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ABSTRACT 

     As LGBTQ+ representation becomes more mainstream, there has been an increase in queer 

representation in Broadway musicals. Representation is an important way for a society to 

understand a marginalized community. Thus, the representation must be authentic and accurate 

or it could be harmful. However, authentic representation is hindered by the desire of Broadway 

producers to sanitize queer stories that appeal to a general audience. There is a belief that one 

must sacrifice accuracy for a show to be commercially successful. This attitude, and its fallacy, 

are displayed when comparing the shortcomings of representation in the Broadway musicals La 

Cage Aux Folles and Rent with the advancing representation in the Broadway musicals Fun 

Home and A Strange Loop.  
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Thesis Paper 

     What makes good queer representation? While stereotypes abound, there is constant debate 

about this subjective question. This debate is present in many art forms, particularly prevalent in 

Broadway musical theatre. Often, the best representation comes from telling authentic stories or 

telling relatable, realistic experiences of queer people that offer a straight crowd a peek into their 

lives. Unfortunately, Broadway’s commerciality, or desire for financial success and popularity 

with general audiences, has often overridden this desire for realism. To some, for a Broadway 

production to be successful, it must garner positive reviews and do financially well. It becomes 

clear there is a hesitation on the producing side of theatre, particularly when it comes to 

Broadway, to openly campaign for queer stories. Even when they do support them, there is often 

a desire for the content of the stories to be edited for the straight audience that the producers 

hope to attract (Fierstein I Was Better Last Night). Thus, the desired authenticity that the queer 

community craves is abandoned in the belief that it needs to appeal to a broader audience. 

However, this apparent divide and battle between authenticity and success is a fallacy. The 

Broadway musicals La Cage Aux Folles, Rent, Fun Home and A Strange Loop each offer a 

different kind of queer representation. La Cage Aux Folles and Rent both sanitize the queerness 

of their stories, believing this editing is necessary to achieve success. Conversely, Fun Home and 

A Strange Loop do not sanitize their stories and deliver authentic queer representation. Strong 

representation does not have to be sacrificed for a show to gain mainstream success.  

    The stereotype of musical background male dancers being effeminate or gay has existed for so 

long in our society that it is a common joke (Lawrence). However, despite this close association, 

the number of mainstream Broadway musicals that engage with LGBTQ+ characters or topics is 

surprisingly small. A lot of musicals have queer subtext or queer coding, but very few have these 
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subjects as loud and proud as the loyalty of the gay community to musicals would have one 

think. Reflecting on the history of musicals, most have often been centered on heterosexual 

pairings. Most musicals rarely include gay characters. When they are incorporated, these queer 

characters are often just to aid the heterosexual’s coupling and contrast, often undesirably, with 

the main couple (Lumsden). There exists a fear of embracing queerness as a concern of 

alienating audiences (Donovan). Thus, musicals avoided centering stories on queerness, but this 

changed with a musical entitled La Cage Aux Folles. 

     In the 1980s, a queer musical opened on Broadway: La Cage Aux Folles. Loosely based on 

the French play of the same name, the musical tells the comedic yet heartfelt story of an older 

gay couple, Albin and Georges, who run a drag club and must deal with the engagement of 

Jean-Michael, their adoptive son, to a girl whose parents are homophobic. The content of the 

musical was already innovative for its frank depiction of a gay couple; one that is happy and has 

been together for years. The show itself is both a celebration of their love and a look into how 

they handle hardship as a couple. While they fight or argue, there is still a commitment to each 

other that is refreshing to behold. Having them run a drag club, an art form that was not yet 

mainstream, was also a decisive choice that helped flesh out the desired queer aesthetic of the 

show (Fierstein La Cage). One of the show’s highlights is Albin’s climatic number stating “I am 

what I am,” and asserts “I don’t want praise, I don’t want pity,” and “What I am needs no 

excuses,” (Fierstein La Cage 66).  Albin claims his identity despite the hardship that the outside 

world exerts on him. The show reflects a reclamation of queer identity in a period of rampant 

homophobia. It culminates in an ending with two gay men reclaiming their love for each other 

with a heartfelt reprise of the song ‘Song on the Sand’ and kiss. It was a groundbreaking moment 
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of a groundbreaking show that was in part thanks to its openly gay writer Harvey Fierstein 

(Fierstein La Cage). 

