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                           What is left to say about a show that has been 
seen by 60 million people in 40 countries and 
has been translated into 23 languages? 

It is possible that the allure of this show comes 
from its relatability. Mamma Mia! can be seen as 
a tapestry of many of our lives. Music by nature 
can emotionally connect us to a certain point in 
our lives, immersing us in nostalgia and delight-
ing the senses.

Or maybe the appeal is that Mamma Mia! is a 
show that unapologetically celebrates women…
and women of a certain age no less. Women who 

are funny, feisty and independent, and who are portrayed as real life people 
making real life choices—and not ones based in a fairy tale.

Or perhaps we as audiences are drawn to Mamma Mia! because it bestows upon 
us a certain joie de vivre that we experience as we watch. Thanks to the show’s 
joyfully infectious nature, we leave the theatre uplifted and happy, with a sense 
that we’ve shared something positive together. And perhaps that is the ultimate 
appeal…a warm, lingering sense of hope and optimism.  

For me, hope wins every time. 

Patricia Wilcox, Director

Patricia Wilcox
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Let’s Rock: In 
Defense of Jukebox 
Musicals
By Sarah Larson 

The jukebox musical can be an embarrassing phenome-
non: a living, breathing pop-music wax museum. It can 
be pandering and disingenuous, fostering a dynamic 
that the Times has called “ovation-by-coercion.” It can 
repackage your happiest memories as a Vegas revue, 
making great pop songs watery with orchestration and 
brassy with “American Idol”-style belting. And ever 
since Mamma Mia popularized the genre, in 2001, the 
jukebox musical has begun to take over. Its dominance 
seems especially painful in light of the worthy compos-
ers doing terrific original work now. In an ideal world, 
Broadway would have more musicals scored by Ste-
phen Trask, the Hedwig punk genius. It would feature 
the music of Dave Malloy, the composer of Natasha, 
Pierre, and the Great Comet of 1812, Beowulf, and 
other delights; Mark Mulcahy, the pop wizard behind 
Ben Katchor’s wonderful oddball musicals, including 
The Slug Bearers of Kayrol Island; Michael Friedman, 
of Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson and Civilians fame; 
and Jason Loewith and Joshua Schmidt, the compos-
er and lyricist who adapted the brilliant Adding Ma-
chine—which, while I’m at it, should have transferred 
to Broadway and stayed there, instead of closing after a 
few tantalizing months at the Minetta Lane in 2008.

While we strive for that world, we have our current 
state of affairs: for every great original work like Book 
of Mormon and Hedwig and the Angry Inch, there are 
several jukebox musicals. Our instinct is to sigh about 
it, but we shouldn’t. The form is evolving. In a Decem-
ber, 2013, column about standout shows of the year, 
Charles Isherwood called the jukebox musical “sure-
ly the most justly derided of contemporary theatrical 
genres,” and then named two of them—After Midnight, 
featuring music by Duke Ellington, and What’s It All 
About?, about the music of Burt Bacharach and Hal 
David—in a list of the year’s best works. Done well, 
jukebox musicals, which are by nature about popular 
music, can have great music and dramatic insight, too.  

What is a Jukebox
Musical?
By Justin Cash

A jukebox musical is a stage 
or film musical that uses 
previously released popular 
songs as its musical score. 
Usually the songs have in 
common a connection with 
a particular popular musician or group — because 
they were either written by, or for, the artists in 
question, or at least covered by them. The songs 
are contextualized into a dramatic plot: often the 
biographical story of the performer(s) whose music 
is featured, although in some cases the plot does 
not revolve around the particular group at all. 
Although jukebox musicals had achieved success 
for years (for instance Buddy – The Buddy Holly 
Story, the musical about the life of Buddy Holly 
which ran in the West End for 13 years from 1989 
to 2003), their recent surge in popularity was led 
by the success of Mamma Mia!, built around the 
music of ABBA.

http://www.theatrelinks.com/jukebox-musical/

L-R: Coleen Sexton (Donna) and Kathryn Brunner (Sophie)
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I propose that we stop being embarrassed by them, and 
I hope that producers and librettists continue to make 
the genre better. Great pop music can be celebrated 
well and enjoyably.

