October 31, 2006

Theodore S. Chapin

President and Executive Director
The Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization
1065 Avenue of the Americas, Suite 2400

New York, NY 10018

Dear Mr. Chapin,

As President and Executive Director of the Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization (and presumably, the steward of their legacy), you must be familiar with Oscar Hammerstein II’s statement:
"There is only one absolutely indispensable element that a musical must have. It must have music. And there is only one thing that it has to be – it has to be good."
This came to mind while I was reading a press release I found on the Realtime Music Solutions Website quoting you:

"The classic musicals we represent were written for acoustic orchestras, . . . The simple fact is that a 25+ piece orchestra is simply not always available today. At the same time that we are restoring the brilliant original orchestrations, we are using those restorations to inform these high quality performance tools. If community theaters, amateur and student productions, among others, can experience the musicality of these great shows through these modern techniques, then we are doing a service both to the composers and to modern productions."
I must contest the statement that “a 25+ piece orchestra is simply not always available today.”  This is just not so!  There is, if anything, a glut of highly trained musicians – more with every year.  It merely seems that music is not regarded as important enough to actually pay for.  Mr. Hammerstein might have disagreed.

I would agree that the classic Rodgers and Hammerstein Musicals were written for “acoustic orchestras” sometimes “25+” pieces (or in Carousel’s case, 40) and they were brilliant!  I have a vivid recollection of a colleague of mine (after anticipating with dread performing the original orchestration of Carousel) looking over to me during a break in the first rehearsal and saying, “I had no idea that this was THIS good!”  He had become very jaded about “show music” after playing so many watered-down orchestrations with too many synthesizer tracks and too few musicians.

Marilyn Horne and Deborah Voigt’s respective resignations from the Opera Company of Brooklyn’s Board of Artistic Trustees over the use of a “a virtual orchestra” (as reported in the New York Times on 8/4/03 by Robin Pogrebin) indicate opinions contrary to the one attributed to you regarding these “high quality performance tools.”  Further, if these “tools” (machines?) were of such “high quality,” we would be hearing symphonies performed using them in the concert hall.

In Jesse Green’s New York Times article of 10/1/06:  Whatever Happened to the Overture, he writes “ . . . you wouldn't want to hear an overture played by a bunch of synthesizers. (It's bad enough hearing the songs accompanied that way.)”  So it is not just the musicians who notice the difference.

Your other points about community theater and amateur productions may have some merit.  Student productions, however, are to train students – MUSIC students, too!  Use of these “tools” would defeat this purpose utterly – unless, of course, that is the point.

The ultimate issue here is professional, for-profit productions or, as you were quoted:  “others.”  Aye, there’s the rub:  filthy lucre!  Shows are admittedly increasingly expensive to produce.  But what percentage of that cost is attributable to musicians in the pit?  My understanding is that it is between 1.5% and 3.5% of the weekly take – in some cases, as high as 12%.  If I am wrong here, I would appreciate a more accurate (verifiable) number.

Even 12% (IF Mr. Hammerstein was right about the significance of music in a musical) doesn’t seem excessive.  If he was wrong, cheap synthetic music may be the right choice.

As musical theater becomes more expensive, synthetically orchestrated, and an increasingly karaoke-like experience, the audience may choose to stay home and watch a classic show on DVD.  Or as Pittsburgh Tribune-Review Theater Critic, Alice Carter, wrote on 4/18/04:

“ . . . stage musicals in general, benefit from the participation of live musicians and actors capable of delivering the nuance, subtlety and pacing that only live performers can produce. . . . The reason we get in our cars and bypass the neighborhood Blockbuster to see a live stage performance is that it is just that – live.”

All this leads me to fear that classic musicals may someday soon be found at the Museum of Natural History – just past the T-Rex skeleton – extinct.

Sincerely,

Robert Sanders

President, Southern California Chapter

Member, National Board of Directors

Theater Musicians Association

817 Vine St. 

Los Angeles, CA 90038

Email:  tmasocalpres@earthlink.net