     Harvey Fierstein broke out with his honest depiction of drag and homosexuality in his play 

Torch Song Trilogy. It was this notoriety that made him appealing to the producers of La Cage 

Aux Folles and eventually made him the book writer for this show. As a gay man, Fierstein 

attempted to make the queer elements of the story realistic with him stating he “provided 

authenticity… from my own experiences,” (I Was Better Last Night 158). This realism came 

from close attention to detail. For instance, Albin is eventually outed to his future in-laws when, 

in the heat of the moment after a performance for them, he instinctively removes his wig. 

Fierstein pushed for this plot moment as this practice of drag queens removing their wigs after a 

performance is embedded into the culture of drag clubs. Fierstein himself recalled a time when 

his lack of a wig due to his natural long hair led to an exchange with the police after his drag 

performance as some cities actually require this wig removal by law. It was these little touches 

that Fierstein brought to the production that aided in its genuineness. Fierstein believed that the 

production team was “united in our aim to see a Broadway audience cheer a man declaring 

undying ardor to his same-sex partner with a universal love song and a revolutionary kiss,” (I 

Was Better Last Night 158). However, this goal became a bit untethered when it came to 

Fierstein’s clashes with the director of the musical Arthur Laurents. While Fierstein pushed for 

realism and sex appeal, Laurents was more interested in conventional beauty and commercial 

appeal. This led to many creative and design decisions that Fierstein opposed but was overruled 

by Laurents. Laurents cast two heterosexual actors as the gay couple; one of which refused to be 

in close contact with the drag performers out of a fear of AIDS. Laurents also decided to have 

some of the drag performers be actual women in drag makeup. The rationale Laurents utilized 
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was “should a straight man feel attracted to one of the performers, he can ease his guilt by telling 

himself he was looking at one of the real girls,” (Fierstein I Was Better Last Night 159). It is 

revealing that he was viewing the show from how a straight man would view this story of queer 

love. This also extended to the marketing where it elected to have the face of the show be a cis 

woman dressed in a sharp red dress instead of any drag performers or the gay couple at the center 

of the piece, (Donovan). Thus, emphasis was given to a more mainstream, monogenous 

appearance of the show, despite the subject matter and Fierstein’s attention to detail.  The 

representation, while important, was hindered in giving a skewed view of queer life. 

Interestingly, while the show was a success, won the Tony Award for Best Musical (Lang) and 

ran for several years on Broadway, “many heterosexual theatre critics [critiqued the show] for 

not going far enough in its depiction of gay men,” (Donovan 158). Fierstein recalled how 

Laurents called him when, after the show had been running for a while, he cast two gay men as 

replacements for the two leads and saw an improvement. In regards to the authentic casting 

choice, Laurents was quoted as saying “Gay men make all the difference,” before quickly ending 

the call (Fierstein I Was Better Last Night 162). La Cage Aux Folles was an important step in 

depicting gay characters on stage. However, it is a prime example of how perceived 

commerciality and marketability obstructed the story’s authenticity and therefore its 

representation.    

     Following LA Cage Aux Folles, another musical to have queer portrayals onstage was 

Jonathan Larson’s Rent. The musical portrays a group of racially and sexually diverse characters 

that deal with various problems including housing insecurity, wealth instability, and most 

prominently the AIDS epidemic. Many of the characters of the story are within the LGBTQ+ 

community including Tom Collins being gay, Joanne being a lesbian, Maureen being bisexual, 
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and Angel being genderfluid (Larson). Similar to La Cage Aux Folles before it, many of the 

songs are romantic ballads between queer couples, such as the song ‘I’ll Cover You’ between 

