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The Need to Express: The Power of Musical Theater


“Musical theater is a broad, big tent of an art form.” – Kevin McCollum. Anything can go on underneath that big tent. One can be anyone or do anything he or she wants. Musical theater allows people to express themselves through song, dance, and drama. It is an art form where imagination comes to life and reality hits even harder.  But is there a deeper reason as to why this form of art exists? Is it because things are livelier on stage? What about the content presented in musicals? After all, anything can go on under that big tent. While a lot of musicals are fictional and are sometimes solely a product of one’s complex mind, there are universal themes hidden in those productions that speak to others. Sometimes these themes can be difficult to express in other forms of media, so they are expressed in musical theater. This is truly an art form that speaks to the people, rather than about the people.

The Story of Rent


Rent made its debut on Broadway on April 26th, 1996 at the Nederlander Theater. The critically-acclaimed musical, written by Jonathan Larson, is an update of Puccini’s classic opera, La Boheme. The most significant change he made was incorporating a plague that had to be addressed at the time he wrote the musical: In La Boheme, the main characters suffer from tuberculosis. In Rent, many of the main characters live with AIDS. (McDonnell and Silberger, 18)
The characters of Rent demonstrate the diversity of people living with AIDS: Mimi is a straight, drug-addicted exotic dancer. Her lover, Roger, is a struggling musician who contracted AIDS from sharing dirty needles with his ex. One of his roommates, Collins, is a gay teacher with AIDS. His lover, Angel, is a transvestite street drummer. Angel dies from complications from AIDS near the end of the musical. The plethora of characters in Rent squashes several 

myths about people who live with AIDS, and demonstrates that anyone can contract the HIV virus. (Rent)


Larson was inspired to include the prevalent theme of AIDS in Rent partially because he had friends who were affected by the disease. In 1987, a gay friend of Larson’s, Matthew O’Grady, told him that he had AIDS. (McDonnell and Silberger, 20) After this revelation, Larson started to accompany O’Grady to meetings at a support group called Friends in Deed. “Friends in Deed’s philosophy of learning to live with disease had a profound impact on Rent.” (McDonnell and Silberger, 20) In fact, the concept of having a life support group in the musical was inspired by this organization.


Although O’Grady is still living, other friends of Larson’s have not been as fortunate. Ali Gertz, Pam Shaw, and Gordon Rogers are three of Larson’s friends who have died from AIDS complications before Rent opened on Broadway. (McDonnell and Silberger, 21) He named characters in the musical’s “Life Support group” after them.

AIDS: A Modern Plague


AIDS, the acronym for “Acquired Immunity Deficiency Syndrome,” was first identified as a disease in 1981. It is caused by the Human Immunodeficiency Virus, better known as HIV. The virus is transmitted through bodily fluids, specifically blood, semen, vaginal secretions, and breast milk. HIV takes over white blood cells and disables the immune system, which keeps the body healthy by fighting off viruses, bacteria and other organisms that cause illness. (Love Heals) When the immune system is affected by the HIV virus, it can not fight off organisms protecting the body from illness, therefore making the host very sick.


At the turn of the eighties, before the disease became known as “AIDS,” medical researchers called this new plague “GRID,” short for “gay-related immune deficiency.” This came to be because clusters of gay men in New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles were demonstrating the symptoms of previously rare diseases, such as Kaposi’s sarcoma and Pneumocystis cainii pneumonia (PCP), along with other symptoms such as that of herpes. (Silverstein, A, Silverstein, V, Silverstein Nunn, 15) 


In previous years, society thought that only gay men get AIDS. However, over time, statistics have said otherwise, although gay men are still most at-risk. In 2004, exposure from male-to-male sexual contact consisted of over half of HIV and AIDS diagnoses in the United States, at fifty-eight percent. (Avert.org) These alarming statistics demonstrate that even though AIDS still predominantly affects gay men, it’s “not just a gay disease.” HIV and AIDS can affect anyone.


