
Class 3:  The Wiz (Charlie Smalls & William F. Brown, 1975)    
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Six Singular Sensations!

Today’s Opening Number

[3:30]

https://youtu.be/pQT-QFy5Nig?si=wD78q7qcBoL5ZSoG&t=30


Today’s Focus
You will know: 

The creative team, book, score, choreography, and success of 
The Wiz (1975) and its 1978 film adaptation 

You will appreciate: 
The variety and appeal of Charlie Smalls’s score, and how it 
mixes elements of pop, soul, gospel, and rhythm & blues. 
The degree to which advertising, marketing, and sufficient 
funding can help a “struggling” show—and one that got some 
fairly negative reviews—find its audience. 

You will consider: 
The issue of racial representation—both in the onstage cast and 
on the creative team—and its effect on the reception of the show. 
Adding some of thes songs to your own personal “Summer ’25 
Coping Playlist”

The Broadway Musical in the Early ’70s

• “If, in the early ’70s, the Broadway musical was 
stymied to create a newly successful musical form, 
it was more successful in creating new audiences.  

• “At a time when the traditional audience of 
affluent, culture-minded white adults was 
winnowing down, it was necessary to expand the 
consumer base.  

• “Using new talent, new marketing techniques, and 
a combination of new and nostalgic material, 
Broadway opened its doors to a family audience 
for the first time in a decade, and to a Black 
audience for the first time in nearly half a century. 

• “It was an audience that, the New York Times 
wrote in 1975, ‘the white theater establishment has 
for years been saying did not exist.’”

p. 328



The Broadway Musical in the Early ’70s

• “The few musicals in the ’60s that dealt with the 
black experience were created by white writers 
and composers, but the early ’70s saw the 
emergence of several shows whose creative staff 
and cast were predominantly African American.” 
• Melvin Van Peebles’s Ain’t Supposed to Die a 

Natural Death (1971) 
• Purlie (1973, based on Ossie Davis’s play Purlie 

Victorious) 
• Raisin (1973, based on Lorraine Hansberry’s play 

A Raisin in the Sun) 

• “The first completely black mainstream musical of 
the ’70s came from a time-honored source, The 
Wizard of Oz. . . .”

p. 328

The Broadway Musical in the Early ’70s

• “A Black producer in New York, Ken Harper, saw 
the possibilities of reinventing the story in a 
manner that would access the popularity of 
Motown, Soul Train, Afrocentric fashion, and the 
black urban movies that were developing a 
crossover audience in the early ‘70s. If the material 
appealed to families as well, so much the better.”  

• [Harper hired a nearly all-Black team: composer/
lyricist, director, a choreographer, costume 
designer, musical director, and cast.] 

• The trend toward more shows with African 
American appeal continued with shows like: 
• Bubbling Brown Sugar (1976) 
• Ain’t Misbehavin’ (1978) 
• Eubie! (1978) 
• Sophisticated Ladies (1981)

p. 328



The Broadway Musical (1961-1976)
Year Rodgers Sondheim Kander & Ebb Jerry Herman Others “Sensations”
1961 Milk and Honey How to Succeed . . .

1962 No Strings A Funny Thing/Forum Stop the World . . .

1963 Oliver

1964 Anyone Can Whistle Hello Dolly! Funny Girl 
Fiddler on the Roof

1965 Do I Hear . . . a Waltz? Flora, the Red 
Menace Man of La Mancha

1966 Cabaret Mame Sweet Charity

1967 Hallelujah, Baby!

1968 Zorba Hair

1969 Dear World 1776

1970 Two By Two Company Applause

1971 Follies 70, Girls, 170

1972 Grease

1973 A Little Night Music Don’t Bother Me/Can’t Cope

1974 Mack and Mabel Raisin

1975 Chicago Bubbling Brown Sugar The Wiz 
A Chorus Line

1976 Rex Pacific Overtures

The Wiz (1975): Creative Team 

• Producer: Ken Harper 
• Music & Lyrics: Charlie Smalls (& others) 
• Book: William F. Brown, based on Baum’s 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz  
• Directed by: Geoffrey Holder 
• Choreographed by: George Faison 
• Scenic Design by: Tom H. John 
• Costume Design: Geoffrey Holder  
• Lighting Design: Tharon Musser 
• Orchestrations: Harold Wheeler 
• Cast: Stephanie Mills, Tiger Haynes, 

