' turn out to be the heroes, possessing
far more important skills than the upper-crust ''white'' kittens. Esmeralda, the Gypsy of
''Hunchback,'' comprehends the trials of Quasimodo because of her own beleaguered ethnic
status.
This is no accident. Ethnicity involves complicated relationships between an outsider and a
supposed center, between an immigrant and the mainstream, an aspiring lower class and a
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complacent middle. And these relationships are often the very subjects of the films themselves.
Disney movies do not just incorporate ethnicity; they are, in a broad sense, about it.
This is true even if the key characters are not explicitly ethnic. Dumbo is a misfit, Pinocchio a
boy without a purpose. Ariel the mermaid is out of place in her underwater world, yearning to be
human. In ''Beauty and the Beast,'' Belle is ''so different from the rest of us.'' The outsider -- the
hunchback, the child, the disenfranchised princess, the beast -- struggles to join the center or
change it.
Meanwhile, the identifiably ethnic characters aid in those struggles: Geppetto tries to help
Pinocchio become a boy; Sebastian helps the little mermaid become human; the dwarfs help
Snow White; the inner-city cats help the Aristocats. The typical Disney film presents a joint
triumph: the ethnic character ends up becoming mainstream, and the mainstream ends up
learning from and accepting the ethnic character.
IN THIS LIGHT, THE DISNEY oeuvre seems an embodiment of old-fashioned liberalism,
something that seems bizarre given Walt Disney's reputation as a man of the right (any chance of
his obtaining true liberal credentials ended with his anti-Communist testimony before the House
Un-American Activities Committee in 1947). Still, until the recent past, when their view of
ethnicity began to shift, Disney films -- reaching back to ''Dumbo,'' and even encompassing the
paternalistic ''Song of the South'' -- proclaimed a melting-pot liberalism. The dominant idea was
not conformity but mutual accommodation.
Walt Disney's latest biographer, Steven Watts, points out in his forthcoming book, ''The Magic
Kingdom,'' that in the 1950's the Disney studios also engaged in an almost radical celebration of
American self-reliance. But this tendency, too, became a celebration of the melting pot, in which
ethnic characters, like the Mexican-born Zorro, were heroic iconoclasts. In Disneyland, Disney
envisioned an idealized America that incorporated exotic lands and foreign climes. Even the star
of ''The Mickey Mouse Club'' on television was the young Italian-American Annette Funicello.
In fact, in contrast with many other popular forms of entertainment, few ethnic characters, even
in the early Disney films, are villains. In ''Bambi'' (1942), which in its eco-pieties anticipates
''The Lion King,'' the enemy is man himself, the hunter and fire maker. In ''Dumbo'' the most
unlikable characters are the other elephants, who dislike anyone different from themselves. In
''Hunchback,'' the villain hates Gypsies, the poor and the crippled. Evil is far more often
associated with pretense and social climbing than with being ethnically different.
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THIS THEN WAS THE CENTRAL myth of the Disney entertainment empire, a variation on the
American dream that tapped into children's fantasies and adult political hopes. In a way, it was
almost opposite of the grandly popular myths of opera that dominated 19th-century European
culture.
Opera, like Disney genre films, came into its own with the efforts to create unified nations out of
disparate peoples. But in opera, the outsider often threatens the social order, and the conflict
between the ethnic character (think Carmen) and the mainstream (think Don Jose) often ended in
tragedy. No triumph came without pain and complication. Disney's optimism allowed none of
this; the view of society was ethnically rich, but it was a civilization without discontents.
Such optimism couldn't be sustained. In the 90's, the Disney myth started to dissolve, leading to a
string of meandering, strained films. Ethnicity remained prominent in ''Aladdin,'' as if out of
habit, but was unrelated to anything else in the film. ''Pocahontas'' signaled the first real signs of
change, overturning Disney liberalism and exchanging it for assertions of ethnic independence.
The film ''The Lion King'' rejected the Disney myth more completely by focusing on a new
notion of ethnicity: its hero was not an outsider yearning to join the center or thriving outside it
but a disinherited heir who had to recapture his ethnic kingdom. ''The Lion King'' is not about
accommodation and influence but about ethnic identity.
This means that the outsider is not someone to be admired or learned from, like the Tramp or
Uncle Remus or Sebastian. He is a villain who threatens the ethnic future. Scar is literally a
heathen, a pagan who rejects the Circle of Life and African animal society; he is portrayed as an
ethnic caricature who is really an anti-ethnic. Simba tells Scar he is strange; the villain replies in
a precious drawl, ''You have no idea.''
Partly because the film never makes much of Simba's native culture, the ethnic stakes never
seem very high. But Ms. Taymor has fully uncovered the new Disney myth with her production's
African-style celebrations and chants. The film's subtext comes to the surface. The ethnic world
is being threatened by Scar; it is that world that Simba must preserve by accepting his identity
and celebrating its centrality.
This transformation of the Disney myth reflects changes in the larger society as well. The
melting pot is out; ethnic identity is in. Accommodation is no longer the issue; self-assertion is.
But nuance is hardly more plentiful. It will be revealing to see what happens if Disney comes
through with its proposed version of Verdi's opera ''Aida.'' That opera focuses on the demands
made by ethnic and national identity and their conflicts with personal desire. Private and public
clash; tragedy emerges from the fray.
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Will Disney allow itself to reveal the dangers behind its new myth? Is there room in the Disney
universe for a sense of complication, or even for old-style reconciliation? The issues are not
Disney's alone.
Photos: INTO AFRICA Tsidii Le Loka as Rafiki, who is transformed into a griot-storyteller in
the Broadway version of ''The Lion King,'' bringing folkways closer to the story's center. (Joan
Marcus/Marc Bryan Brown/Disney); ORIENTALISM Ethnicity was included as a factor in
''Aladdin'' as if by habit. (Walt Disney Company); BELOVED CARICATURE The crows in
''Dumbo'' (1941) weren't the villains. (Photofest); HAPPY DAYS? James Baskett, center, with
Bobby Driscoll and Luana Patten in the 1946 Disney film ''Song of the South.'' (Photofest)
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