Good jukebox musicals come in two basic forms. 
The first is the straight-up celebration of a body of 
music, without significant plot. The best of this kind 
that I’ve seen was After Midnight, a feast of incredible 
singing, dancing, visuals, Ellington music, and Cot-
ton Club wonders, which should have run forever but 
closed in June, after being overlooked at the Tonys. 
The post-punk American Idiot, which opened in 2009, 
was another, setting the enjoyable eff-the-Bush Ad-
ministration Green Day album, itself a rock opera, 
in a TV-and-drugs-saturated no-man’s land, with a 
poetic wisp of mildly depressing plot about disaffected 
teens. It was a thrill to have that music come alive in 
a Broadway theatre, dramatized, among other people 
who loved it. (If only it had opened during the W. 
years.) There are also dance versions of this form—
Movin’ Out, the Twyla Tharp–Billy Joel mashup, and 
Come Fly with Me, in which Frank Sinatra’s voice was 
featured over live orchestral music—which I haven’t 
seen. But I’m willing to be open-minded; After Mid-
night may have succeeded in part because it avoided 
the problem of plot altogether and just gave us a good 
floor show on a big stage.

The other worthy type of jukebox musical, and the 
much trickier kind to do well, is the biographical mu-
sical. In the early two-thousands, I saw some of these, 
among them Love, Janis, an affecting cabaret-size 
show about Janis Joplin, based on her letters; Lost 
Highway, about Hank Williams, which both satisfied 
and frustrated my impossible desire to see him in con-
cert; and a small show about Edith Piaf, with similar 
results. If you’re too invested in a jukebox musical’s 
subject and it doesn’t give you what you’re hoping 
for—often because of an underwritten, unconvincing 
book—it produces an odd mix of agitation, guilt, and 
wistfulness. This is where the embarrassment comes 
into play: you know that it’s hubris to hope to resurrect 
a long-dead genius, but you’re drawn to the attempt 
anyway.

The first smash bio-musical, the one that most like-
ly led to so many others being produced, was Jer-
sey Boys about the Four Seasons, which débuted on 
Broadway in 2005 and is still going strong. It doesn’t 
sanitize much, eagerly showing us the jailbirds and 
prostitutes and wiseguys who made the Four Seasons 
who they were. The overblown Joisey rambunctious-
ness—and, for me, the Frankie Valli sound—can be 
corny and tough to take. But Jersey Boys hit upon a 
key idea: of telling an underknown story about music 
that’s ubiquitous and adored. There’s great potential 
there. We all have a strong sense of Janis and Hank 
and Piaf, making them hard to dramatize convincingly, 
but perhaps less of one about Bob Gaudio, the secret 
to the Four Seasons’ songwriting success. His writing 
“Sherry” changed everything for the group, and it’s the 
moment when the show really comes alive. (We later 

Continued from page 2

L-R: Aidan Wharton (Sky) and Kathryn Brunner (Sophie)

Continued on page 4
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learn more than we want to: I’ll never be able to hear 
the irresistibly groovable “December, 1963” without 
picturing Gaudio, in a silk bathrobe, singing about the 
virginity he’s about to lose to one of the “girls” the 
“label sent over” to the hotel.)

Beautiful: The Carole King Musical succeeds in ways 
that Jersey Boys can’t—it may be the work that shows 
the genre’s potential and lifts jukebox musicals further 
away from scorn. It tells the story—and features the 
music—not just of King and her early songwriting 
partner and then husband, Gerry Goffin, but of their 
friends and composing rivals Barry Mann and Cynthia 
Weil. Like the Four Seasons, these songwriters, when 
they’re early in their careers, aren’t personalities we 
know well, so there’s plenty to discover. And Beautiful 
has a likable heroine in King; she’s talented, sympa-
thetic, and funny. By the time she splits from Goffin 
and writes “Tapestry,” we’ve learned about the Brill 
Building system and watched its importance fade as 
the singer-songwriter era dawns, and then we see her 
embrace it, find her own voice, and become a star.

