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One Vote For® Willson

Meredith Willson fT N E R E R (B &
A)(The Music Man)RERK ERNHEE S A
BT IRANDR, EAEECRE, XTEH
PRESITT2ERAINB T, HPF—
B HERFTZARBR(Harold Hill) HEY
U REEBDERIBMENTS, THHESE
FETRMABENAR, MAEEBN R,
FR,FRNMER. MRV BIZREX, MR
B-RBIAIB2TENEX,"

Is there a Great American Novel? That is a
silly conversation®. Is there a Great American
Musical? That is a less silly one. Obvious candi-
dates® include Oklahoma! , Guys and Dolls, and
Carousel®. But perhaps the strongest con-
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tender® is The Music Man, now in revival® on
Broadway.

The creator of The Music Man was Mered-
ith Willson, a versatile®, happy, much-loved
figure who died in 1984. His life story is just as
American as his show. Born in 1902—*“aught®
two, ” his characters would say—he grew up in
Mason City, Iowa®, inspiration for the theatri-
cal “River City, l-o-way.” His father was a
baker®; his great-grandfather had been one of
the town” s settlers®. Of his magnum opus®,
Willson would say, “I didn’t have to make up
anything. I simply remembered Mason City as
closely as I could.”

He was a kid who soaked up® everything
musical. Any instrument he could get his hands
on, he would play. He had the first mail-order
flute® in town (shades of the Wells Fargo wag-
on®). One of his memoirs®—Willson was a
marvelously® graceful® prose® writer—is enti-
tled® And There Stood with My Piccolo®. It is
the book on which The Music Man is based.
When he was 17, Willson struck out® for the
big city, New York, where he enrolled® in the
Institute of Musical Art, the forerunner® to the
Juilliard School (and, as it happens, the alma
mater® of Richard Rodgers). Meeting up with
two of the musical titans of the age, he became
flutist® for the John Philip Sousa Band and Ar-
turo Toscanini’s New York Philharmonic?.

He then went to California, to conduct orches-

tras® and work in radio. He composed®, arranged,
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played, conducted—the classic jack-of-all-musi-
cal-trades? . He worked as music director of Tal-
lulah Bank head’s Big Show, for which he wrote
the most unBankheadian song “May the Good
Lord Bless and Keep You.” (“Take a bow,
Meredith, " the rapacious® old siren® would
say.) He composed scores for such films as The
Great Dictator and The Little Foxes. He wrote a
good deal of classical music, including two sym-
phonies®. And he was responsible for countless
trifles®, among them one that made it sort of
big—“It’ s Beginning to Look a Lot like Christ-

mas.

After The Music Man, which appeared in
1957, Willson wrote two more musicals: The
Unsinkable® Molly Brown (based on the life of
the famed Titanic® survivor?) and Here’s Love
(an adaptation® of Miracle® on 34th Street).
After he was rich and famous, he retained the
common touch, often returning to Mason City,
where he presided over® the North Iowa Band
Festival. When he died, his widow® chose an
obvious inscription® for his tombstone® ; “The
Music Man.” President Reagan conferred on®
him the Medal of Freedom, posthumously®.
About 25 years before, President Kennedy had
presented him with an award for civic activism
(the word had a better connotation® then). In
1999, the government issued a stamp in his hon-
or. Willson was not only a talented® fellow,
but, by every account®, an exceptionally good
Joe—and this is reflected in his music.
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His two symphonies are almost as obscure®

as his hit show is familiar, but they can be heard
on a disc from the Naxos label. The first is sub-
titled®“ A Symphony of San Francisco,” and it
was written in 1936 to commemorate? the thir-
tieth anniversary@ of that city’ s earthquake.
This is an impressive work, of a kind—as good
as several of the pieces included in the New York
Philharmonic’ s recent collection of American
music. It is a frank example of “program mu-
sic,” telling a'story of disaster and subsequent®
rebirth. It is haunting, imaginative; tuneful®,
and intelligently® structured. As befits the prod-

&

uct of a bandmaster®, it makes particularly ef-

fective use of the brass? and woodwinds®. The
work has an American robustness®, an openness
about it. It is also proudly celebratory, if a shade
bombastic®. And, like most everything that
came from Willson’s pen, it expresses a striking
love of country.

Here is a taste of the explanatory notes that
Willson wrote to accompany the piece: “Gener-
ally speaking, the first movement is intended to
convey pioneer courage, loyalty®, strength of
purpose and freedom.” The trumpet motive in
the closing Allegro “is a call of defiance® to the
very elements themselves that had the temerity®
to dispute the spiritual® strength and courage of
the golden city of the West.” A little Rotari-

an®, yes—but so what?

