chicago style for musicals

The Enduring Appeal of Chicago Style for
Musicals

chicago style for musicals is more than just a setting; it's a vibrant aesthetic that has
infused countless theatrical productions with a distinctive grit, glamour, and enduring
theatricality. This iconic style, deeply rooted in the Roaring Twenties and beyond, conjures
images of speakeasies, jazz clubs, flappers, and a societal undercurrent of both dazzling
superficiality and underlying societal critique. From the smoky allure of Prohibition-era
Chicago to the glitz of vaudeville, this unique cultural milieu provides a fertile ground for
compelling storytelling, unforgettable characters, and a powerful, rhythmic theatrical
experience. This article will delve into the multifaceted elements that define Chicago style
in musicals, exploring its visual aesthetics, thematic resonance, musical characteristics,
and its lasting impact on Broadway and beyond. We will examine how this distinct cultural
flavor translates into breathtaking set designs, evocative costumes, and the very soul of
the musical's narrative.
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Defining the Chicago Style Aesthetic in Musicals

The essence of Chicago style for musicals is a captivating blend of raw energy, sharp wit,
and undeniable sensuality, all filtered through the lens of a bygone era. It’s a style that
doesn't shy away from the darker aspects of society, often using them as a backdrop for
stories of ambition, corruption, and the eternal human desire for fame and fortune. This
aesthetic thrives on a dichotomy: the dazzling surface hiding a complex, often cynical,
reality. Think of the smoky allure of underground clubs, the shimmering sequined dresses
of a chorus line, juxtaposed with the stark realities of poverty, legal battles, and societal



hypocrisy. This stylistic approach allows for a unique theatricality, where spectacle and
substance are inextricably linked.

The characters that populate musicals steeped in Chicago style are often larger than life,
embodying archetypes that resonate with the period's societal dynamics. They are often
ambitious, morally ambiguous, and possess a certain street smarts necessary for survival
in their urban landscape. This creates dramatic tension and allows for rich character
development, as audiences are drawn into their struggles and triumphs. The inherent
theatricality of the era, with its vaudeville traditions and burgeoning film industry, also
lends itself perfectly to the heightened reality of musical theatre.

The Visual Language: Set Design and Costuming

The visual representation of Chicago style in musicals is crucial in establishing the
immersive atmosphere and conveying the era's specific character. Set designers often
draw inspiration from the architectural styles prevalent in Chicago during the early 20th
century, incorporating elements like ornate Art Deco details, the starkness of industrial
buildings, and the intimate, often dimly lit interiors of jazz clubs and speakeasies. The use
of lighting plays a significant role, employing dramatic shadows, spotlights that highlight
key performers, and a warm, golden glow to evoke the nostalgic romance of the period.

Costuming is equally vital in defining the Chicago style. The Roaring Twenties are
synonymous with flapper dresses, featuring intricate beadwork, fringe, and daring
hemlines that symbolized a newfound freedom for women. Men's fashion often includes
sharp suits, fedoras, and classic formal wear, reflecting a sense of sartorial elegance.
Beyond individual garments, costume designers meticulously recreate the textures,
fabrics, and silhouettes that defined the era, from the luxurious velvets and silks of the
wealthy to the more practical attire of the working class.

e Set Design Elements:

e Art Deco architectural motifs

e Dimly lit, atmospheric speakeasy interiors

e Gleaming, often theatrical, skyscrapers

e Vaudeville marquees and stage elements

e Industrial backdrops and urban streetscapes

Thematic Undercurrents: Satire, Morality, and



Jazz Age Society

Musicals that embrace the Chicago style often delve into profound thematic territory,
using the glitz and glamour of the era as a lens through which to examine societal issues.
Satire is a prominent tool, with playwrights and lyricists often poking fun at the legal
system, celebrity culture, and the superficiality of high society. The inherent corruption
and moral ambiguity of the Jazz Age provide fertile ground for exploring themes of
ambition, greed, and the lengths to which individuals will go to achieve their desires.

Morality is frequently a gray area in these narratives. Characters are rarely purely good or
evil; instead, they operate in shades of gray, making questionable choices in pursuit of
fame, fortune, or survival. This complexity allows for compelling dramatic arcs and
encourages audiences to ponder the nature of justice, redemption, and the consequences
of one's actions. The backdrop of Prohibition also adds an element of clandestine rebellion
and societal tension, fueling stories of defiance and the pursuit of forbidden pleasures.

