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Flipping Over 'Follies' 

By MARTIN GOTTFRIED 

either Clive Barnes nor Walter Kerr liked "Follies" and they are this newspaper's drama 
critics. I am not about to say that they were "wrong," and right and wrong, rave and pan are 
the least of theater criticism anyway. I do believe, though, that every artwork is either good or 
it isn't, and I am convinced that "Follies" is monumental theater. Not because I say so but be-
cause it is there for anybody to see. Moreover, its importance as a kind of theater transcends 
its interest as an example of a musical. I mean to notice this in The New York Times because if 
this truly great work is not recognized in these pages, then a part of reality will have gone un-
recorded here. 

"Follies" is not just another hit show. Had it not succeeded so tremendously at what it was 
trying to do, the attempt alone -- the very idea -- would have made it a landmark musical. At a 
time when our musical theater is in a frightful state, devoid of even its traditional professional-
ism, this production has moved it to a new plateau, has reminded us that the musical is a the-
ater form. For those who take the musical theater as seriously as it deserves, this show will 
henceforth be the standard. Aspirations to opera are now obviously absurd. The musical stage 
is unique and capable of the mighty. 

"Follies" is a concept musical, a show whose music, lyrics, dance, stage movement and dia-
logue are woven through each other in the creation of a tapestry-like theme (rather than in 
support of a plot). This has been a conscious development in a line of musicals that began with 
"West Side Story" (whose concept was New York street gangs) and included 
"Gypsy" (vaudeville), "A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum" (the relationship 
between Roman comedies and American burlesque), "Fiddler on the Roof" (Jewish traditions), 
"Anyone Can Whistle" (sanity and individuality), "Cabaret" (pre-war German degeneracy), 
"Zorba" (modern and classic Greece) and "Company" (New York frigidity). Some of these were 
more conceptual than others and "Whistle," one of the most brilliant, was brutally underap-
preciated, but the idea continued to be developed, even with the abandonment of the theater 
by its originator, Jerome Robbins. 

The concept behind "Follies" is theater nostalgia, representing the rose-colored glasses 
through which we face the fact of age. In exploring the idea -- the fancied past and the painful 
reality -- Harold Prince and Stephen Sondheim have carried the musical theater into size, into 
grandeur. "Follies" is awesome, it looms out of the Winter Garden's shadows like a giant ghost 
ship. 



The book is weak. Admitted. James Goldman's device of a reunion of old Follies girls 
in a theater being torn down is a clumsy instigation for the action, and his compara-
tive study of two soured marriages is awkward and trite. But Mr. Prince, who is head-
ing toward the inevitable elimination of musical books, has stripped this story down, 
making the production itself the main event. So, Goldman's four unhappy people are 
haunted by memories -- brought to life by four young actors as their ghosts. They are 
frightened by the reality of age and the impossibility of regaining old choices, and are 
forced, finally, to realize that their recollections are as sentimental, as untrue and as 
dead as the theater that once celebrated such innocence. Fashions of the past are but 
pages from a calendar (so any criticism of "Follies" as camp is really missing the point 
-- there is nothing gay in this realism). Prince has snatched away the gauze curtain 
from our nostalgia to reveal the present as a crumbling monument to the past, a de-
caying body painted over with flaky primary colors. 
The very actors in the show are of the past themselves, cast perhaps cruelly, Alexis 
Smith, Gene Nelson, Dorothy Collins, Yvonne De Carlo, Mary McCarty are people we 
knew when they were young. Now we see them 20, 30 years older, in contrast to 
their youth (and ours). In this sense, these actors are used, but of course they must 
perform too. Miss Smith is astounding, a true, charismatic star and breathtakingly 
beautiful. Dorothy Collins, "Hit Parade" jokes notwithstanding, has a voice of impres-
sive versatility and range. John McMartin is the one lead with no roots in our youth 
but, having always had something oddly of the past in his presence and being one of 
the few singing actors in the theater, he is impeccably cast. 
The sets are by Boris Aronson, by anyone's standard the artist of theater designers, 
and his basic setting is an old theater whose natural decay is being helped along by 
the wrecker's ball (a little something for the symbolists). Among his sliding platforms 
and suggested cobwebs, Prince has magnificently used the Twenties musical as a 
metaphor for one's past (and what else are these "concepts" for musicals but meta-
phors? Isn't it chilling to realize the mythic in our own and recent history?) One by 
one, the Follies veterans, reunited at an onstage party, go through their old turns, 
giving Sondheim his longed-for chance -- he is a compulsive satirist -- to write Rodgers 
songs, Arlen songs, Kern songs, De Sylva, Brown & Henderson songs. 
 

