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New York, New York – I traveled  five blocks with a walker from my hotel to the historic Broadway theater for a 7 PM performance of The Great Gatsby.  As usual for a Saturday evening, the sidewalks around Times Square were overflowing into the streets with pedestrians, vendors, and hustlers.  I saw no animals – apparently not a prime dog walking area. 

The Broadway is huge and was full.   It seats 1761 and has a large stage.  However, it is still  not the largest theater on Broadway; the Gershwin seats close to 2000.  With tickets averaging over $200, you can do the math: a sold out show grosses close to a half a million bucks.  With most performances taking place 8-9 times a week, you can understand why a successful play might be a lucrative investment.  But….success is never guaranteed.   If a show receives bad reviews or does not capture the interest of theater goers, the producers will lose huge money due to the enormous fixed costs of developing a Broadway play.  A playwright friend of mine old me that a Broadway play might have to run over a year before investors see any return.

In the case of Gatsby, there is a large cast, an equally large orchestra, in addition to ushers, janitors, ticket agents and a host of others who must be paid, including understudies for most of the principal actors who have to be available on a nightly basis so that “the show must go on.”  The sets for this show were extravagant, if only because the story depicts insanely wealthy people living in waterfront mansions during the Roaring ‘20’s on Long Island and a few far less rich couple running a gas station in a desperately poor area known as “The Valley of Ashes.”  There are even two beautifully restored 1920’s cars (one a Rolls Royce) which are “driven” across the stage.   This was indeed a major production.  

The play itself closely follows F. Scott Fitzgerald’s book chronically the excesses of the filthy rich in the 1920’s.  It has the same ending which attempts to show the shallowness of the idle rich and the folly of pursuing “the American dream” of wealth and fortune.  Other than a major all-cast production number at the conclusion of the play, the ending is something of a downer

But this is also a Broadway musical with 21 songs, outrageously over the top costumes, elaborate choreography…and extended tap dancing!  The acting was excellent. All of the actors in major roles are Broadway veterans.  The cast was multi-ethnic – the rich husband and wife, Tom and Daisy Buchanan, were portrayed by actors of different races, although this was not a possibility among uber-wealthy New Yorkers of that era.  Still this casting in no way affects the believability of the story.  Because Fitzgerald’s story involves considerable marital infidelity, including some bedroom  scenes, you  probably want to take your youngsters to The Lion King instead of Gatsby.  The book, published in 1925, was widely regarded at the time as scandalous and was banned in many schools and communities.

I enjoyed the performance, but did not find any of the tunes bouncing around in my head as I left the theater.  What did stick was Fitzgerald’s intended morale about the illusion of wealth and its ability to corrupt.  Fittingly, it began to rain as I walked bzck to my hotel.

I thought you might like to know.
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