Musical Sensibilities: The Jazz, Blues, and
Vaudeville Influence

The musical landscape of Chicago style for musicals is intrinsically linked to the sounds
that defined the era. Jazz, with its improvisational spirit, syncopated rhythms, and soulful
melodies, forms the backbone of many scores. Blues music, with its raw emotional depth
and storytelling power, often lends a poignant counterpoint to the more upbeat numbers.
The energetic and often humorous style of vaudeville also heavily influences the structure
and performance of many musical numbers, with their clear narratives, character-driven
songs, and opportunities for comedic timing.

Composers and lyricists drawing from this well of influence often craft songs that are both
sophisticated and accessible. They can range from sultry ballads that explore themes of
love and loss to upbeat ensemble numbers that capture the frenetic energy of a roaring
jazz club. The use of specific instrumentation, such as brass sections, clarinets, and a
prominent rhythm section, helps to authenticate the sound and transport the audience
directly into the heart of the era. The rhythmic vitality of these musical styles is essential
in conveying the dynamism and allure of Chicago.

Key Musicals Embracing the Chicago Style

Several landmark musicals have masterfully captured and amplified the essence of
Chicago style, solidifying its place in the theatrical canon. These productions demonstrate
a deep understanding of the era's aesthetics, themes, and musicality, creating
unforgettable experiences for audiences. The enduring popularity of these works is a
testament to the powerful and timeless appeal of this distinctive theatrical flavor.

The most prominent example is, of course, the musical Chicago. This seminal work, with
its iconic Fosse choreography, sharp satire, and jazzy score, perfectly encapsulates the



allure and corruption of the 1920s Chicago criminal underworld. Another significant
musical that draws heavily from this style is Guys and Dolls. While set in New York, its
exploration of gamblers, showgirls, and the interplay between the underworld and societal
norms shares a thematic kinship with the grit and glamour associated with Chicago.
Productions that focus on Prohibition-era settings, jazz clubs, or the rise of popular
entertainment often find themselves naturally leaning into the visual and thematic
elements of Chicago style.

The Legacy and Continued Relevance

The legacy of Chicago style for musicals is undeniable, continuing to influence theatrical
productions and inspire new creative endeavors. Its potent blend of glamour and grit,
satire and sensuality, offers a timeless framework for exploring universal human themes.
The visual language remains evocative, and the musical styles are perpetually compelling,
ensuring that this distinctive aesthetic will continue to captivate audiences for generations
to come. The ability of this style to hold a mirror to society, exposing its foibles and
celebrating its resilience, ensures its enduring relevance in the ever-evolving world of
musical theatre. This enduring appeal is a testament to the power of a well-defined and
masterfully executed theatrical style.

FAQ

Q: What are the key visual elements that define Chicago
style for musicals?

A: The key visual elements include Art Deco architecture, dimly lit speakeasy interiors,
glamorous flapper-inspired costumes with beadwork and fringe, sharp suits for men, and
dramatic lighting that emphasizes shadows and spotlights.

Q: How does the Prohibition era influence the themes in
Chicago-style musicals?

A: The Prohibition era contributes themes of rebellion, clandestine activities, societal
hypocrisy, and the pursuit of forbidden pleasures, often serving as a backdrop for stories
of ambition and moral ambiguity.

Q: What musical genres are most commonly associated
with Chicago style for musicals?

A: The most common musical genres are jazz, blues, and vaudeville, characterized by their
syncopated rhythms, improvisational feel, soulful melodies, and often narrative-driven
song structures.



Q: Can you provide examples of musicals that are
strongly influenced by Chicago style?

A: The most prominent example is the musical Chicago. Other musicals that share
thematic or stylistic similarities include Guys and Dolls, and productions set in or
referencing the Roaring Twenties jazz club scene.

Q: What makes the characters in Chicago-style musicals
so compelling?

A: The characters are compelling due to their often larger-than-life personas, moral
ambiguity, and ambition. They operate in shades of gray, making their struggles for fame,
fortune, or survival relatable and dramatically engaging.

Q: How does satire play a role in Chicago-style
musicals?

A: Satire is a significant tool used to critique societal institutions like the legal system and
celebrity culture, as well as to expose the superficiality and hypocrisy prevalent in the Jazz
Age society.

Q: What is the impact of Fosse choreography on
Chicago-style musicals?

A: Fosse choreography, particularly as seen in the musical Chicago, contributes a highly
stylized, sensual, and often angular movement vocabulary that perfectly complements the
era's themes of sensuality, desperation, and performance.

Q: Is Chicago style for musicals limited to the 1920s?

A: While strongly associated with the 1920s, the core elements of Chicago style—grit,
glamour, satire, and a vibrant jazz-infused score—can be adapted and applied to musicals
set in slightly different periods or exploring similar societal dynamics.
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