Tom Collis and Angel where they each profess their desire for each other (Larson 44). Despite 

the tragic passing of its main writer Jonathan Larson before the show’s Off-Broadway opening, 

the show was a major hit with both audiences and critics garnering a massive fanbase and 

winning the Tony Award for Best Musical (Lang). The musical’s popularity is credited with 

bringing LGBTQ+ characters to the mainstream (“RENT”). However, over the years, there have 

been more critiques of its depiction of LGBTQ+ people. While the musical was praised for its 

depiction of the AIDS outbreak (Sammartino), the characterization of the queer characters has 

been scrutinized by the queer community itself. For example, Maureen feeds the negative 

stereotype of flirtatious and unfaithful bisexual (Whitfield). This stereotype is displayed in the 

songs “The Tango Maureen”, where Maureen’s girlfriend, Joanne, and ex-boyfriend, Mark, talk 

about her narcissism and infidelity, and “Take Me or Leave Me”, where Marueen and her 

girlfriend argue over Maureen’s flirtatious personality. Angel, the gender-ambiguous queer 

partner to Tom Collins, dies of AIDS while Mimi, a character in a straight relationship, 

miraculously recovers from the same disease. The show itself centers on the characters of Mark 

and Roger, both of whom are straight (Larson). Therefore, the queer characters are secondary 

and somewhat excluded. This exclusion is additionally noteworthy since many of the queer 

characters in the show are traditionally portrayed by actors of color. While the critical response 

from general audiences and critics was positive, some pointed out how “Larson has been hailed 

for creating the downtown equivalent of Bohemian life [and] I fear he has only created another 

fashion,” (Brustein). There was a commodification of the queer identities and struggle against 

AIDS and oppression that helped make these identities more visible and mainstream yet 
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sacrificed what made them unique beyond their basic identity (Sammartino). Rent “made 

queerness a selling point” yet it did not make its queer characters real people (Donovan 161). It 

made them into stereotypes. There was also consideration given to how Larson, a straight white 

man, wrote these characters “from the straight man's point of view” (Schulman 13). Unlike 

Fierstein prior, Larson was not a member of the LGBTQ+ community. He was observing these 

experiences rather than living them. While his allyship was helpful, there was a falseness to his 

characters. The situation was further complicated by a plagiarism accusation.  

     Sarah Schulman is a lesbian writer and activist who accused Jonathan Larson of plagiarizing 

characters and situations from her book People in Trouble (Thomas). The plot, based on her own 

life experience, recounts a lesbian who begins an affair with a married woman and the 

subsequent love triangle that ensues. While this sounds similar to Mark, Joanne, and Maureen in 

Rent, the similarities do not stop there. Both deal with AIDS, housing inequality, people 

organizing, queer oppression, and different kinds of artists. Also, the characters between the two 

are similar, such as a landlord who attempts to remove the main characters from their homes and 

a gay male couple where one partner dies of AIDS. Schulman even had a friend, Michael Korie, 

who remembered speaking to Larson when he was creating Rent about her book and Larson’s 

plan to use the book in his work (Schulman). Schulman also noted how Larson’s altering of her 

story is indicative of larger issues when it comes to LGBTQ+ persons onstage. Schulman pointed 

to how Larson “has the same triangle between the married couple and the woman’s lover, but he 

made the straight man the protagonist, whereas in my version he was the secondary character,” 

(Thomas) Schulman states how “it’s the issue of taking authentic material made by people who 

don’t have rights, twisting it so they are secondary in their own life story, and thereby bringing it 

center stage in a mainstream piece that does not advocate for them,” (Thomas). While 
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Schulman’s attempts to pursue legal recourse for plagiarism were fruitless due to expense, they 

illuminate problems within the representation of Rent. The queer characters are pushed to the 

side and their nuanced character or agency is lessened in the pursuit of making the heterosexual 

and more marketable characters the focus. This background inclusion of queer characters has 

continued in many musicals after Rent. Many modern musicals, like Bad Cinderella, Once Upon 

a One More Time, and & Juliet, include queer characters as minor side characters. (McHenry). In 

these inclusions, while helpful, it is as though the creators believed that simply including queer 

characters or acknowledging their existence makes for good representation. Queer characters 

have become bland, inoffensive stereotypes that producers hope they will get acclaim for just 

including them; no matter whether or not they are authentic. As Susan Schulman herself states, 

“gay people [in stage shows] are no longer evil, they’re just weak and secondary,” (Bronski). 

Hence, the validity of queer characters is once again sacrificed despite the queerness supposedly 

being a selling point. The censored queerness being marketed is one that producers believe 

mainstream, straight audiences will like. However, this censorship did not happen with the 

musical Fun Home. 