  
Sondheim's qualities as a theater composer can hardly be overstated. He is constantly 
extending his vision, a composer applying a trained imagination to a stage he inti-
mately understands. He works with, perhaps, the finest orchestrator in our theater's 
history, Jonathan Tunick, who uses ingenious and sympathetic instrumental combina-
tions to bring out Sondheim's inner voices, his fresh turns of harmony, his inventive 
meters and surprising resolutions. Sondheim's music is modern even when it is nos-
talgic and Tunick understands this. Moreover, by writing his own, virtually perfect, 
lyrics, Sondheim matches the words to the (musical and intellectual) personality of his 
music as no partner lyricist could possibly do (Porter, Berlin and Loesser are equiva-
lent examples of the unity in a composer-lyricist). 
Michael Bennett's dazzling dance memories and perpetually musical staging are as 
seamlessly woven into that personality, just as they are into Prince's immensely crea-
tive general direction. This team has integrated itself so thoroughly as to create a 
whole, indivisible into its parts, a panorama of a papier-mache past. 
 

  



Because of the show's need for song numbers, Sondheim has had to turn from the 
free-form theater music of "Whistle" and "Company" to pastiches of 32-bar stand-
ards (somewhat similar to his score for "Forum" and the song, "You Could Drive a 
Person Crazy," in "Company"). Given the wonderful accuracy of these pastiches, 
with their uncanny mixture of the originals' composing idiosyncrasies and Sond-
heim's Stravinsky-Ravel-Copland orientation, this diversion from his own, ambi-
tious style is only charming. 
The charm show criss-crosses with the ghost show like people in a square dance, 
the two colliding as if one of those dancers had missed a beat. The disappointed, 
imperfect reality upsets the nostalgic, perfect dream in the inevitable full-scale 
Follies that is the production's climax. 
Now the carousel runs amok. Mr. Aronson drops down the tinsel and mirrors, Flor-
ence Klotz costumes the memories in crimson and satin, the chorus line comes up 
in top hats and tap shoes. The rememberers in the present dance with their mem-
ories. Bewildered, they watch their younger selves sing innocently of romance, 
they lyrics simultaneously mimicking the past and mocking the present. The whole 
machine cracks -- like the theater in which it is set, like the kind of theater that is 
being buried, like the recalled bodies, like the optimism, cheerfulness and trust 
celebrated by the old show business. The "Follies" ghost materializes in ruins as 
the ground wrenches beneath it. The follies within the Follies within "Follies" turn 
grotesque and horrific. The characters stumble, confronting each other and their 
pasts, going through the Follies acts themselves, some of their ghosts careening in 
drag (Prince can be excused his own ghost memory of "Cabaret" in this). 
 

  
Finally, the nightmare dream passes, the sun comes up and shines through the 
theater-set's demolished rear wall. The couples leave to live with their wounds, 
accepting the loss of youth with some of age's wisdom (I'll grant demerits there for 
pure baloney). 
So, "Follies" has its imperfections. It seems overlong because of the lack of an in-
termission; this is an imposition on the audience and a pause would not have hurt 
the show's continuity anyhow. The story, though minimized by production, is un-
deniably simpleminded. Even so, "Follies" is truly awesome and, if it is not consist-
ently good, it is always great. 
Martin Gottfried is drama critic for Women's Wear Daily and Group W Radio. 
 