“The freer sexual practices that had become common in the United States, especially among gays, provided an ideal ‘culture medium’ for growing and spreading sexually transmitted diseases.” (Silverstein, A, Silverstein, V, Silverstein Nunn, 22) The fact that AIDS was a 

sexually transmitted disease and especially common amongst homosexuals may have made AIDS a taboo topic to talk about. Silence regarding the disease probably led to a lack of AIDS education and therefore, a lot of people didn’t know much about how one can or can not get the disease. Sadly, this was probably why there was so much discriminatory backlash against those living with AIDS. Ryan White was thirteen, White, a “boy next door” from Kokomo, Indiana, when he contracted HIV from contaminated blood products used to treat his hemophilia. In 1985, he became a media figure when his school barred him from attending regular classes because of his condition. (Silverstein, A, Silverstein, V, Silverstein Nunn, 96)  White’s parents took the case to the state board of education and the ultimate ruling was eventually in White’s favor: He would be allowed to go back to school. However, White’s return was followed by taunts and rumors by his classmates, as well as protests by parents. (RyanWhite.com) The community was very hostile towards White, so he and his family made the decision to move elsewhere. If there were more education on HIV/AIDS a decade ago when these cases occurred, people might have been more open-minded to the solid facts instead of speculating. 



Attitudes towards and the treatment of AIDS and AIDS patients has come a long way since it first appeared in the eighties. Although the world has a long way to go before the plague is completely gone, a musical like Rent may have helped to spread awareness about the disease. The number of deaths from AIDS-related causes went down by twenty-eight percent since the epidemic started in 1981. (Silverstein, A, Silverstein, V, Silverstein Nunn, 8) The year was 1996. Interestingly, 1996 was also the year Rent debuted on Broadway.

The Story of Miss Saigon


Miss Saigon, a musical by Alain Boublil and Claude-Michel Schönberg, made its debut at the Theatre Royal Drurry Lane in London on September 20, 1989. Like Rent, Miss Saigon was also inspired by a Puccini opera: Madame Butterfly. The roots of the opera originated from a novel called Madame Chrysantheme by Piere Loti. Loti’s novel was about his short-lived marriage to a Geisha girl during his stay in Japan. The novel inspired a magazine story and a one-act play by David Belasco, which inspired the opera by Puccini. For Miss Saigon, Boublil and Schönberg updated the time and setting to Vietnam in the 1970s, during the last days of American occupation in Saigon. 


Miss Saigon is an epic love story between Chris, an American GI, and Kim, an orphaned Vietnamese bar-girl. They are introduced to each other when a fellow soldier, John, buys Kim’s services for Chris for one night. It becomes one night that changes both of them forever as they fall in love with each other. (Miss-Saigon.com)


Kim’s occupation in Miss Saigon deals with another world issue: prostitution. At the time the musical was set, sex clubs were dominant in Asia, some existing exclusively for the sake of serving military men. Some women in these countries choose to be prostitutes, not necessarily because they want to, but because it’s all they can do in order to earn an income and survive.  Kim is an example of one of these women, as she was orphaned when she was a young child. Other women are forced into the sex industry, all to benefit others but themselves.

Prostitution: Occupation or Exploitation?


Prostitution, sex for money, is known to be the oldest profession in the world. However, there are debates today asking if the profession should be legalized or if sex is simply an industry that exploits women. 


Some prostitutes’ explanations for becoming involved in prostitution include -

having a history of sexual abuse, having grown up without love from the significant adults in their lives, being enticed by a male of female friend or by peer pressure from a group of friends, and needing money. Those who used drugs prior to their involvement in prostitution activities mention their addiction as a major reason for trading sex for money or drugs. (Hickenbottom) 

For Le Ly Hayslip, these were not the reasons for her becoming a prostitute. Living in war-stricken Vietnam, this is how her situation was described:

For the most part, Le Ly Hayslip managed to avoid prostitution, but doing so involved persistent refusals, for whenever she was on the streets, she was taken for a prostitute by military men. She recounts many such occurrences that took place when she was on the streets selling merchandise to GIs to support herself and her child. And not only was she assumed to be a prostitute because she was a Vietnamese woman; even her sharp refusals in no way convinced the GIs that she could not be had for a price. (Barry, 134)


Prostitution has become a global market, but it has become an issue specifically in Asian countries. As of 1995, there were two million prostitutes in Thailand, 1 to 1.5 million in Korea, and 0.5 million in the Philippines (Barry, 122). Part of the reason why this is true is because these countries have been devastated by wars in past decades. “Today, women are trafficked from these countries as brides and as prostitutes in order to relieve the economy. (Barry, 126)”


Small sex-industry towns with bars and clubs have emerged in Korea years after the war. As of 1995, there were an estimated 18,000 prostitutes serving 43,000 US Army servicemen in 

the country. (Barry, 139) In 1993, an estimated 5.4 million tourists visited Thailand for its sex tours. (Barry, 141)
One reason why military prostitution was heavy during the Vietnam War was because “war causes social displacement, producing populations of refugees, primarily women and children” and “the demand for sexual service is heaviest where men are congregated in large 

groups, away from home and family, in the military and on business.” (Barry, 124) Military prostitution led way to sex as a global industry.


Unfortunately, Vietnam is still struggling with the issue of prostitution. In 1997, there were 70,000 prostitutes in Vietnam - an old figure that seems far too low given the increasing number of new karaoke bars, massage parlors and discos known for prostitution. Even more shocking, statistics from the same year said that five percent of prostitutes in Vietnam are children, which means that 20,000 children are in prostitution in Vietnam. This rose from eleven percent in 1991. (Coalition Against Trafficking for Women)


As harmful as prostitution is, sometimes it’s the only way women in underdeveloped countries can make a living. 

The Story of West Side Story


West Side Story is a musical written by Leonard Bernstein, with lyrics composed by Stephen Sondheim. It premiered on September 26, 1957 at the Winter Garden Theater in New 

York. The musical is a tale of star-crossed love, inspired by Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet.
West Side Story is set on the streets of west New York in the 1950’s. This was a time when New Yorkers were hostile to the increasing immigration of Puerto Ricans in the area. The musical demonstrates that hostility and also the hardships of life on the street. 


The plot of the musical sets on Tony, a former leader of the Jets gang. A US-born Polish boy, he falls in love with a new Puerto Rican immigrant, Maria. However, warfare between the Jets and the Puerto Rican gang, the Sharks, ignites when Tony kills Maria’s brother 

while trying to stop a fight. Maria’s loved ones urge her to stay away from Tony. In the end, Tony is killed by a rival Shark. (Green, 175)


West Side Story is a depiction of prejudices that exist in the world. Obviously, the prejudice was towards immigrants in the musical. People come to America for many reasons, mostly in search of a better life. However, sometimes those who already live in America don’t welcome newcomers with open arms.

Racial Prejudice: The Unfair Treatment of Minority Cultures in the U.S.


Prejudice is defined as “an emotional, rigid attitude toward a group of people.” (Simpson and Yinger, 21) There are prejudices towards different groups of people. An example in recent times would be the unjust treatment of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people, and how those groups don’t have the same rights as straight people. However, racial prejudice has always remained a problem in the United States and negative attitudes and actions towards different ethnicities still persist.


The root of racial prejudice actually stemmed from religious prejudice. In medieval times, a white European could condemn an African-American not because of the color of his or 

her skin, but because he/she was a pagan. But if the colored person converted to Christianity, he/she could be given a higher status in society, making them equal to the whites. (Simpson and Yinger, 46) 


Race prejudice then came about as a weapon of imperialism and class conflict. In the nineteenth century, de Gobineau declared “that hope of the world was the fair-haired Teutons—‘Aryans.’ All the countries of Europe had been swamped by ‘Gallo-Romans’ while the racial aristocrats were being destroyed.” (Simpson and Yinger, 47) This is where anti-Semitism gets its roots from.