     Fun Home is a stage adaptation of the graphic novel memoir of lesbian cartoonist Alison 

Bechdel by Lisa Kron, a queer woman herself. The show is a reflection on her life and 

burgeoning queer sexuality, while simultaneously confronting the suicide of her closeted, gay 

father. The musical utilizes a nonlinear storyline with an adult Alison reflecting on her past and 

her developing queer identity. The show touches on themes of self-discovery, self-acceptance, 

and remorse (Kron). The show did well both critically and with audiences, gaining a fanbase and 

winning the Tony Award for Best Musical (Lang). However, unlike previous works that had to 

diminish accurate queerness, this musical embraced it. This realism is exemplified in the two 
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songs: ‘Rings of Keys’ and ‘Changing my Major’. ‘Ring of Keys’ details the first time a young 

Alison sees a woman who dresses outside of the normal socially expected feminine appearance. 

The lyrics reveal how shocked Alison is to see a woman who is “okay with being strong,” (Kron 

56). Similarly, ‘Changing my Major’ has a teen Alison reveling in the first time she was 

intimately involved with another female. Her relatable combination of excitement and 

overwhelm is reflected in the lyrics of the song like “at one point when I was touching you and 

said I might lose consciousness which you said was adorable,” (Kron 39-40). It is noted how 

“[b]oth songs involve important ‘firsts’ for Alison regarding her sexual identity” and “both songs 

offer a lesbian perspective that deconstructs a traditional ‘male gaze’” (Lumsden). These songs 

and their lyrics showcase a young lesbian’s perspective on understanding themselves and their 

sexuality, while not falling into the pitfalls of cliché predatory objectification. The understanding 

comes from admiration and appreciation (Kron). Additionally, it is the soft yet uplifting music in 

both songs that communicates how these seemingly small moments have had a huge impact on 

Alison’s view of herself and her life. To an outsider, it would seem insignificant, but to Alison 

these are some of the biggest steps in her development as a person. The audience is therefore 

able to relate to them thanks to the music (“Ring of Keys”; “Changing My Major”). These life 

experiences are not only true to Bechdel’s experiences, but also connect with other queer 

women’s experiences. This relatability comes from Kron’s ability to detail Bechdel’s experience 

with a kind of shared knowledge between them. There’s a truthfulness and fearlessness to the 

story of Fun Home. There was a lack of catering to the audience’s preconceived notions that 

makes it stand out. 

     Ironically, the honesty of Fun Home did not extend to the musical’s marketing. The 

marketing’s imagery and taglines emphasized the family drama over the queer coming of age. 
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Some argued that the marketers were concerned over how a general audience would react to a 

masculine lesbian as a lead character. Conversely, the musical’s social media presence leaned 

into the queer storyline. For instance, the social media of the musical made a celebratory post 

when the Supreme Court legalized gay marriage (Donovan). This points to how it was not until 

the musical was a hit that the marketers began to campaign the musical’s queerness. Authenticity 

is appreciated by producers when it becomes clear that it can be used for commerciality. This 

hesitancy in marketing does not take away from the musical’s incredible authenticity. John 

Bechdel, Alison’s brother who is depicted in the musical, “was nervous it [the musical] was 

going to be a cheapening of our experiences, exploitative, and offensive, and was relieved to see 

it was none of those things,” (Teeman). It is this critical response and the reaction of audiences at 

large that demonstrate how authentic representation of queer stories do not have to be forfeited.  

     Similar to Fun Home, A Strange Loop is a 2022 musical that obtained success without 

sacrificing authenticity. Written by Michael R. Jackson over a period of 18 years (Raptopoulos), 

the musical tells the story of Usher, a fat, black, gay man trying to survive modern life while 

working as an usher and writing a musical. There is an extra level of meaning to the musical 

since the main character is a clear stand-in for its author, who shares nearly all of the traits of the 

protagonist’s identity, which helps with the truthfulness of it. The musical displays the life of 

Usher as he tries to navigate a world that according to him “spits out black queers on the daily” 

(Jackson 35). The audience sees Usher search for love, work, identity, stability, and acceptance 

while dealing with homophobia from his family and racism from his community. Like Fun 

Home, the musical deals with harsh truths and realistic fears of queer life that other queer works 

avoid. This is an element that largely went unexamined in previous queer musicals, but Jackson 

needed to include it in the story to be truthful. It examines how race intersects with queerness to 
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cause unique obstacles. This intersectionality is exemplified in a scene where Usher questions 

why he is feeling “attracted to the white, indifference crossed with fetishization,” (Jackson 112) 

of a white male character referred to as Inwood Daddy, who calls him slurs while having sex. 