This week, the musical “Piece of My Heart,” about 
the Brill Building hit-maker Bert Berns, who wrote 
“Twist and Shout,” “Hang On, Sloopy,” “Brown-
Eyed Girl,” and others, opens at the Signature Theatre 
Company. Berns’s name is known to few. The show 
tells his story in part through his songs; it’s a Beauti-
ful-style character study whose dark hero is like one of 
the Jersey Boys. There’s a shady trip to Cuba; drama 
with Phil Spector and Jerry Wexler; and a lot of talk 
of 1650 Broadway, helping you fill in some gaps in 
your musical knowledge. You won’t fall in love with 
Bert Berns the way you fall in love with Carole King, 
but the moment in “Piece of My Heart” when Berns 
rejects Spector’s arrangement for “Twist and Shout” 
and insists on his own—“It’s ‘Guantanamera,’ not 
shama-lama-lama!”—made me realize that “Twist and 
Shout” is based on Cuban rhythms. And this is excit-
ing and valuable—I heard the song anew.

Jukebox musicals often have such moments—the 
aha of musical creation, when a song comes alive. In 
Beautiful, King wakes up, finds the lyrics that Goffin 
stayed up all night writing to her tune, sits at the pia-
no, and sings and plays, hesitatingly. “Tonight you’re 
mine, completely,” she sings. Suddenly, an idea, some 
lines of music, has become “Will You Love Me To-

morrow.” In A Night with Janis Joplin, from 2013, 
Joplin, played by the knockout Joplin-alike Mary 
Bridget Davies, found a style and a song that suited 
her perfectly: “Piece of My Heart” (by Bert Berns!). 
The drummer and his kit, which had been lurking in 
the background, shot forward, Broadway-style, col-
ored lights spun, the guitar knocked you over, and 
the vocals, so wonderfully, eerily like Joplin’s, made 
you cry. (Even if you were only a greatest-hits-level 
fan.) In the reunion-with-narrative show The Rascals: 
Once Upon a Dream, after a hamfisted filmed reënact-
ment of how the Rascals came up with the three-man 
“one-two-three” count that begins “Good Lovin’,” the 
actual Rascals performed it, with the count, and it was 
thrilling, everyone leaping out of their seats. Ovation 
by coercion, and joy.

Midcentury pop—the dawn of rock and roll—is 
Chapter Two of the Great American Songbook. These 
songs, too, are our standards. A high-quality jukebox 
musical could be written about every great and under-
known songwriter of the era; about the backup singers 
of “20 Feet from Stardom” and the session musicians 
of the Wrecking Crew. I’d like to see them all. And 
I’d want one of them to open next door to a Broadway 
version of Adding Machine.

Sarah Larson is a staff writer at The New Yorker.  
© 2018 Condé Nast. 

L-R: Brian Sutherland (Sam), Paul Castree (Harry) and Dan Sharkey (Bill)
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Original members of ABBA.

ABBA

by Jason Ankeny
Edited for publication by Madeleine Rex

The most commercially successful pop group of the 
1970s, the origins of the Swedish superstars ABBA 
dated back to 1966, when keyboardist and vocalist 
Benny Andersson first teamed with guitarist and 
vocalist Bjorn Ulvaeus. The two performers began 
composing songs together and handling session and 
production work for Polar Music/Union Songs, a 
publishing company owned by Stig Anderson, himself 
a prolific songwriter throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 
At the same time, both Andersson and Ulvaeus worked 
on projects with their respective girlfriends: Ulvaeus 
had become involved with vocalist Agnetha Faltskog, 
a performer with a recent number one Swedish hit, 
“I Was So in Love,” under her belt, while Andersson 
began seeing Anni-Frid Lyngstad, a one-time jazz 
singer who rose to fame by winning a national talent 
contest.

In 1971, Faltskog ventured into theatrical work, 
accepting the role of Mary Magdalene in a Swedish 
production of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Jesus Christ 
Superstar. The following year, the duo of Andersson 
and Ulvaeus scored a massive international hit with 

“People Need Love,” which featured Faltskog and 
Lyngstad on backing vocals. The record’s success 
earned them an invitation to enter the Swedish leg of 
the 1973 Eurovision song contest, where, under the 
unwieldy name of Bjorn, Benny, Agnetha & Frida, 
they submitted “Ring Ring,” which proved extremely 
popular with audiences.