In nineteenth-century America, there was a new wave of immigrants coming to the country from southern and eastern Europe. Their American contemporaries were “likely to complain of the immigrants’ foreign ways, criminality, and filth.” (Simpson and Yinger, 54) Anti-immigration sentiment at the time was so great that the Know-Nothing Order was formed against the Irish and Germans. (Simpson and Yinger, 54) This secret patriotic society was formed in 1849 in New York. (“Know Nothing Party”) Their purpose was to encourage nativism in the U.S. The society became so popular that it was able to call a national convention and nominate a presidential candidate in 1856. However, candidate Millard Fillmore only carried one state in the election and the party dismantled soon afterwards. (“Know Nothing Party”) But the attempt demonstrated the power of this anti-immigration group.


Europeans were not the only ones facing hateful sentiment in the nineteenth-century America—Asians were also victims as well. In the 1860’s, many workers from China came to 

the US to help work on the interstate railroads being built. However, there was economic chaos during the next decade. Americans could not find jobs and blamed that on the Chinese immigrants who they believed were taking their jobs. In 1879, the state of California responded to this by passing legislation to stop immigrants from China and Taiwan from moving into the US. The US Congress further extended this to the nation, in which they passed legislation in 1882 suspending immigration from China and Taiwan for ten years. (Simpson and Yinger, 55)  In 1924, Congress passed the Immigration Act, which placed more restrictions on immigration in general.


The Immigration Act of 1924 said that only 150,000 immigrants could enter the US every year. Immigrants from Asia were completely barred from entering and about sixty-nine percent of the quota would be assigned to Great Britain, Ireland, and Germany due to proportion, thus cutting back on immigration from southern and eastern Europe. (Simpson and Yinger, 59)


However, the act did not place restrictions on immigrants coming elsewhere from the western hemisphere. The years from 1945 to 1960 saw a flood of immigrants from Mexico and Puerto Rico. About half of the Puerto Rican immigrants have settled in New York City, where West Side Story takes place. (Simpson and Yinger, 59)


Puerto Ricans are technically not immigrants because they already live on US territory. However, they are still regarded as a racial group by those who live on US mainland. They are either light-skinned or dark-skinned, but are understood neither by blacks or whites on the mainland. Blacks question why dark-skinned Puerto Ricans haven’t taken part in the black militant movement and whites see Puerto Ricans as non-white people. (Simpson and Yinger, 192) These are a couple of the unfair prejudices that this group must have to face while living in America.


Musical theater productions have shed light on many issues that need to be addressed to society. Although the art expresses them in such a free-spirited way through music, it can still 

express them frankly. Such topics are not easy to talk about in the real world and that is why they are shown through this form. Music and theater combined can have healing power.


When AIDS made its first appearance in the world, many people feared that the disease could be spread through everyday contact. There was also the myth that only gay people could contract the disease. However, the characters in Rent showed that no matter who you are, you can still get AIDS. At the same time, however, you can still be close with others and not make them sick, contrary to what was thought previously by society.


Miss Saigon tells a story of a poor, young Vietnamese girl who was forced into the field of prostitution. It may be considered an occupation, but it is one that can destroy a girl’s self-respect and self-esteem. However, because of devastation by war, especially in Asia, it’s sometimes the only option for poor and uneducated women to earn money and survive.


The characters of West Side Story deal with anti-immigration sentiment in New York City. The situations they face echo stories of what has happened to immigrants in the past, and they haven’t had it so easy. People were, and still, are shunned because of their ethnicity, skin color, and/or race. To live the American dream, people must learn to open their minds to the cultures that surround us.

Closing Thoughts

Gwen Stewart, an original ensemble cast member from Rent, said this about the musical, but she might as well speak for every other musical that’s out there: “This show is very basic. You’ve got a pulse, you ought to be able to relate. Somebody’s lost someone to AIDS, 

somebody’s had a bad relationship, somebody’s made bad decisions in their life. That’s what people from all walks of life are dealing with. (McDonnell and Silberger, 134)”
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