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Falsettos Review 

Falsettos is a sung through musical, which is a combination of William Finn’s one act musicals called March of the Falsettos and Falsetto Land. William Finn initially wrote three one act musicals about a man named Marvin. ‘Trousers’ being the first, and then March of the Falsettos, and Falsetto Land.  He went on to combine March of the Falsettos and Falsetto Land to make one show, Falsettos (Miller, 1999), which premiered on Broadway at the John Golden Theatre on April 29th 1992. Falsettos was described as a hilarious and poignant modern look at family life, based around a gay man called Marvin and his lover, but also Marvin’s wife and their son, their physiatrist, and the lesbians next door. Falsettos was originally created around the spectre of the Aids crisis. In 2017 Falsettos was nominated for 5 Tony awards (Broadway HD, 2017). 

The performance style of Falsettos was naturalistic. The acting was not over-exaggerated, and I think this helps make it much more relatable for the audience. I found that the contrast between the two main gay characters was very interesting, but possibly stereotypical. Marvin was portrayed as very masculine whereas his lover was more effeminate with tight trousers, open shirt, and high-pitched effeminate voice. This made their relationship come across as exciting and interesting to watch. This difference between them created many arguments and clashes in their relationship, however, still being very physically attracted to each other makes this a much more believable and audience relatable concept, inclusive of all genders and ages.

Although the staging and set was simple and minimalistic, the way they used it was more complicated and contemporary. The set, and different scenes were constructed by using multiple 3D-shaped boxes rather like building blocks, used like a puzzle that created a giant 3D cube. These are then manipulated and changed by the actors, to create multiple set pieces such as: a table; chairs; a stool; steps; an archway. The blocks were a really good way to create height in scenes which looked very effective. Furthermore, I think the minimalist set leaves lots of imagination space for the audience. The minimal set also reduces set cost, money is saved, and this also means that the performance is more suited for a tour if it ever was to have one. 
The use of freeze frames was used a lot for the performance, especially when there were multiple scenes happening on stage. Therefore, when they needed to focus on one, the other scene would freeze, and this was really effective. They also used a small amount of physical theatre which gave the performance a very different and more exciting feel, such as lifting the young child above their heads, this engages and holds the audience's attention. 

This musical was all sung and as a result of this I felt as though there was little time to process each scene, therefore leaving me slightly confused and struggling to keep up with the storyline. This highlights to me that this show as an all-sung musical may not be inclusive for people with learning and processing difficulties, as the language is very fast paced and involves a complex storyline. 

There was little engagement from the audience and very little clapping or laughter. However, it is important to keep in mind each audience is going to react differently and find different parts of the performance touching, funny, happy, or sad. 

I found it very interesting that after the mother’s solo “I’m breaking down”, she received the biggest applause from this audience out of all the songs. This makes me think that there were a lot of single parents, especially mothers, in this specific audience that could relate to this song. In my opinion this song is one of the strongest moments of the performance, because I think it really shows the mother’s vulnerability and helped me through a digital experience to understand her character on a slightly deeper level. This song highlighted the fact that she is not coping as well as she makes out to be, about the fact that her husband has left her family to be with his gay lover.

With this musical set in the late 1970s, the difference in how they dressed then to now added another amount of excitement. It was so interesting to see how much colour and patterns they wore. Although the colours were big and bold, they still kept an amount of relativism and simpleness to them. I also noticed how similar all three of the females’ hairstyles were, very bouncy and curly, which was very common in most females in the 1970s. Overall the actors' costumes worked really well to complement their characters. For example, the character Whizzer, who is very bubbly, jolly and rarely down, wore a lot of bright coloured tight-fitting clothes. Whereas Marvin, who has the stress of balancing his family life and his separate lover, wore a lot of darker loose clothes. The costume designer would have had to bear in mind that Whizzer’s tight-fitting clothes would still have to be movable for him to complete the choreography. I also think that Whizzer’s extra bright clothing really contrasted with the character, and costume change at the end of the performance, where he had developed Aids. It made the change much more effective and dramatic, because his whole persona had changed along with the costume and makeup.