The next year, rechristened ABBA (a suggestion from 
Stig Anderson and an acronym of the members’ first 
names), the quartet submitted the single “Waterloo,” 
and became the first Swedish act to win the Eurovision 
competition. In 1975, ABBA issued “S.O.S.,” a smash 
not only in America and Britain but also in non-
English speaking, where the group’s success was fairly 
unprecedented. A string of hits followed, including 
“Mamma Mia,” “Fernando,” and “Dancing Queen” 
(ABBA’s sole U.S. chart-topper). By the spring of 
1976, they were already in position to issue their first 
Greatest Hits collection.

ABBA’s popularity continued in 1977, when both 
“Knowing Me, Knowing You” and “The Name of the 
Game” dominated airwaves. [In 1978], Andersson 
and Lyngstad married, as had Ulvaeus and Faltskog 
in 1971, although the latter couple separated a few 
months later; in fact, romantic suffering was the 
subject of many songs on the quartet’s next LP, 1979’s 
Voulez-Vous. Shortly after the release of 1980s “Super 

Trouper,” Andersson and 
Lyngstad divorced as 
well, further straining 
the group dynamic; 
“The Visitors,” issued 
the following year, was 
the final LP of new 
ABBA material, and 
the foursome officially 
disbanded after the 
December 1982 release 
of their single “Under 
Attack.”

Although all of the 
group’s members soon 
embarked on new 
projects, the ABBA 
phenomenon never went 
away.

L-R: Mary Fanning Driggs (Rosie), Coleen Sexton (Donna) and 
Amy Bodnar (Tanya)
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Our Cast