Hinton Battle, Ted Ross, André De Shields 
PERFORMANCES: 1,672



The Wiz (1975): Creative Team 

Standing: Gilbert Moses (original director), William F. Brown (librettist), Ken Harper (producer) 
Seated: Charlie Smalls (composer/lyricist)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER: 
• Raised in the Bronx 
• Graduated high school and entered 

Columbia University 
• Dropped out to join the army, serving in 

Korea, where he began his career as a 
disc jockey for Armed Forces radio 

• Worked at WPIX-FM for ten years 
• In 1971 he came up with the idea for a 

Black “top 40s style” version of The 
Wizard of Oz 

• After months of talking about The Wiz to 
anyone who would listen, Twentieth 
Century Fox showed interest in backing 
the show.

Ken Harper (1939-1988) 
Producer



THE WIZ’S ROAD TO BROADWAY: 
• Harper convinced Fox that a musical 

with the “Motown sound” would sell to 
everyone—black and white. 

• Fox put up $650K in exchange for first 
option on film rights, publishing rights, 
and album rights 

• Harper signed on Geoffrey Holder 
(costume designer & eventual director), 
16-year-old Stephanie Mills (Dorothy) 
and 18-year-old Hinton Battle 
(Scarecrow) 

• Preview performances in Baltimore, 
Detroit and Philadelphia were rough . . .

Ken Harper (1939-1988) 
Producer

THE WIZ’S ROAD TO BROADWAY: 
• Reviews were so negative (and ticket 

sales so low) that Harper posted a 
closing notice on opening night 

• Twentieth Century Fox pours additional 
money into a television advertising blitz 
(the first Broadway show to do that) 

• The ads, combined with word of mouth, 
brought in thousands of theatergoers, 
and the show became a hit. 

• Harper also served as Executive 
Producer for the 1978 film adaptation. 

• He spent his remaining years developing 
the musical Bamboo, based on a 
Japanese fairy tale.

Ken Harper (1939-1988) 
Producer

x:xx



 LIFE & CAREER: 
• A child prodigy: attended Juilliard from 

age 11 to 18; presented with his first 
piano, a gift of Tallulah Bankhead 

• Toured as a pianist with the New York 
Jazz Repertory Company 

• Toured with Harry Belafonte and jazz 
trumpeter Hugh Masekela, among others 

• The Wiz won 1975 Tony Awards for Best 
Score and Best Musical, plus the 1976 
Grammy for Best Musical Theater Album. 

• He was working on Miracles, an 
adaptation of H. G. Wells’s The Man 
Who Could Work Miracles, when he 
died at age 43 during emergency surgery.

Charlie Smalls (1943-1987) 
Composer & Lyricist

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 
• Playwright, novelist, cartoonist 
• The Wiz was his best known work 

• Charged with adapting Baum’s novel 
“into African-American street slang” 

• Tony nomination for Best Book of a 
Musical 

• Television work includes episodes for 
• That Was the Week That Was 
• Love American Style 
• As the World Turns 
• Jackie Gleason’s American Scene 

Magazine

[1:00]

William F. Brown (1928-2019) 
Librettist



LIFE & CAREER: 
• Dancer, choreographer, actor, composer, 

designer, photographer, painter, sculptor 
and author 

• Born in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago 
• Danced on Broadway and at the 

Metropolitan Opera 
• Choreographed pieces for the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater and the Dance 
Theater of Harlem 

• Acted on stage, in films, and in 
commercials 

• Took over direction of The Wiz during 
the out-of-town previews

Geoffrey Holder (1930-2014) 
Director & Costume Designer

“I create for that innocent little 
boy in the balcony who has come 
to the theater for the first time.”  

“He wants to see magic, so I want 
to give him magic. He sees things 
that his father couldn’t see.” 