The show Falsettos had many different themes and political influences that many of the audience would be able to relate to in one way or another. As they are a Jewish family one of the themes was Judaism. I really enjoyed watching this musical, learning about the life of a Jewish family in the 1970s and I think that the secondary theme of Judaism was well balanced within the musical. The majority of act 2 is aimed towards planning Jason’s (Marvin's son) bar mitzvah. Jason is excited about this and the fact that he is becoming a man and possibly gaining quite a bit of money. His parents have accepted that the planning of Jason's bar mitzvah will be the last thing they do together. However, Jason comes to the conclusion that, because of the amount of arguing that is being caused by the planning, he would rather not have one. This pushes Jason’s parents to get him a physiatrist, which they have wanted to do for some time as Jason is a child that misbehaves quite a lot. I was very surprised to discover that Jason was a misbehaved child, when I read this in-depth review of Falsettos, as I did not think this came across at all in the performance. My view of Jason was that he was quite a quiet and introverted child. I think they should have enhanced his behaviour problems, and his anger about the split of his parents. 
Referring back to my previous point about the show being fast-paced, I think this is one of the storylines that was somewhat lost. 

The next two themes that I picked up were homosexuality and the early stages of discovering the Aids crisis. These very strongly link together as it was mainly gay men who were affected by aids in the 1970s. I think they portrayed these themes very well and with a lot of emotion. I also think the audience who watched when Falsettos premiered in 1992 will have had much stronger emotions towards these themes. I think this because in the 1980s cases of Aids rose tremendously fast, until they finally peaked in 1995 (KFF, 2019). At the time it premiered, the Aids pandemic was becoming prominent, so, for people viewing it, it may have resonated more, as they may have experienced the loss of loved ones due to Aids. Whereas the most recent showing of Falsettos was its 2019 run from 30 August - 23 November in The Other Palace in London (LW Theatres, no date). It is much less likely these days that as many people will have experienced anything to do with Aids, as nowadays it is much better understood and managed. This may affect the reaction the audience has to this storyline. Although this theme did not necessarily relate to everyone, it was still very heart touching and powerful. The theme of homosexuality, I believe, is something that the majority of people would in some way be able to relate to, whether that means they have friends that are gay, or they themselves are gay. It represented the strong message that love is love and everyone should be accepted and loved for who they are. 

If I was to alter or adapt a scene from this performance, I would concentrate on the end of the final scene between Whizzer and Marvin. This scene happens after we see Whizzer die during Jason’s Bar Mitzvah. The scene starts with Marvin singing about having no regrets about leaving his family to be with Whizzer and that he would do it all over again, if it meant he could see his love again. Whizzer then joins Marvin on stage one last time to sing their final duet. This is a really touching song and created a lot of emotion which I definitely felt through my digital experience. Once their song had finished, Whizzer walks through the 3D cube, brought on by the other actors. This is the bit I would specifically change. I found the way it was exited very uneasy to watch, messy, and it felt slightly rushed and anti-climactic. I found myself feeling disappointed with this exit, I wanted Whizzer’s exit scene to be focused on him and Marvin, which I felt was lost by all the other actors being on stage. I also wanted the overall feeling to be peaceful which I did not feel from this. 

There are a few different aspects of this exit scene that I would change. Firstly, I would not have any of the blocks on stage in this final scene, or have them used as the path for whizzer to exit through. I want everyone to be looking at Marvin and Whizzer not at the other actors trying to get the 3D cubes to line up with each other. Furthermore, I think it is important that the only people on stage at this point are Marvin and Whizzer so, as I said previously, I would not have any of the other actors on stage. I also would not have any props on stage and have soft subtle lighting to set the tone for the peaceful exit. I think it is really important to have the lighting to complement the scene’s message. 

One of the purposes of this scene was to show Whizzer leaving and passing on to his next life. To create this illusion correctly, I would change the curtain entering from above to curtains entering from the side. I would change this because having the curtains entering from the side as Whizzer walks beyond them into a bright white light would create the perfect representation of Whizzer being gone. I did not like how, with the curtain from the top, you could only see Whizzer’s feet walk completely off stage, and this made it very long winded, so therefore, I thought it lost the finale feel to it.  I think by having the curtains entering from the side whilst Marvin is crying, would create a much more peaceful and calmer exit for the character of Whizzer.

Finally, I would have the silhouette of Whizzer shown behind the curtain as the other characters enter the stage in front of the curtains to join Marvin on stage. Moreover, once all actors are on stage, I would have a sudden blackout behind the side curtains that were previously brought on, so Whizzer can no longer be seen. At this point, the actor who plays Whizzer can walk off stage so none of the audience can actually see him fully exit the stage. All the actors can then peacefully move over to the left side of the stage where Whizzer’s gravestone lies. 

I think, overall, the changes I wish to make will make Whizzer’s final goodbye scene much smoother and more emotional. Throughout the performance Whizzer’s character is very prominent, and I found myself really enjoying this character, so I think it is so important to make his death as sincere as possible. 
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