Matt Bauman

Jordan Beall

Amy Bodnar

Paul Castree

Lenny Daniel

Mary Fanning Driggs

David Guy Holmes

Elyse Niederee

JP Qualters

Coleen Sexton

Dan Sharkey

Brian Sutherland

Jess Fry
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PATRICIA WILCOX (Director/Choreographer) is delighted to return to Pioneer Theatre Company, having 
choreographed Peter and the Starcatcher.  
MATT BAUMAN* (Pepper) was most recently seen at the PTC in this season’s Newsies. Off-Broadway: Grand Hotel, 
The New Yorkers and Pipe Dream (Encores!); A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (Peccadillo Theatre Company); Saturday Night 
(York Theatre Company). 
JORDAN BEALL* (Ensemble) returns to PTC after his debut in Newsies (Finch). Regional: The Muny: Newsies (Henry/
Darcy), The Little Mermaid (Windward). Riverside Theatre: Chicago, Mame. Lyric Theatre of Oklahoma: Oklahoma! (Tom).
AMY BODNAR* (Tanya) returns to PTC, where she was last seen in Outside Mullingar. She also played Gwendolyn 
Pigeon in PTC’s The Odd Couple. She comes here directly from Indianapolis after playing Donna in Mamma Mia!, 
Bodnar has appeared on and off-Broadway, in National Tours and in regional theaters across the country.
PAUL CASTREE* (Harry Bright) returns to PTC, where he appeared in The Last Ship in 2016 and Something’s Afoot in 
2013. Broadway: Original cast member of Disaster!, 9 to 5, Young Frankenstein, High Fidelity, All Shook Up, Saturday 
Night Fever, Footloose, The Scarlet Pimpernel and Grease. Television: “Nurse Jackie,” “Caroline In The City.” 
LENNY DANIEL* (Ensemble/Dance Captain) returns to PTC after Newsies, Chess, Oliver!, The Last Ship, Sweet Charity, 
A Christmas Carol: The Musical. Broadway: Cats – final original company, The Wizard of Oz.  
MARY FANNING DRIGGS* (Rosie) returns to PTC after appearing in over 20 PTC productions, including The Last 
Ship (Regional Premiere), The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee, White Christmas, Les Misérables (Regional 
Premiere), 42nd Street, The Producers, Disney’s Beauty and the Beast and Smokey Joe’s Cafe. 
JESS FRY* (Ensemble) is in her PTC debut. Broadway: M. Butterfly (Kurogo). Regional theatre: The Wild Party 
(Jackie), Rent (Ensemble). Broadway lab: Other World (Tiger Strike). Television: “The Americans.” Fry trained at 
Stanford University, the Juilliard School, The School at Jacob’s Pillow and more.
DAVID GUY HOLMES* (Father Alexandrios/Ensemble) returns after In the Heights (concert and stage versions), 
Newsies, The Rocky Horror Show, Fiddler on the Roof, Peter and the Starcatcher, Sweet Charity, A Christmas Carol and 
Rent. 
ELYSE NIEDEREE* (Lisa) returns to PTC and her hometown of Salt Lake City. Favorite credits include: Elf—The 
Musical (National Tour), Disney’s Beauty and the Beast and On The Town (Sacramento’s Music Circus), A Funny Thing...
Forum (Geva Theatre Center).
JP QUALTERS* (Ensemble) returns to PTC. He was last seen here in It Happened One Christmas. Other credits include: 
the first National Tour of Kinky Boots and work at Ford’s Theatre; Signature Theatre; Hartford Stage; North Shore Music 
Theatre; Goodspeed Opera House; The Gateway; and Guild Hall, PLCO.
COLEEN SEXTON* (Donna Sheridan) returns to PTC, where she had the chance to play one of her favorite roles to 
date, Florence in Chess! She debuted on Broadway at age 19 when she played Lucy in Broadway’s Jekyll and Hyde. TV 
credits include “Law & Order,” “Third Watch,” “As the World Turns” and “Guiding Light.”
DAN SHARKEY* (Bill Austin) was last seen at PTC in Sting’s The Last Ship. Broadway credits include: Amazing 
Grace, The Bridges of Madison County, Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark, The Music Man and Show Boat (West End). 
Sharkey also played the role of Herb Crocker on HBO’s award winning “Boardwalk Empire.”  
BRIAN SUTHERLAND* (Sam Carmichael) returns after Peter and the Starcatcher here at PTC. Broadway credits 
include The Sound of Music, 1776, Victor/Victoria, Cats, Steel Pier, A Change in the Heir and Dance a Little Closer. Other 
New York credits include A Second Chance at Public Theater and 110 in the Shade at NYC Opera. 
* Indicates member of Actors’ Equity Assocation

Additional  Cast: 

KATHRYN BRUNNER (Sophie Sheridan) makes her PTC debut. Credits include: Oklahoma! and Mamma Mia! 
(Arrow Rock Lyceum Theatre), Parade (Arden Theatre Company) and The Little Mermaid (Greater Ocean City Theatre 
Company). 
ASHLEY GARDNER CARLSON (Ensemble) is excited to be back for her 17th show at PTC, most recently in In the 
Heights the Concert Production and The Will Rogers Follies.
SKY KAWAI (Ensemble) returns from PTC’s concert productions of Chess and In The Heights. 
JESSE KLICK (Eddie) Previous credits include: The Envelope (Toby) and Newsies (Ensemble/Swing).
JAMIE LANDRUM (Ensemble) PTC credits: The Count of Monte Cristo (Valentine) and The Last Ship (Swing). 
MANDY McDONELL (Ensemble) returns to PTC after Oliver!, The Rocky Horror Show, Fiddler on the Roof, Chess 
(Assistant Director) and The Will Rogers Follies (Dance Assistant).
JOHN PETERSON (Ensemble) returns after Newsies, Oliver! and Fiddler on the Roof (PTC).
MIKKI REEVE (Ali) joins us for her first show with PTC. 
FALLON SCHWURACK (Ensemble) returns to PTC after The Music Man and It Happened One Christmas.
MEGAN SHENEFELT (Ensemble) was last seen in 
PTC’s concert version of Chess.  
AIDAN WHARTON (Sky) debuts with PTC for this 
production.  
MYLES WOOLSTENHULME (Ensemble) returns to 
PTC after appearing as Henry in Newsies.
AMANDA WRIGHT (Ensemble) returns to PTC after 
appearing in this season’s Newsies and last season’s Chess.