—Dance magazine, 2010

Geoffrey Holder (1930-2014) 
Director & Costume Designer

Holder with Carmen de Lavallade



George Faison (b. 1945) 
Choreographer

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 
• Dancer, choreographer, teacher 
• Born in Washington, DC 
• Enrolled at Howard University intending 

to pursue dentistry,  but saw a 
production of the Alvin Ailey Dance 
Company 

• Studied in New York with Arthur Mitchell 
and others at School of American Ballet 

• Featured dancer with the Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater, 1967-69 

• Founder of the George Faison Universal 
Dance Experience in 1971

George Faison (b. 1945) 
Choreographer

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 
• 1967  1600 Pennsylvania Avenue 

• 1972  Don’t Bother Me, I Can’t Cope 

• 1983  Porgy and Bess 

• 1989  Cosby Salutes Ailey (conceived 
and produced for television) 

• 1991  The Josephine Baker Story 
(HBO, Emmy for choreography) 

• 1997  King (a musical performed at 
Clinton’s inauguration)



Photographs from the 1975 original Broadway production

The Wiz (1975): The Cast

Hinton Battle • Stephanie Mills • Ted Ross • Tiger Haynes

The Wiz (1975): The Cast



André De Shields as The Wiz

The Wiz (1975): The Cast

André De Shields as The Wiz

The Wiz (1975): The Cast



The Wiz (1978 Film): Creative Team 

• Studio: Universal 
• Producer: Rob Cohen 
• Music & Lyrics: Charlie Smalls 
• Screenplay: Joel Schumacher 
• Director: Sidney Lumet 
• Choreographer: Louis Johnson 
• Cinematography: Oswald Morris 
• Production/Costume Design: Tony Walton  
• Musical Supervision: Quincy Jones 
• Cast: Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, Nipsey 

Russell, Ted Ross, Mabel King, Lena Horne 
HONORS: 4 Academy Awards noms (no wins) 
COST: $24M • BOX OFFICE: $13.6M 

Michael Jackson • Nipsey Russell • Diana Ross • Ted Ross

The Wiz (1978 film): The Cast



The Wiz (1975): The Songs
Act II: 

“(Don’t Nobody Bring Me) No Bad News” 
“Funky Monkeys” 
“Everybody Rejoice”* 
“Who Do You Think You Are?” 
“If You Believe” 
“Y’all Got It” 
“A Rested Body Is a Rested Mind” 
“Home”

Act I: 
“The Feeling We Once Had” 
“Tornado Ballet” 
“He’s the Wizard” 
“Soon as I get Home” 
“I Was Born on the Day Before Yesterday” 
“Ease on Down the Road” 
“Slide Some Oil to Me” 
“Mean Ole Lion” 
“Kalidah Battle” 
“Be a Lion” 
“Lion’s Dream” 
“Emerald City Ballet (Pssst)”# 
“So You Wanted to Meet the Wizard” 
“What Would I Do If I Could Feel”

#music by Timothy Graphenreed & George Faison

*music & lyrics by Luther Vandross

Selected Performances from 
The Wiz



The Wiz: The Story—Act I

• Dorothy . . . Tornado . . . Wakes up in Oz 

• She has dropped a house on Evamean, 
the Wicked Witch of the East 

• She wants to get home 

• Perhaps the Wiz can help her 

• Addaperle, the Good Witch of the North, 
gives Dorothy Evamean’s silver shoes 

• Dorothy sets out and meets— 

• Scarecrow, Tinman, and Lion 

• They ease on down the road . . . 

The Wiz: The Story—Act I

• They have challenges: attacked by evil 
Kalidahs, slowed down by opium 
poppies, hallucinations. 

• They reach Emerald City, meet The Wiz, 
and plead their cases. 

• The Wiz will grant their wishes if they 
kill Evillene, the Wicked Witch of the 
West. 

• Despair!



The Wiz: The Story—Act II

• Evillene introduces herself: “No Bad 
News” 

• Cruel enslaver . . . sweatshop . . . winged 
monkeys . . . capture . . . torture . . .  

• bucket of water . . . melting . . .  

• “Everybody rejoice!” 

