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STYLE/ DIRECTING ISSUES
Godspell is a deceptively difficult show to direct. This is primarily because so much of the dramatic action, and virtually the entire action of the first act, is sub-textual. The text of Act One is, after all, essentially just a series of lessons and parables in what appears to be no particular order. And while Act Two essentially follows the Passion story, with such familiar scenes as the interrogation of Jesus by the a Pharisees, the Last Supper, Gethsemene, and so on, it is still interspersed with stories and teachings.
So it is easy for the show to appear formless, or worse, for the ten performers to degenerate into ten stand-up comics vying with one another for laughs and attention. This is the diametric opposite of what Godspell is about.
SUPER OBJECTIVE – MAIN THEME
Above all, the first act of Godspell must be about the formation of a community. Eight separate individuals, led and guided by Jesus (who is helped by his assistant, John the Baptist/Judas), gradually come to form a communal unit. This happens through the playing of games and the telling and absorption of lessons, and each of the eight individuals has his or her own moment of committing to Jesus and to the community. Godspell is essentially about belonging and what happens when the community is ripped apart! 
SYMBOLS
When Jesus applies clown make-up to their faces after "Save the People," he is having them take on an external physical manifestation that they are his disciples, temporarily separating them from the rest of society. But the internal journey of each character is separate and takes its individual course and period of time. Exactly when and why this moment of commitment occurs is one of the important choices each of the actors must make, in collaboration of course with the director. At the end of the first act, the audience is invited to join the community through the sharing of wine (or grape juice), mingling with the actors during intermission.
In the second act, after an opening number that continues the sense of playfulness and includes some good-natured teasing of Jesus by his followers, Jesus announces: "This is the beginning." By this he means that now that the community has been formed, they are ready to move through the challenging sequence of events leading to the Crucifixion. When Jesus removes their make-up, just prior to the Last Supper, this symbolizes that they have assimilated his teachings into themselves and no longer need the outward trappings that brand them as disciples. And when Jesus is taken from them at the end, the rest of the company remain fused as a community, ready and able to carry forth the lessons they have learned.
MEANING BEHIND CLOWN THEME
There are often misconceptions about the concept of the clown analogy in Godspell. For instance, sometimes it is misunderstood as the cast being "hippies" or "flower children." The concept was derived by John-Michael Tebelak from a book by Harvey Cox, head of the Harvard Divinity School, entitled Feast of Fools, most particularly the chapter called "Christ the Harlequin." I recommend it to those with questions about this concept. If it is difficult to find, copies may be ordered from the Harvard Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
DRAMATIC ACTION AND FOCUS
If this basic dramatic arc is not achieved, Godspell does not exist; no matter how amusing and tuneful individual moments may be, the production has failed.
A few other general issues: It is important that Jesus be the leader at all times, that the energy and attitude of each "game" come from him, particularly in the first half of the first act. Even when a game or parable is initiated by another of the troupe, there should be a clear sense that it is done for and with the master’s approval. It is easy for the show to appear to be "Jesus and his Nine Zany Friends;" this is wrong. If a misplaced reverence for Jesus causes him to be played too "serious" or passive, the balance of the show is distorted. He is, if you will, the Chief Clown, and must drive the action at all times.
CASTING ISSUES
Since we are on the subject of the character and personality of Jesus, it seems appropriate to discuss issues of casting at this time. The original production of Godspell was performed by a cast of five men and five women. While many productions have been done with a different gender balance or with more or less people, the script reflects the original cast breakdown.
In the script, other than the characters of Jesus and John the Baptist/Judas, the characters are called by the first names of the original cast members. (For purposes of the program, the first names of the actors in each individual production may be substituted.) In any given production, each actor will bring his or her own personality traits to the character, but it is helpful for the director to look for certain salient personality characteristics when casting each role. This allows the individual cast members to be different enough from one another for the audience to distinguish them, and it makes the specific assignments of lines in the script make sense from a personality and character arc point-of-view. 
ENSEMBLE ACTING
In addition to each individual being able to stand out, it is important that all be able to function as an ensemble, without any feeling that any one (other than Jesus) stands out above the others. Other important traits to look for in casting are comic ability and skill at improvisation.
The style of playing is also important to mention. We used to tell cast members in the original production to imagine that the audience was composed of half adults and half children, some of whom were blind and some of whom were deaf. The parables had to be made clear and entertaining to each of these groups. Thus the use of both sophisticated verbal humour and broad physical comedy, to appeal to all the age groups, and the reliance on acting out the stories visually (for the "deaf" members of the audience) and through the use of different voices and sounds (for the "blind" members of the audience).
