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The cover of Elizabeth Wollman’s Hard Times will stand out in any bookstore: 
a line of rapturous naked men and women cling to each other, seemingly in 
the throes of ecstasy. The photo is of the cast of Oh! Calcutta! (1969), the most 
famous example of a subgenre that Wollman terms the ‘adult musical’, one 
she suggests might be seen as the musical equivalent of streaking – ‘a silly 
fad befitting a silly decade’ (2). Wollman makes a strong case for the value 
and historical importance of this subgenre, yet she does so in part by defining 
‘adult musical’ in two different ways, ultimately producing a book that feels 
somewhat bifurcated. Wollman claims that Hard Times is about ‘commercial 
musicals staged in New York City during the 1970s that were directly influ-
enced by the sexual revolution, women’s liberation, or gay liberation’. But her 
inspiration is a narrower category epitomized by shows like Oh! Calcutta! – 
‘nudie musicals’ (a term she used when she first started researching) that were 
most notable for their ‘jiggle of naked bodies’ and other forms of (compara-
tively) strong sexual content (153). While Wollman is upfront about the prob-
lems of using a term like ‘adult musical’, one suspects she is attempting to 
unify divergent material under one ill-fitting rubric. It is not immediately clear 
why a show like I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It On the Road (1978), in 
which a female singer-songwriter sings about equality and respect for women, 
necessarily belongs to the same subgenre as those shows in which men and 
women get naked and sing about sex. One possibility is that such musicals 
were, and continue to be, a source of discomfort and embarrassment to those 
who wrote, performed in, or saw them. Yet while Wollman repeatedly returns 
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to such affective states, she eschews them as any over-arching theme, choos-
ing instead to focus on the shows’ subject matter and aesthetics.

In Chapter 1, Wollman persuasively sets forth the two main predecessors 
of the adult musical – burlesque, and the off-off Broadway theatre of the 1960s. 
Her argument about the structural influence of burlesque is especially salient, 
and leads to a discussion of what Wollman names as the first adult musical in 
New York City – We’d Rather Switch (1969), an homage to classic burlesque in 
which the women told jokes and the men stripped. This historicization helps 
Wollman set up a theme that she returns to throughout the book – that the 
adult musical of the 1970s often combined countercultural ideologies with 
brash, lowbrow attempts to draw in mainstream, middle-class audiences. As 
Wollman shows in the second half of the chapter, with her discussion of some 
of the earliest adult musicals, including Oh! Calcutta! and Stag Movie (1971), 
this uneasy mixing often led to somewhat conservative musicals that relied on 
gender stereotypes that were, even at the time, somewhat dated. 

Wollman next turns to gay musicals. In Chapter 2, she sets out some key 
precursors to the gay musicals of the 1970s: the enormously influential Caffe 
Cino scene, the surprisingly successful Boys in the Band (1968), and Company 
(1970). Wollman’s use of Company here is somewhat curious. On the one hand, 
she draws on John Clum’s argument that even in 1970, many gay men iden-
tified with Bobby, a character they read (no matter what authors Sondheim 
and Furth maintained) as gay. But in positioning Company as influential to 
gay adult musicals, Wollman skips over the frank heterosexual content of the 
show. For instance, nowhere in her book does Wollman discuss ‘Tick Tock’, 
the dance originally performed by Donna McKechnie that is not only a meta-
phor for sex, but is also performed while Robert and April (and sometimes 
other couples, depending on the staging) are in bed together. Given that 
Wollman later discusses a similar dance-as-metaphor-for-sex in Let My People 
Come (1974), and especially because ‘Tick Tock’ is often cut in revivals of the 
show, her exclusion of the song is a missed opportunity.

In Chapter 3, Wollman details gay musicals and those with significant gay 
content: The Faggot (1973), Let My People Come (1974), Lovers (1974), Sextet 
(1974), Gay Company (1974) and Boy Meets Boy (1975). Since many of these 
shows have received scant attention in theatre histories, Wollman’s work here 
serves as a trenchant reminder that gay musicals existed well before March of 
the Falsettos (1981) and La Cage Aux Folles (1983). Wollman repeatedly points 
out that many of these musicals were far tamer than their straight counterparts 
– that they downplayed gay sexuality so as not to frighten or otherwise alien-
ate the dominant culture. If her analysis at times seems to be written through 
the lens of contemporary gay politics, and if her paraphrasing of certain schol-
ars (John Clum in particular) sometimes misrepresents their broader argu-
ments, Wollman does discuss how these shows were marked by the conflicting 
strategies of emergent gay activism in the 1970s. But the fact that so many of 
these shows took pains to avoid nudity and frank sexual content is in stark 
contrast to the explicitly ‘adult’ musicals she analyses elsewhere. 

The feminist musicals discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 similarly avoid the 
nudity and ‘talk about sex’ that would seem to characterize adult musicals. 
In Chapter 4, Wollman sets up the conservative gender politics found in Hair 
(1967) and Oh! Calcutta! in order to better contextualize the ‘angriness’ of Mod 
Donna (1970). Then in Chapter 5, she turns to two ‘not-so-angry’ feminist 
musicals, The Club (1976) and I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It on 
the Road (1978). As she does in the two previous chapters, Wollman helpfully 
provides contextual narratives about the development of these shows. She 
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also reads the dismissive critical reviews less as evidence about the quality of 
the material, and more as a reminder of the reactionary politics of many of the 
(straight male) theatre reviewers. Taken together, Chapters 2 through 5 offer a 
valuable analysis of those lesser-known 1970s musicals that explicitly engage 
in politics of gender and sexuality, even if her claim that such musicals belong 
to the same subgenre as Oh! Calcutta! is never fully defended.

