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on Broadway

Today’s Opening Number

[2:41]



Goals of the Course: You Will . . . 
Be familiar with: 

Some influential musicals of British composers & lyricists 
that played on Broadway from the 1880s to the 1960s  
The so-called “British Invasion” of Broadway in the 1980s, 
including the musicals of composer Andrew Lloyd Webber 
and . . . 
Several international blockbuster musicals. 

Speculate on: 
The enduring appeal of these musicals and which ones 
“cross over” to become mainstays of American  

Appreciate: 
How New York’s Broadway and London’s West End have 
continued to expand the range of works labeled “musicals” 

Today’s Focus
You will know: 

Basic facts about Noël Coward’s life, education and career 
The breadth of Coward’s dramatic and musical works 
The music and lyrics of some of Coward’s greatest songs 

You will understand: 
The enduring appeal of his songs 
The impact of Noël Coward on American Musical Theatre 

You will marvel at:  
 The variety of Coward’s plays and musicals  
The unlikelihood of Coward’s American success, particularly 
in the last decades of his life



Noël Coward (1899-1973)

 EARLY LIFE & EDUCATION: 
• Born in a suburb of London 
• Father was a piano salesman; mother was 

daughter of a navy captain 
• Described his upbringing as “genteel poverty” 
• Appeared in amateur concerts at age seven 
• Had little formal schooling but was a 

voracious reader 
• Mother supported his performing—sent him 

to a dance academy in London 
• First professional engagement at age 11 in a 

children’s play

1911

Noël Coward (1899-1973)
 EARLY CAREER: 
• Continued to perform in children’s theater 
• Met many of his later friends and 

colleagues, including Hermione Gingold 
and Gertrude Lawrence 

• Began writing plays in 1917 
• In 1918 was conscripted into the army 

reserve but discharged on health grounds 
• At age 20 he starred in his own play, I’ll 

Leave It to You 
• Made first trip to America in 1921—

stimulated by Broadway 
• On return to London, wrote and starred in 

his first really successful play, The 
Young Idea1921

Early Teens



Noël Coward: Early Life and Career

"Noël Coward’s 70th Birthday Interview” with Patrick Garland • 1969 • [9:10]

1925 The Vortex [1925] 

1925 Hay Fever [1985] 

1931 Private Lives [2011] 

1933 Design for Living [2001] 

1936 Tonight at 8:30 ( ten one-act plays  
 performed over three nights) [1967] 

1941 Blithe Spirit [2009] 

1946 Present Laughter [2017]

Noël Coward’s Plays on Broadway 
(initial production & most recent revival)

https://youtu.be/a7noM1_1nds?si=AO-77zlHCOuYS34I


1928 This Year of Grace! [1928] 

1929 Bitter Sweet [1934] 

1934 Conversation Piece [1934] 

1939 Set to Music [1939] 

1961 Sail Away [1961] 

1963 The Girl Who Came to Supper [1963]

Noël Coward’s Musicals on Broadway 
(initial production & most recent revival)

1923 London Calling! [revue] 
1925 On With the Dance [revue] 
1928 This Year of Grace! [revue] 
1929 Bitter Sweet 
1932 Words and Music[revue] 
1932 Conversation Piece 
1938 Operette 
1945 Sigh No More [revue] 
1946 Pacific 1860 
1950 Ace of Clubs 
1954 After the Ball 
1961 Sail Away 
1963 The Girl Who Came to Supper [1963]

Noël Coward’s Musicals in London 
(initial production)



A Summary Opinion of Coward’s 
Musical Works

“When we speak of Coward’s 
musicals, we really mean just 
the songs themselves, 
especially the witty lyrics, 
because no one in West End 
theatre besides W. S. Gilbert 
rivals them.”

Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

Noël Coward: Songs of the 1920s

“Poor Little Rich Girl” Charlot Revue (1925) 

“A Room with a View” This Year of Grace! (1928) 

“I’ll See You Again” Bitter Sweet (1929) 

“The Dream Is Over ” stand-alone song (1920s)



Noël Coward: Songs of the 1930s

“Someday I’ll Find You” Private Lives (1930) 

“Mad Dogs and Englishmen” Words and Music (1932) 

“The Party’s Over Now” Words and Music (1932) 

“I’ll Follow My Secret Heart” Conversation Piece (1934) 

“I Went to a Marvellous Party” Set to Music (1939)

Noël Coward: Songs, 1940-61

“London Pride” stand-alone song (1941) 

“Matelot” Sigh No More (1945) 

“Come the Wild, Wild Weather” Waiting in the Wings (1960) 

“Sail Away” Sail Away (1961)



Mordden’s Assessment of Coward 

“In sum, he left a humble 
background through hard work 
to rule in entertainment. It’s a 
very American paradigm, though 
Coward could be thought of as 
Briton No. 1 because he made so 
much of the language, the 
culture, the attitude, that if 
Coward hadn’t existed there 
wouldn’t have been an England.”

Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

Mordden’s Assessment of Coward 2

“He was generous and 
vindictive, amiable and grouchy, 
expansive and narcissistic,   
Noël Coward rolled into one.”

Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)



Noël Coward’s Legacy: Tributes from 
Broadway Composers & Lyricists

“He wrote with style, sang with style, painted with style, and 
even smoked a cigarette with a style that belonged 
exclusively to him . . . . Even one of his lesser operettas . . . 
contains more charm, skill and originality than fifty musical 
plays put together by  men specializing in particular fields.” 

—Richard Rodgers

“Coward’s ballads were literate, graceful, and glistened 
with the polish of his readily identifiable language. His 
comedy lyrics were the funniest of anyone to come down 
the lyrical pike, be they witty, silly in the best sense, 
outrageous or glibly cynical. Of Noël, the pure and simple 
fact is that he was the most original composer/lyricist to 
emerge in England during the post-war years.” 
• —Alan Jay Lerner

Noël Coward’s Legacy: Tributes from 
Broadway Composers & Lyricists

“Sarcastic or sentimental, bitchy or sweet, there 
has never been anyone quite like him!”  

  —John Kander

“Was anyone ever more romantic, witty, and 
charming than Noël Coward? His was more than 
‘just a talent to amuse.’”  

 —Jerry Herman



Noël Coward’s Legacy: Tributes from 
Broadway Composers & Lyricists

“There will never be another Noël Coward. But every lyric 
writer worthy of the name should read, mark, learn, and 
inwardly digest the legacy he left us.”  

—Sandy Wilson

“I adored Noël Coward. He was unique. Not a word he wrote 
was without, wit, sophistication, and romanticism.” 

 —Adolph  Green

Preview of Class 2:
Sandy Wilson & David Heneker (1950s-60s)

Links to lyrics and playlists will be on the course website by Sunday evening.

https://www.musicals-101.com