The Symphony No. 2, composed immediately
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after the first, bears the subtitle “The Missions®
of California,” and it is a tribute® to Father Ju-
nipero Serra, the “padre®-pioneer.” This work,
like its predecessor, is a little bombastic and
hokey69 , but it shows undeniable skill. The slow
movement is gorgeously® lyrical®, a sort of sus-

@ is a pleasant depic-

tained hymn®. The scherzo
tion of the return of the swallows to San Juan
Capistrano. From beginning to end, there is that

®, and grati-

distinctive® love, and optimism
tude, and joy-strange qualities for the 20th cen-
tury. The pops conductor Arthur Fiedler used to
speak of “first-rate second-rate music.” The Willson
symphonies may be described this way.

Furthermore, Willson shows both a knack®
and an affection for all types of music and musi-
cal devices. Thus, in the Serra symphony, he
throws in elements of Gregorian chant®?. At the
end of “Gary, Indiana,” there is a little jig®,
for the Irish Mrs. Paroo to dance to. This is
charming, sure—but it is also fine craftsman-
ship®.

Willson had one masterpiece® in him, and
it will live as long as there is anything like musi-
cal theater. The Music Man (for which Willson

also wrote the lyrics) is an astonishing@) cre-

@

ation. It came in a spurt of® brilliance. It is shot

VCI'VC@ s

through with originality@, and—why
not go all the way? —genius. People love it,
can’ t get enough of it, can’t stop performing
it—and they are not wrong. For closing in on a

half- century now, The Music Man has been
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performed continually, in every American city,
town, and village, and in other parts of the
world as well, not excluding Peking.

How American is it? Totally, almost lusti-
1y®. The show is set in 1912, five years before
America’s entry into the world war, a relatively
innocent time. The place is Iowa, a very Ameri-
can state in a very American region. The show
expresses not only love of country, but, more
particularly, love of American music, as epito-
mized® by the marching band. Carl King, who
along with Sousa is the very idea of a band com-
poser, was an Iowan. And Willson’s “Seventy-
six Trombones®” is probably the last march to

enter the permanent repertory®.

The Unsinkable Meredith Willson, in 1942

The show begins with “Rock Island”—
“Whaddya talk! Whaddya talk!”—which is a
proto-rap. It is pure joy in rhythm@ and words,
dazzlingly® brought off. We continue with
“Iowa Stubborn®,” sung by the people of River
City. In the current Broadway production, two
of them are made to look like the pair in Grant
Wood’ s American Gothic®. The Music Man is
sometimes charged with® being corny® » butitis
in reality anti-corny. Willson ribs his home
folks, but gently, lovingly. Here‘ is “Professor
Harold Hill,” the con man® from back East,
trying to frighten the community® about the
wellbeing of its children: “Are certain words

B

creeping into> their vocabulary? Words like
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‘swell’? Aha! And, ‘So’s your old man’!”
The show has a broad liberality®, as in its anti-
censorship® theme. It is warmly patriotic@, and
yet it has a little fun with the dumber sort of pa-
triotism: “ Remember the Maine, Plymouth
Rock, and the Golden Rule!” It also has a dose
of raciness®, as when Professor Hill, in “The
Sadder but Wiser Girl,” confesses®, “I hope
and I pray for Hester to win just one more A!”
At every turn, music is exalted®—in the
piano teacher, the little girl taking lessons, the
barbershop® quartet®, the evocation® of the
great composers, and, at the center of it all, the
excitement over the coming boys’ band. Profes-
sor Hill even issues the old but false bromide®
that singing is nothing more than “sustained
speech.” Willson sprinkles his score with jazz,

®__ihe whole of our musical

ragtime@, burlesque
grab bag®.

And there is hardly a shallow or pedestri-
an® note. Willson puts on a clinic of melody,
harmony®, modulation®, and rhythm (includ-
ing “elegant syncopation®”). “Pick a Little,
Talk a Little” is a novelty number, but a novelty
number of very high quality, especially as it
merges with the barbershop quartet’ s “Good
Night, Ladies.” The slinky® “Marian the Li-
brarian” has that little chromatic® motive that is
one of the glories of the literature, instantly rec-
ognizable to just about all sentient® Americans.
“Shipoopi” is a ridiculous® song—but then, it is

meant to be.

TEEES

®liberality: &
b - 4
@ anti-censorship: f
CE-%); 4
® patriotic: & E #)
@ raciness; % 3 %

&
@® confess: & A, 3
H

®exalted: B 5 /Y

® barbershop: B 7
HIBH

@quartet: @ E i-
mEE

@evocation; M,
e

@ bromide: T &
By

® ragtime: HL Hs &
% & & (1890 -
1915 ¥ 1] % 3%
B W7oy —Ffh &
%)

@ burlesque: &
=W

@grab bag: T E K

@ pedestrian: % ﬁ
By, 38 B9

@ harmony . Fl 1§

@ modulation: 1%

@syncopation: H] 4>
TR

@slinky; ZBRY

@ chromatic; ¥4

iy
@sentient; Z &
By

@'ridiculous:ﬁg
i, T