• Back to the Wiz!

Mabel King as Evilene in the 1978 Film

The Wiz: The Story—Act II

• Wiz . . . a fraud . . .  

• But wishes already granted: our seekers 
already have brains, a heart, courage  

• Dorothy will go home in the Wiz’s hot air 
balloon . . . oh no! . . .  

• Go to Glinda . . . click your heels three 
times . . .  

• “Home!”



Ethan Mordden, One More Kiss: The Broadway Musical in the 1970s (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003)

“What gave The Wiz its jazz was an evening-
long joke that never staled: the music, 
performing style and dialogue all went black 
without putting an ethnic strain on the story. 
“Dorothy still started from Kansas, not Detroit, 
still picked up Scarecrow, [Tin Man] and 
Cowardly Lion . . . . Yet the entire show gamed 
with the material [cites examples of the sassy 
dialogue]. 
“A lot of The Wiz’s power derived from 
Geoffrey Holder’s elaborate costumes . . . a 
smartly written show . . . cast was solid.”

The Wiz (1975): Historian’s Comments

Ethan Mordden, One More Kiss: The Broadway Musical in the 1970s (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003)

“The Wiz showed the American book musical 
absorbing the pop sound. Smalls’s lyrics deal 
heavily in the assonance that pop ignorantly 
takes for rhyme (‘crazy’ and ‘baby’) and lack 
the craftsman’s niceties. Nevertheless, he 
marries R&B and gospel to the needs of a 
theatre score.  
“It’s a far jump from ‘We’re Off To See the 
Wizard’ to ‘Ease On Down the Road,’ but the 
latter asserts with sly charm the black feeling 
of the whole show.” 
[Mordden praises the three establishing songs 
for Scarecrow, Tinman, and Lion.]

The Wiz (1975): Historian’s Comments



• “[The Wiz] has obvious vitality and a very evident and gorgeous sense 
of style. I found myself unmoved for too much of the evening, but I was 
respectfully unmoved, not insultingly unmoved. . . . Mr. Smalls’s music—
vastly overamplified by the way—sounded all too insistent and oddly 
familiar. It had plenty of verve, but it lacked individuality.” (Clive Barnes, 
NY Times) 

• “Up until the moments before the first act curtain, the show is practically 
fabulous. . . . We’re left with deep disappointment that the second act fell 
apart. . . . What was foolish about the idea? To begin with, an all-black 
anything never had any business anywhere.” (Martin Gottfried, NY Post)  

• “The contemporary overlay, alas, is feeble at every turn. . . . The show 
wanders about in search of a dateline, not to mention a decent laugh.” 
(Walter Kerr, NY Times)

The Wiz: Reviews (1975)

• “It was a good idea to do a ‘soul’ version of The Wizard of Oz. Soul 
is an idiom so far removed from the style of the Harold Arlen-E. Y. 
Harburg [1939] movie score that comparisons become unthinkable. 

• “Moreover, one of the chief virtues of soul music is the omnipresent 
beat, which is a constant invitation to dance—and the stage of the 
Majestic is wonderfully alive with movement. Every one of the familiar 
characters has his own way of moving—Hinton Battle as the 
Scarecrow slides around the stage as if he had no joints to speak of; 
Tiger Haynes, as a Tinman made from scraps of garbage pails and 
beer cans, tap dances; Ted Ross, as the cowardly lion . . . struts to 
beat the band. 

• “Part of what makes The Wiz so entertaining is that the physical 
production is dazzling.”

The Wiz: Reviews (1975)

—Howard Kissel, Women’s Wear Daily



The Wiz at the 1975 Tony Awards: 
8 Nominations and 7 Wins

• Best Musical  
• Book of a Musical: William F. Brown 
• Original Score: Charlie Smalls 
• Featured Actor (Musical): Ted Ross 
• Featured Actress (Musical):                  

Dee Dee Bridgewater 
• Direction (Musical): Geoffrey Holder 
• Choreography: George Faison  
• Costume Design: Geoffrey Holder

Preview of Class 4:
A Chorus Line (1975)

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

https://www.musicals-101.com

