
drawing attention to the stories buried with the 
bodies. However, the example urges us to move 
away from exclusionary sited practices and focus 
attention not only on the past and what is hidden 
beneath, but to consider spaces and narratives 
between and beyond.

In characterizing performances that take place 
off site, Ferdman delineates four conceptual cate-
gories: 1) spaces of interdisciplinary discourse – 
‘disciplinary sites’; 2) spaces of audience engage-
ment – ‘spectator sites’; 3) spaces of time travel – 
‘temporal sites’; and 4) historiographic spaces of 
urban mapping – ‘urban sites’ (27). In the last, she 
attends compellingly to a rich history of experien-
tial, agential urban performance interventions, 
underscoring the contested use of derelict build-
ings and neighbourhoods found in cities where, 
over the past thirty or forty years, gentrification 
and skyrocketing real estate have followed hard 
on the public attention that site-specific 
performances have generated. In these situations, 
experimental art actions and neoliberalism make 
uncomfortable bedfellows.

Ferdman expands on these four categories, writing 
that there are many more places to be covered and 
discovered in performance, in particular in relation to 
new technologies – including cyberspace, robotics, 
virtual reality, drones, and artificial intelligence. 
While this is by no means the focus of the writing, 
it brings the central argument up to the minute – or 
almost. Indeed, while the notion of site-specificity is 
ever-changing and expanding to include present 
sites, absent sites, and spaces between, much that 
we thought we knew about the site has changed in 
response to COVID-19. In light of this new reality, 
the questions driving the writing demand also that 
we reconsider (yet again) and respond to perfor-
mance and location in entirely new ways. Post pan-
demic, we can only speculate on what performance 
will look like and where it will take place.
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In Beyond Broadway, Stacy Wolf explores musical 
theatre as a social practice in contemporary America, 
arguing that the ‘lifeblood of the musical is local’ 
(4). Identifying herself as an ‘indigenous, empa-
thetic ethnographer’, Wolf meticulously documents 
an incredible range of venues and communities that 
come into view once one abandons the customary 
focus on the theatres that surround Times Square 
(31). Breaking down the hierarchical distinction 
between professionals and amateurs, her outstand-
ing study also reveals, in a compelling turn, the 
manifold ways that Broadway is, in fact, sustained 
precisely by this network of local productions.

Each chapter explores a different site of musical 
theatre practice. Some of the chapters juxtapose 
different productions of the same show: Chapter 
3 explores high school musicals through produc-
tions of Into the Woods (Sondheim and Lapine, 
1987) at three Midwestern schools, while Chapter 
5 considers three outdoor productions of The 
Sound of Music (Lindsay, Crouse, Rodgers, and 
Hammerstein, 1959). Two of the other chapters 
bring together different shows in a focus on the 
format: Chapter 4 looks at three community thea-
tre productions in New Jersey, while the final 
chapter considers four dinner-theatre productions 
in Colorado. Meanwhile, four chapters are 
focused on different enterprises that engage 
young adults. Chapter 1 focuses on Broadway 
Jr. adaptations – condensed, age-appropriate 
adaptations of Broadway musicals for younger 
performers – and the Junior Theatre Festival, an 
annual convention for young adults who love 
musical theatre. Chapter 7, meanwhile, considers 
the extraordinary Disney Musicals in Schools 
initiative, which seeks to develop musical theatre 
programs in underserved schools. While these two 
chapters have an overarching national scope, the 
other two chapters are more idiosyncratically 
local: one centers on the figure of the ‘backstage 
diva’, the woman-of-all-trades who runs her own 
private musical theatre studio for young perfor-
mers, while another looks at girls’ Jewish summer 
camps in Maine, where campers are required to 
participate in a show (24). As Wolf frames it, 
‘[w]ho forces girls to do musicals, and how does 
that work out?’ (226).