This is a very intimate and personal moment yet it is this vulnerability that makes the work stand 

out. It does not shy away from the insecurities that a fat, black, gay man would face in everyday 

life while also displaying how destructive certain thought patterns or behaviors can be. The 

musical itself states in its opening that it wants to defy the “cis-het-all-white space” that 

permeates mainstream Broadway theatre (Jackson 35). Jackson wants representation in all its 

strengths and flaws. It is this rawness and boldness that leads to authenticity. There is no 

hesitancy or infringement on the queerness or the reality of his story. 

     Thanks to A Strange Loop, so many people, particularly queer black men, were finally able to 

see themselves represented onstage and not in a sanitized representation either. Jackson 

commented on how representation too often falls into a kind of strange binary between joy and 

trauma without any room for the nuance of real-life experience (“‘A Strange Loop’ Writer”). 

Jackson finds the moments in life that combine the joy and the trauma. It is not a binary. 

Intriguingly, it is this intimate authenticity that made some skeptical it could move to Broadway 

after its out of town and Off-Broadway productions. David Savran, a theatre critic from Theatre 

Journal, argued “I consider it rather the kind of intimate masterpiece that too easily gets lost in a 

Broadway house,” (Savran). It is views like these that perpetuate the split some in the theatre 

community feel must exist between mainstream Broadway success and intimate personal stories. 

However, when A Strange Loop did transfer to Broadway, it did not lose the important intimacy 

that had gotten it noticed in the first place. It had a short but meaningful run that included it 

winning the Tony Award for Best Musical (Lang). While other musicals, like Rent, had longer 
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runs, it still made an impact and has gone on to other productions worldwide. A Strange Loop is 

an exceptional example along with Fun Home of why the supposed binary between authenticity 

and success is false. 

     Sarah Schulman states on the topic of good queer characters “I'm looking simply for a gay 

protagonist that the audience must identify with whose homosexuality is not compromised and 

who is allowed to have the specificity of their experience.” (Bronski). While the realistic 

representation she desires is denigrated by those who desire commercially viable shows, this 

dichotomy is a fallacy. La Cage Aux Folles and Rent display their queerness with hesitancy while 

Fun Home and A Strange Loop embrace their queerness unapologetically. Queer musical writers 

and creators should not be afraid to write their own unique and truthful stories that show 

themselves and their community authentically. 
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Interview 

A Place of Possibility: A Conversation with Sam Pinkleton 

Sam Pinkleton is a theatre director and choreographer who has an extensive career working on 

musicals and plays both on and off Broadway. In 2017, he received a Tony Award nomination for 

choreographing Natasha, Pierre, and the Great Comet of 1812. He most recently directed the 

Off-Broadway, and subsequent Broadway, hit comedy Oh Mary!. 

  

Luke Lauchle: If you wouldn't mind just beginning by telling me a little bit about yourself and 

what your work and background is. 

  

Sam Pinkleton: I grew up in Southern Virginia. I did not grow up anywhere adjacent to the arts 

or theater, really, at all other than going to see Peter Pan. I was a gay boy who found musicals 

and loved show tunes. And my biggest dream was to be in the chorus of 42nd street. I came to 

NYU thanks to student loans that I'm still paying off. I wanted to be that chorus boy, and quickly 

discovered that a. I wasn't very good at it, and b. I didn't really enjoy it. I had a couple of really 

exceptional teachers, chief of whom was the great Elizabeth Swados, who more people should 

know about. Musical theater radical Elizabeth Swados, who basically looked me in the eye and 

said, “You're more interesting than you're giving yourself credit for. Please don't be a chorus boy. 

