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Off-Broadway Classics Today’s Opening Number

 Jacques Brel • “Ne me quitte pas” • 1961 • [3:40]

Today’s Focus
You will know:


The life and career of Belgian pop singer and 
songwriter Jacques Brel

The creators and songs of the revue Jacques Brel 
Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris (1968) 

What we mean by a “catalog revue”

The “theatrical” aspects of Jacques Brel . . .


You will wonder about:

How these particular English translations of Brel’s 
work support or distort the songs’ original intent


You will enjoy & “collect” some great songs

. . . including a few that have become cabaret 
standards

“The full spectrum of the changes the country 
was undergoing was best illustrated by the 
variety found in Off-Broadway musicals. It was 
here that the protests about the war were 
joined by the shouts of the civil rights 
movement, the recognition of the generation 
gap, and the antiestablishment fervor.

“Off-Broadway was not thought of as so 
offbeat anymore. . . . It was no longer 
slumming . . . .

“Whether you wanted to be challenged, 
confronted, or entertained, Off-Broadway was 
able to provide a musical to satisfy.”

Off-Broadway in the 1960s

—Thomas S. Hischak, Off-Broadway 
Musicals Since 1919 (2011)

https://youtu.be/qZzyFQ-Qh18


—Thomas S. Hischak, Off-Broadway 
Musicals Since 1919 (2011)

“Here is an unlikely prospect for success: 
create a revue of unknown (in the States) 
French songs by an unknown (in the States) 
Belgian pop songwriter translated by unknown 
lyricists and have it performed by four 
unknown singers staged by an unknown 
director. To say that the show was a surprise 
hit is gross understatement.


“Moni Yakim directed the [revue] as an 
intimate cabaret piece, using no narration or 
specific locations in the staging, letting the 
songs provide the theatrics. Since Brel’s work 
was character driven, the revue was indeed 
theatrical; each song became an enthralling 
one-act play.”

Why Jacques Brel . . .?

—Thomas S. Hischak, Off-Broadway 
Musicals Since 1919 (2011)

“Elly Stone . . . had a growing reputation from 
nightclub performances, but this show made 
her a cabaret star. The other cast members— 
Shawn Elliott, Alice Whitfield, and adaptor Mort 
Shuman—also shone, and each had 
memorable solos.


“[It] received appreciative notices, but 
business was slow until word of mouth turned 
the little revue into one of the longest-running 
Off-Broadway musicals, lasting five years in its 
original production. 


“Brel himself did not see the show until 1970 
because he refused to visit the States as a 
protest against the Vietnam War.”

Why Jacques Brel . . .?

—Thomas S. Hischak, Off-Broadway 
Musicals Since 1919 (2011)

Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and 
Living in Paris “had left a legacy we are still 
experiencing. It was the first widely successful 
revue dedicated to the work of one artist, and 
it was followed by many copies with varying 
quality and success.”

Why Jacques Brel . . .? The Catalog Revue 
noun 

A subcategory of musical revue “in which the output of one composer 
or lyricist is trotted out to fill an evening.” 


—Ken Bloom & Frank Vlastnik, Broadway Musicals: 
The 101 Greatest Shows of All Time. 2004 

VARIATIONS & EXAMPLES:

“Pure” Catalog: only the songs—no libretto


Ben Bagley’s The Decline and Fall of the Entire World as Seen 
Through the Eyes of Cole Porter (1965)

Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris (1968)

Ain’t Misbehavin’ (songs of Fats Waller, 1978)


Original Story: Existing songs are “retrofitted” to a new libretto

Mamma Mia! (songs of ABBA, 2001)

Head Over Heels (The Go-Go’s, 2018)


Bio-Musical: Songs are used to tell story of the catalog creators

Jersey Boys (Frankie Valli & the Four Seasons, 2005)

Beautiful: The Carole King Musical (2013)

On Your Feet! (Emilio & Gloria Estefan, 2015)



Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well 

and Living in Paris (1968)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:

• Producer: 3W Productions

• Original French Lyrics: Jacques Brel

• Music: Jacques Brel & others

• Production Conception, English Lyrics, 

Additional Material by Eric Blau & Mort 
Shuman, Based on Brel’s Lyrics & Commentary


• Directed by: Moni Yakim

• Musical Direction by: Mort Shuman

• Production Supervised by: Eric Blau

• Actors: Elly Stone, Mort Shuman, Shawn Elliott, 

Alice Whitfield  (and alternates)

LENGTH OF RUN: 1,847 Performances (5 years)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• Born in Connecticut to Hungarian 

immigrants; attended City College of NY

• Served in Army Signal Corps in Europe 

during WWII; wrote poems for French 
journals


• After the war, worked as a writer and in 
public relations; published novels


• In 1961, worked with Elly Stone on a review 
called “O, Oysters!” that included two songs 
by Jacques Brel (“Carousel” & “Ne me 
quitte pas”)


• Soon began working with Mort Shuman on 
an evening of Brel songs . . . 