As befits a book that focuses on the local, Wolf’s 
ethnographic style emphasizes the specificity of 
seeing these particular productions and interacting 
with the people who brought them to life. The 
book, she writes, ‘is neither comprehensive nor 
quantitative, neither objective nor statistical’ (32). 
However, this works to its benefit: the book gains 
tremendous richness through the bounty of detail, 
through the humanity that emerges in Wolf’s
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discussions with spectators and artists, and through 
the warm (and never condescending) approach 
that she brings to the material. While the book 
luxuriates in details about contemporary perfor-
mances, Wolf also provides thoughtful historical 
context throughout, with brief interludes that 
delineate, for example, the history of musical-thea-
tre pedagogy or of dinner theatres.

Wolf reveals a number of unexpected ways that 
Broadway depends on the local. Of course, these 
local productions cultivate artists and spectators 
who might go on to perform in or attend 
a Broadway show. Even more remarkable, though, 
is the fact that licensing companies make half their 
income from these kinds of productions. The strategy 
for some Broadway shows – such as Newsies 
(Fierstein, Menken, and Feldman, 2012) – is less to 
make a profit on Broadway, but instead to earn the as 
seen on Broadway seal and become profitable precisely 
through subsidiary productions. Further, in the case 
of The Little Mermaid (Wright, Menken, Ashman, 
and Slater, 2008), the Jr. adaptation gave the creators 
ideas about how to refine the version that is licensed 
to adults.

Across the various chapters, several other inter-
esting threads emerge. For example, we see how the 
musicals themselves are adapted in order to accom-
modate the specific needs of a particular group: 
Wolf notes how Marilyn Izdebski, the ‘backstage 
diva’ of Chapter 2, transforms the solo section of 
‘All I Need Is The Girl’ from Gypsy (Laurents, 
Styne, and Sondheim, 1959) – usually performed 
in a shabby back alley by a single young man with 
a broom – into an explosive group number featuring 
‘all forty-four members of the ensemble, in red 
leotards, white sailor collar with a red ribbon trim, 
mid-thigh white shorts, white knee socks, and black 
tap shoes’ (92). As Wolf notes, ‘[m]ore important 
than conveying the pathos of the scene is the need 
to give a score of enthusiastic tapping girls a lot to 
do’ (93). She also reports that a production of Gypsy 
at a girls’ summer camp, in a bid to make the show 
age-appropriate, simply concluded the show at the 
first act curtain!

Another interesting thread follows the interplay 
between Broadway and ‘beyond’ in terms of per-
forming styles. Wolf documents how the acting 
style of local performers is influenced by the ready 
availability of YouTube recordings of Broadway 
productions. In her study of high-school musicals, 
Wolf notes how ‘imitative bricolage’ has replaced 
Stanislavsky as the default way that these students 
think about acting (140). At the same time, she 
encounters one high-school director who made 
sure to teach his cast members the music early so 
that, as the director phrased it, ‘they don’t listen to 
the cast album and pick up bad habits’ (120).

Throughout the book, we discover how musical 
theatre empowers not only its performers but 
also the communities in which it is performed. 
Emphasizing the multigenerational, communitar-
ian aspects of musical theatre, Wolf thus focuses on 
the positive dimensions of the genre. However, she 
also points out the contradictions of locating 
empowerment within the capitalist economy of 
musical theatre. In her chapter on the Disney 
Musicals in Schools programs, for example, she 
notes the irony that Disney, precisely because of 
its tremendous economic and cultural power, 
‘might diversify musical theatre socioeconomically 
and even, perhaps, challenge Broadway’s hegemo-
nic whiteness’ (251). Elsewhere, she thinks about 
the complexities of young women engaging with 
this repertoire, which tends to promulgate gender 
stereotypes and heterosexual romantic narratives.

This book is a deeply engaging and rewarding 
meditation on what it means to do musical theatre 
today. As we join Wolf on her travels, we redis-
cover not only the joys of musical theatre but also 
the breadth and significance of its presence in the 
United States. Like all of Wolf’s work, Beyond 
Broadway is required reading for anyone interested 
in Broadway – and beyond.
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