Please direct and make things.” And I became quite dogged about wanting to work in the theater 

in any form. I just sort of knew that I was a person of the theater, but I didn't totally know what 

that would look like. I sort of found my way into directing. I was assisting directors. I always 

really loved dancing, but was never particularly skilled at it in a technical way. It's just something 

that I loved, and I found a home in downtown dance theater where it doesn't matter so much 
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whether you're a technical dancer or what. And kind of being in downtown dance theater, led to 

choreographing kind of downtown versions of Uptown plays, and was doing a lot of movement 

for plays. I always thought of myself as a director more than a choreographer, but I found myself 

working a lot as a choreographer. I am very grateful for and take that very seriously. Making 

shows has been my job for quite some time, and when you have the privilege of making shows 

being your job, it sometimes means that not every show is the meaning of life for you, because 

making shows is my job. Making shows is how I've eaten for well over a decade. So I have this 

really weird checkered resume that ranges from weird new play to bad new play to weird, new 

Musical to bad, new musical to big Broadway show to bad Broadway. It's just there's all over the 

place, and that is honestly not at all by any kind of creative design, but more from I've always 

had to pay the bills. I've been really lucky to maintain employment in or near the theater. So I 

guess I'm coming to you now identifying more as a director than a choreographer. I mean, I've 

always identified more as a director than a choreographer, but I've worked a lot more as a 

choreographer. I don't totally know the difference between the two jobs. 

 

LL: Building off of that you mentioned how you've had a very varied career with you, going 

from downtown work to Broadway work to all over the place. How is directing or 

choreographing different when you're on Broadway versus off Broadway or doing a downtown 

show? 

 

SP: I think that when it's at its best, the job is exactly the same, which is, get the right 

collaborators in the room, trust them, love them, listen to them. Use their superpowers. Listen to 

what the thing needs. Make it great. That's it. And, frankly, I have a show on Broadway right 
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now that moved from downtown and, when it was created, it had sub-zero ambition to be on 

Broadway. Like, not at no point in the making of it was anyone like, “maybe it'll go to 

Broadway,” and so the process of it stayed very pure, and I felt very protective of that. I have 

been in processes on Broadway or in kind of big commercial ways that have felt like we got to 

make a hit, we got to make something good, and that always sucks. It's never good and it's just 

not how good stuff gets made. So, I mean, I think in some ways, the bigger it gets, the more 

fierce you have to be about protecting the creative DNA of a thing, but in the same breath, 

sometimes that also just means that you have more help. When I was doing Oh Mary! on 

Broadway, I was simultaneously doing a one person show at La MaMa, where I was literally 

climbing on a ladder, hanging lights, which I really like to do, but it's just two ends of a really 

long pole. 

 

LL: I saw in an interview you gave that you were worried about Oh Mary! losing some of what 

made it special when it moved from Off-Broadway to Broadway. How did you maintain the 

specialness of O Mary!, and was there any pressure from producers or from creatives to change it 

to make it more commercially viable? 

 

SP: It's a great question. I mean, I would say Oh Mary! is so rare. Because the conventional 

wisdom would suggest that the answer to this question would be, of course, the producers were 

begging me to put Kelly Rowland and Chelsea Clinton in it to sell tickets. That is how the logic 

of Broadway, which, to be clear, is the logic of capitalism, works. The producers of Oh Mary! are 

extremely rare in that they, from minute one, trusted Cole and I to make something the way we 

wanted to make it. And we knew when we were moving to Broadway that we wanted to move 
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with the entire cast and creative team intact, which is super rare like that does not usually 

happen. And we got no pushback on that. And I think also, to me, part of what made that show 

work downtown was that it didn't apologize for what it was. And I think our producers were 

smart enough to know that and to not try to flatten it out. I think I did not do it on my own. I 

think that everybody took their jobs really seriously on Broadway and the job was not to broaden 

it and make it for everyone. It was actually the opposite. It was like focus in and make it the most 

itself it can possibly be. I think it got deeper. I think it got more specific. Everybody, just like, 

went a little further with the details and I mean literal details, like the buttons and the paint job 

and the like. It felt like the whole team kind of made an agreement to double down on what was 

special about it, as opposed to try to turn it into Broadway's next smash hit comedy or whatever, 

which I wouldn't know how to if somebody told me how to do that. 

  

LL: Ironic since it actually seems to have turned into the next smash Broadway comedy hit. You 

mentioned previously that you have been in shows that have had pressure to make a hit, as you 

put it. How does that impact, both like the production, but also kind of how you as a creator 

work? 

