
The American Musical: A Journey of Personal
Identity and Expression

The American Musical and the Performance of Personal
Identity by Raymond Knapp

4.6 out of 5
Language : English
File size : 5922 KB
Text-to-Speech : Enabled
Screen Reader : Supported
Enhanced typesetting : Enabled
Word Wise : Enabled
Print length : 480 pages

The American musical, a captivating genre that intertwines music, dance,
and storytelling, has played a pivotal role in shaping and reflecting the
concept of personal identity. As a dynamic and evocative art form, it offers a
unique platform for exploring the complexities of self-discovery, self-
expression, and the human condition. This article delves into the profound
connection between the American musical and the performance of personal
identity, showcasing its transformative power and its ability to mirror and
influence our understanding of ourselves.

The Genesis of Identity: From Page to Stage

The genesis of personal identity in American musicals often begins at the
heart of compelling characters. Through their struggles, triumphs, and
introspections, musical theater characters serve as vessels for our own
explorations of identity. In the iconic musical Hair (1967),for instance, the
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protagonist Claude Bukowski grapples with his identity amid the
complexities of the Vietnam War era. His journey mirrors the search for
self-discovery and purpose that many young people faced during that time.

The Power of Music: Melody and Meaning

Music, the lifeblood of the American musical, plays a crucial role in the
expression of personal identity. Melodies, rhythms, and lyrics converge to
create a sensory experience that resonates with our emotions and
experiences. In West Side Story (1957),the haunting melody of
"Somewhere" captures the longing for a place of belonging, a poignant
aspiration shared by the musical's star-crossed lovers, Tony and Maria.
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Lyrics, too, serve as a powerful tool for self-expression. The iconic song
"Memory" from Cats (1981) explores the theme of nostalgia and the
significance of memories in shaping our sense of self. Through the song,
the character of Grizabella reflects on her past and her longing for
acceptance.

The Expressive Body: Dance and Identity

Dance, an integral part of the American musical, provides a physical
manifestation of personal identity. Through stylized movements and
gestures, dancers convey emotions, desires, and conflicts. In A Chorus
Line (1975),the opening number "I Hope I Get It" showcases the dancers'
aspirations and insecurities, revealing their innermost thoughts and
motivations.

The dancers in A Chorus Line express their hopes and insecurities through dance.
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The Transformative Power: The Musical as a Catalyst

The American musical has the transformative power to not only reflect but
also shape our understanding of personal identity. By presenting diverse
characters and perspectives, musicals challenge societal norms and
expand our empathy. In Hamilton (2015),the titular character's journey as
an immigrant in the American Revolution prompts us to reconsider our own
notions of identity, belonging, and the pursuit of opportunity.

The Social Mirror: Reflection and Commentary
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The American musical serves as a social mirror, reflecting the changing
values and identities of its time. In the 1920s, musicals such as The Jazz
Singer (1927) and Show Boat (1927) grappled with issues of race and
immigration, while in the 1960s, musicals like Hair and Godspell (1971)
addressed the social and political unrest of the era.

Contemporary musicals continue to reflect our evolving world. Dear Evan
Hansen (2015) explores the complexities of mental health and the impact
of social media on identity, while Six: The Musical (2018) reimagines the
wives of Henry VIII as powerful and independent women, challenging
traditional narratives of female identity.

The American musical stands as a testament to the enduring power of art
to illuminate the human experience. Through its captivating fusion of music,
dance, and storytelling, it provides a profound platform for exploring the
intricacies of personal identity. From the earliest days of Broadway to the
present, the American musical has served as a mirror to society, reflecting
our collective struggles, triumphs, and aspirations. As an art form that
continues to evolve and innovate, it promises to remain a vibrant and
transformative force, shaping our understanding of ourselves and the world
around us.
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