Eric Blau (1921-2009)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• Born in Brooklyn to Polish Jewish 

immigrant parents

• Studied music at New York Conservatory

• Became a fan of R&B; teamed up with Doc 

Pomus, writing songs for a company with 
offices in the Brill Building


• Their hits included “Viva Las Vegas,” “This 
Magic Moment,” “Save the Last Dance for 
Me,” and “Teenager in Love” 


• Moved to London to capitalize on the British 
Invasion—then on to Paris, where he wrote 
songs for Johnny Hallyday


• In 1968 he teamed up with Eric Blau . . .

Mort Shuman (1938-1991)
EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• Born in Brussels; family of Flemish descent 

who spoke French as their primary language

• Attended Catholic primary school; did well in 

reading and writing 

• Began playing guitar at age 15

• In secondary school he participated in the 

drama club and wrote stories, poems and 
essays.


• At 18 he started work at his father’s 
cardboard factory, which he found boring.


• In 1948 he enlisted in the military, serving 
the Belgian air force.


• In 1950 he married Thérèse Michielsen.

Jacques Brel (1929-1978)



EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• In 1952 he began writing songs and 

performing them at family gatherings and on 
Brussels’ cabaret circuit.


• Recorded his first songs in 1953

• Moved to Paris to pursue a performing 

career

• Teamed up with classical pianist François 

Rauber

• In September 1956 Brel records “Quand on 

n’a que l’amour”—which is his commercial 
breakthrough  (it rose to #3 on the French 
music charts).

Jacques Brel (1929-1978)
EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• In 1957 he performs with Maurice Chevalier, 

Michel Legrand, and ballet star Zizi 
Jeanmaire.


• Wins Grand Prix du Disque

• Meets pianist Gérard Jouannest, who often 

collaborates with him on music for the songs

• By 1960 he has gained a large and 

enthusiastic following.

• Expands touring beyond France and Belgium 

to include the Soviet Union, Middle East, 
Canada, and the United States


• Receives star billing for a series of concerts 
at the famed Olympia Music Hall in Paris

Jacques Brel (1929-1978)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

• Throughout the early 1960s, he successfully 

writes, performs, and records his songs.

• In 1964 Rod McKuen begins translating his 

songs into English.

• The Kingston Trio records “Seasons in the 

Sun” based on Brel’s “Le Moribond.”

• In 1966 he announces intention to cut back 

on concerts and pursue other interests.

• During “farewell” tour, he plays Carnegie 

Hall to great acclaim.

• Several US singers begin recording his 

songs.

Jacques Brel (1929-1978)

LIFE & CAREER AFTER 1968:

• While in New York for his January 1967 

concert at Carnegie Hall, he attends two 
Broadway shows: Cabaret (which he 
doesn’t care for) and Man of La Mancha. 

• He begins planning a French language 
production.


• He adapts the book, translates the lyrics, 
directs, and plays the lead—and receives 
unanimous praise.


• Beginning in 1967, Brel turns to film, 
eventually acting in ten films by 1973.


• After years of declining health, Brel dies in 
1978.

Jacques Brel (1929-1978)



Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well 

and Living in Paris (1968)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:

• Producer: 3W Productions

• Original French Lyrics: Jacques Brel

• Music: Jacques Brel & others

• Production Conception, English Lyrics, 

Additional Material by Eric Blau & Mort 
Shuman, Based on Brel’s Lyrics & Commentary


• Directed by: Moni Yakim

• Musical Direction by: Mort Shuman

• Production Supervised by: Eric Blau

• Actors: Elly Stone, Mort Shuman, Shawn Elliott, 

Alice Whitfield  (and alternates)

LENGTH OF RUN: 1,847 Performances (5 years)

Performers on the 1968 Original Cast Recording by Columbia Records:

Mort Shuman, Elly Stone, Shawn Elliott, Alice Whitfield

Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well 

and Living in Paris (1968)

ACT 1:

• “Marathon”

• “Alone” 

• “Madeleine”

• “I Loved”

• “Mathilde”

• “Bachelor’s Dance”

• “Timid Frieda”

• “My Death”

• “Girls & Dogs”*

• “Jackie”

• “The Statue”*

• “Desperate Ones”

• “Sons Of . . .”

• “Amsterdam”

ACT 2:

• “The Bulls”

• “Old Folks” 

• “Marieke”

• “Brussels”

• “Fanette”

• “Funeral Tango”

• “The Middle Class”

• “You’re Not Alone”

• “Next”

• “Carousel”

• “If We Only Have Love”

Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well 

and Living in Paris (1968): Songs

*not on the cast recording
 Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris 

 Original Cast Recording • 1968 • [3:00]

“Marathon” (“Les Flamandes”)



Judy Collins • The Johnny Cash Show • 1969 • [2:45]

“Sons of . . .” (“Fils de . . .”)

 Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris 
 Elly Stone • Original Cast Recording • 1968 • [3:29]

“Carousel” (“La valse à mille temps”)

“If We Only Have Love”

 (“Quand on a que l’amour”)

 Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris 
 Company • Original Cast Recording • 1968 • [3:46]

Preview of Class 4:
Godspell (1971)

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

https://youtu.be/cLngaoBK2ZY?t=240
https://www.musicals-101.com