  

SP: It's just miserable. It's the opposite. I mean, it's the literal enemy of making good work. I 

think that anything I've been proud of, which is things on many different scales, has been made 

from a place of possibility, as opposed to terror. Like working from a place of fear of not getting 

it right is, I just don't know how to make that way. I don't say this to be like, ‘Fuck Broadway’. I 

really love working on Broadway. It's been really nice to me. And also it does mean something to 

me that  we do a play every night with a bunch of queer people drinking their own vomit for 
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tourists from Ohio. Like that feels like a Trojan horse. I'm proud of that. Broadway is a flawed 

system, just like every other system. But I don't think it's as simple as, like Broadway or 

downtown. I've made rotten work downtown. I've made work downtown that was pressuring me 

to make a hit. It just doesn't work that way. I'm literally looking at a poster for The Lion King 

right now. Good stuff gets made by the artists at the center of it, making the thing they want to 

make, and trusting that and, in the case of The Lion King, being surrounded by that impulse 

being encouraged and not checked. I recently was working on a project that I'm no longer 

working on, thankfully, where I felt like the artists had somebody looking over their shoulder, 

checking their papers. Every time we did something, it was like, “oh, no, what about that?” And 

it's like, would somebody do that to a painter? That's just not how you make good work. And we 

all know that or maybe we don't all know, but I believe that. You have to go through 10 bad ideas 

to get to one good idea, but that just requires trust and not weird showbiz pressure. 

  

LL: Yeah, that's very true. Sometimes the crazy ideas can really work, but other times you gotta 

push through to even crazier ideas.  

 

SP: For sure.  

 

LL: You mentioned how Oh Mary! has a lot of queer characters in it. How do you think that 

queer representation, particularly when it comes to mainstream Broadway theater, has changed 

over the course of your career, or over the past 30 years or so? 
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SP: I don't know that I can give an absolute statement on it, because I'm sure there's all sorts of 

things that I don't know anything about. I'm very happy that that word ‘representation’ means a 

lot of different things and that it looks a lot of different ways. I think it’s one of the things that I 

feel slightly exhausted by the idea that I've seen kind of get policed in theater recently that there's 

only one way to do something. I actually think, with the case of my show, which is the only show 

that I can really speak to at the moment, representation works on a lot of different layers. And to 

me, it's like, I'm putting together a big queer Broadway show right now, and I'm sure I'm thinking 

about queer people, and I'm thinking about gender, but I'm also thinking about body type, and 

I'm also thinking about age, and I'm also thinking about experience. One of my favorite things 

about Oh Mary! is that there are people in it who have never been on Broadway before. The 

queer representation that excites me is multifaceted, polyphonic, deeply layered queer 

representation. And I might look at insert Broadway musical that I don't really like, and say, 

“Wow, the way this is representing queer people, feels really pandery, feels really self 

congratulatory.” And that might be true, or that might just be my take, but when I hold that up 

against what 10 other shows are doing, I'm like, “Well, those tourists from Ohio can get a punch 

if they're seeing a week of theater. They will go home with a richer vision of queerness on stage 

than they came with, even if I don't love every choice that's being made inside of it.” When I 

moved to New York, two white guys kissing was a big deal. So I'm happy that we've moved past 

that. And also I feel even more excited about queer people, which is such a big, fussy umbrella 

word, just continuing to break expectations and do things that people wouldn't expect and to see 

people in roles that they wouldn't usually be cast in. That is just like, always interesting to me. 

I'm thinking of a musical that I really hate, that I won't mention by name, because I'm a 

professional where there's a character that is non binary. And the character’s only qualities seem 
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to be that they're non binary. That's it. That's what they sing about, that's what other people say 

about them, that's what they say about themselves. And, in one breath, I'm like, “Hooray. Those 

people from Ohio get to be forced into spending two hours with a non binary person, and 

simultaneously I'm like could that person have literally a single other quality? Do they have an 

opinion about anything other than their gender?” So I feel like sometimes stuck in that rut, a little 

bit of like “Are we only on stage embodying our identity markers? Can't we give people more 

actual dimension?”  

 

LL: You feel there's a bit of a flatness with some representation sometimes. Where it's just about 

the identity and not about them as a person that also has that identity. 

 

SP: Yeah. I mean, I think I have a more craven interpretation of it honestly, which I would say to 

you as a grad student, but I probably wouldn't say to the New York Times, which is it reeks to me 

of straight white people with money trying to look good by including whatever they think is 

gonna excite people. Identity has become monetized, and I think that Broadway does a really 

good job of being like, “yes, slay, you want to see this.” And it's like do we or is that just a bunch 

of straight producers who are weaponizing identity in a certain way? This is a TED talk that you 

didn't ask for.  