In the second half of Hard Times, Wollman returns to a narrower definition 
of the term ‘adult musical’, and for this reason, these four chapters feel like 
they are at the heart of her study. Chapter 6 helpfully reviews the changing 
obscenity laws of the 1960s and 1970s, and then returns to Let My People Come 
in the context of the new ‘porno chic’ signified by the mainstream appeal of 
X-rated films like Deep Throat (1972). In Chapter 7, she continues her discus-
sion of pornography as that which straddles the shifting lines between art 
and obscenity, and turns to ‘hard core’ musicals, including the films Alice in 
Wonderland: An X-Rated Musical Fantasy (1976) and The First Nudie Musical 
(1976), as well as the musical revue Le Bellybutton (1976) featuring adult film 
star Marilyn Chambers. Here, Wollman builds on Linda Williams’ comparison 
of musicals and porn in order to demonstrate that the two ‘make for particu-
larly strange bedfellows’ (156). In Chapter 8 Wollman turns to the legal strug-
gles of two musicals: Che! (1969) and Let My People Come. Her description of 
the case brought by the New York State Liquor Authority against Let My People 
Come is particularly compelling, and will be of significant interest to those 
interested in the intersection of performance and the law. Then in Chapter 
9, Wollman turns to adult Broadway musicals, contrasting the failure of the 
Broadway transfer of Let My People Come with the success of I Love My Wife 
(1977). While Wollman helpfully situates these shows in the context of Times 
Square in the 1970s, her analysis here suffers a bit from an easy historiciza-
tion of the area as that which ‘had become the exemplar of just about every-
thing that had gone wrong with the enormous city surrounding it’ (195). As 
Samuel Delany deftly describes in Times Square Red, Times Square Blue (1999), 
the myth of 1970s and 1980s Times Square as a place of danger, dirt, crime 
and squalor does not do justice to the experiences of those who actually lived, 
worked, and played there. Although Wollman briefly mentions how anthro-
pologist Benjamin Chesluk’s Money Jungle complicates the prevailing view by 
(like Delany) attributing such stereotypes to class- and race-based prejudices, 
one still gets the feeling that Wollman largely accepts that in the 1970s, Times 
Square was simply a ‘problem neighborhood’.

Yet overall, such quibbles with Wollman’s analysis are minor. For its 
archival value alone, Hard Times is a much-needed corrective to the received 
musical theatre histories of the 1970s that focus on The Wiz (1975), A Chorus 
Line (1975), Grease (1971), and the work of Sondheim and Andrew Lloyd 
Webber. The book benefits greatly from Wollman’s extensive interviews 
with many of the writers and performers involved in the adult musicals she 
discusses. There is also a companion website that provides additional rare 
photographs along with audio clips of songs from the shows she discusses, 
many of which are taken from private recordings and are otherwise not avail-
able to lay readers and academics alike. Certainly, Wollman leaves room for 
subsequent scholars to build on her work: as one example, she only mentions 
Naked Boys Singing (1998) in a list of shows featuring gay characters, leaving 
out the ways in which this long-running all-nude revue is a direct descendant 
of Let My People Come and Oh! Calcutta! Yet given the wealth of her historical 
research, and the enjoyable and eminently readable way she presents it, such 
scholars have a strong foundation indeed.
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There is a frustrating habit amongst many publishers of translated works to 
assign a title in the new language that bears no resemblance to the origi-
nal. Eva Rieger’s monograph on women and gender in Richard Wagner’s 
life and works is a case in point, as the original German title of Leuchtende 
Liebe, Lachender Tod – admittedly difficult to translate adequately (a literal 
translation might be ‘bright love, laughing death’) – is rendered as Richard 
Wagner’s Women. Given that the book is an attempt to capture the complex-
ity of cultural gender codes and their relationship to the musical language in 
Wagner’s operas, the English title could be seen to imply an acceptance of a 
kind of implicit hierarchy that the rather more nuanced original avoids.

Rieger’s premise is that neither biography nor ideology can be entirely 
dismissed in an analysis of Wagner’s operas, and that his extremely complex 
relationship both with the women in his life and, more broadly, with 
nineteenth-century cultural attitudes towards women, are central in under-
standing his musical language and the way in which it underscores his char-
acterizations. Given that Wagner is very clear in his treatise Opera and Drama 
([1851] 1995) in the way in which he genders poetry and music – with poetry 
submitting in feminine fashion to the creative and masculine dominance of 
the music – the idea clearly has foundation.

Rieger is thorough in her perusal of the operas, beginning with the very 
early (and less familiar) Das Liebesverbot, moving on to Wagner’s first success-
ful opera, Rienzi, and ending with Parsifal. These chapters are framed and 
introduced by a more general chapter on Wagner’s musical language, and 
a postlude on his gender ideology. Along the way, from early opera to last, 
Rieger not only dissects Wagner’s compositional processes, often as demon-
strated in his own letters and writings, but also draws on biographical detail 
to lend credence to her cultural analysis of the music. Because these strands 
are so diverse and are examined through writing processes rather than first 
performances that might be rather more chronologically neatly separate, there 
is at times a circularity to Rieger’s writing that can prove confusing. For example, 
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