 

LL: No, I did. I did.  

 

SP: You said the kinder version, I think, which is correct, which is there can be a shallowness to 

queer representation in Broadway musicals especially, I would say. And I would rather have that 
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than nothing. But I also am very interested in going beyond that. Something that I love in Oh 

Mary! right now is we have a 61 year old trans actress in the show playing a character that was 

not written for a trans person, and there's no explicit mention of her transness, and also, most 

importantly, she's fucking amazing. I hope that, especially as we as a nation and culture seem to 

hurtle more and more towards authoritarianism, I hope that we can trust that audiences can 

handle nuance and depth and somebody on stage with a different story than them, or an a 

different identity than them, can have qualities other than just their identity. 

 

LL: I think that's very well said. You said in an interview that the funniest things in the world 

come from a place of deep, deep, deep truth. How do you go about finding those deep truths 

when you're working on shows in order to make the funny or the truthful things come out? 

  

SP: I think it's hard to answer that question broadly because it's really specific to each thing. And 

I think my answer might be a little boring, which is I don't know that I understand what would be 

called naturalism, or do I really care about it, but I do believe in what is the gut? What are the 

guts of this scene? What are the guts of this character? What's the guts of this moment? What's 

actually happening and getting to the root of whatever the thing is that's actually happening. One 

of the things that I love about Oh Mary! is a story about a woman with incredibly specific needs. 

As absurd as it is, you can get to the heart of it very quickly. So it's a little bit like, case by case, I 

guess so. Just like I think that the bullshit meter is a really important tool for artists, for 

audiences, for critics, for everyone. Like, if you smell shit, somebody probably stepped in shit 

and I think that that can be a little ooey gooey, because sometimes you don't necessarily have 

words for it other than just like I call bullshit on this, like something feels bullshitty about this. 
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And I think that that's a really handy thing to have when you're making something. Often great 

theater is great because it can't be cooked down into two sentences. It can't be turned into an 

essay. It is a lot of things hitting against each other at once. It does, at its best I hope, help thrive 

in abstraction or poetry. But that also then means that everybody, and I really mean everybody, 

directors, audiences, everybody has to be able to be like, “Beep, beep, beep, that's fake. That's a 

lie. You're telling a lie.” And I try to keep that muscle sharp, and it requires having collaborators 

around, and frankly, like having new people around who will call me on it, who will be like, I 

know that feels good to you, but to me, it is dishonest. And then I'm like, I hate you for 

disagreeing with me. And then ultimately I make the thing better. I don't know if that answers 

your question.  

 

LL: It really does. It really does. You’re trying to find truth by being open to other people, 

pointing out when things, as you put it, smell like bullshit. 

 

SP: I think of myself as a theater person. First and foremost, I am a theater director. I'm not a 

film and TV director. I am a theater director, and I'm in theater because I like collaborating. If I 

didn't like collaborating, I would be a painter. Part of what you sign up for there is knowing what 

you know, but also knowing what you don't know, and what you don't know is an amazing tool, 

if you're willing to bring that into a room and have other people poke at it. That's not how 

capitalism would like us to believe it, because our job is just to, like, conquer and produce and 

succeed. You're catching me on such an angry day.  
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LL: Thank you so so much for meeting with me. This has been so interesting. Hearing your 

perspective on things, getting the way you look at things, and the variety of your experiences and 

what you bring into all of your shows, is so wonderful. And if I may put a slightly personal note 

in: I saw Oh Mary!, and I absolutely adored it.  

 

SP: Oh, I'm so glad. And I mean, I know I want to believe that we're, at least in Broadway 

musicals, having kind of growing pains, a little bit like we have to get through this kind of 

slightly pandery, shallow moment of representation puberty to get to something more nuanced. I 

guess I would rather have where we are than what it was 20 years ago, which is like, “Oh, my 

God, every Broadway musical I see, it's just all of the dancing couples are straight white people.” 

But there's work to be done, that's for sure. 

 

LL: It's been an absolute joy to speak with you, and I can't wait to see what comes next. 

 

 