PRODUCTION VALUES
A last issue to discuss here is that of level of production values and tone. When John-Michael Tebelak first conceived and directed Godspell, it was set in a distinctly urban and gritty environment—a brick wall at the back and a high chain-linked fence that enclosed the action and suggested an abandoned inner-city playground. Three unfinished wooden planks and two sawhorses provided the rest of the scenery. All of the props and costume add-ons used in the show came out of garbage bags on stage or were hanging on the fence at the top of the show. In lieu of area lighting, illumination was often provided by one or more of the nine PAR lights that were hung in three rows over the stage and which actors could turn on and off when they needed to be lit. In other words, there was an emphasis on simplicity, on "Theatre of Poverty," on theatrical magic created by the actors without "production values." Above all was the sense of fun and beauty created from urban garbage, like the Watts Towers in inner-city Los Angeles. The lighting, while colorful, was deliberately rudimentary. In other words, if the set looks too "pretty" or designed, the lighting too elaborate, or the production too polished, the essence of the show has been lost. And while the setting need not be a graffiti-covered inner-city lot, a feeling of urban blight and poverty is integral to the mood of the show.
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Study Guide Questions - 
Q. How does the score heighten the basic storyline of GODSPELL? 
A. What storyline? Contrary to what many people seem to think, GODSPELL is not a book musical. There are very few plot-related elements in the script by John-Michael Tebelak. They are the baptism, the confrontation with the Pharisees, the pardoning of the adulterous woman, the Last Supper, the arrest and the Crucifixion. And even these episodes are sketchy at best. One would only know what was going on if he or she attended the play knowing some version of the story already. 
To consider GODSPELL a book musical is also problematic because many people bring their own brand of theology to the show. What's going on during the baptism? What's going on during the Last Supper? What's going on during the Crucifixion? And by who's authority is Jesus acting this way? There are many different answers to these questions. It depends on whether or not one goes to church. And if so, which one? 
I have often read that GODSPELL is a retelling of the last seven days of the life of Jesus. Where is this evident? When did we start marking the calendar in Christ's life during GODSPELL? If this is so, then it would seem that Jesus was baptized just one week prior to his death. The musical which depicts Christ's last seven days is called JESUS CHRIST SUPERSTAR. The synopsis by Tim Rice clearly maps out the last seven days of Christ's life, and with little mention of anything remotely theological, tells the story of the political intrigue behind his arrest and demise. 
And just when did the historical Jesus enter the picture? GODSPELL is an allegory. The role originally played by Stephen Nathan represents Jesus Christ, but he isn't the actual Jesus. The role originally played by David Haskell is Stephen's 'deputy,' or perhaps his best friend. At one point David is called upon to represent John the Baptist, at another apoint he is called upon to represent Judas Iscariot, and at another point he is called upon to represent all those who arrested and crucified Christ. At one point others in the cast represent famous philosophers, at one point they represent the Pharisees of Jesus' time, at another point they represent Christ's friends and followers, and all along they are simply playing themselves and forming a community based on a basic set of enlightened (in this case, Christian, but not exclusively so) ideas. 
This was more clear in the original script by John-Michael Tebelak, however the newly published script by Stephen Schwartz refers to the leading men only as Jesus and John/Judas. While many other elements of the new script are of interest, this one particular decision to rename the leading men is problematic in that it not only undermines the basic premise of the show (it being an allegory), but fosters the 30-year-old misinterpretation of the material as a plot-driven musical play with characters named Jesus and Judas. 
GODSPELL is a product of an era of theatrical experimentation. It is more a performance art piece than a musical play. It is something you would expect to see in an art house somewhere way Off-Broadway rather than next door to a theater showing GUYS AND DOLLS or even PHANTOM OF THE OPERA. It has a very serious edge to it, and it has a number of very serious messages about compassion, forgiveness, community, hypocrisy and giving one's life for one's beliefs. 
Back to the original question... 
In general, the score is representative of the style of the stageplay. That being a mixed bag of genres, in this case ranging from vaudeville to gospel to folk to hoe-down to rock opera. I usually think of GODSPELL as something of a period piece. When I think of GODSPELL I think of flower children in an urban setting in the early 1970s. I think that this is clearly defined by the songs "Day By Day" and "Light Of The World" and most certainly by the "Long Live God" anthem. I don't believe that GODSPELL works very well when set in contemporary times. The musical score (as well as the style and content of the stageplay) would have to be reinterpreted to reflect the turn of the century. As it is published now, the music is a perfect example of Stephen Schwartz's "slightly worn-out rebel song," and I wouldn't have it any other way. That's what turned me on to the 'Schwartz Musical,' and that's what I want to hear. Stephen Schwartz wrote the book on rock musicals. He is the best in the business, and he is at his very best when he writes in this genre (for example: "Corner Of The Sky", "With You", "Father's And Sons", "West End Avenue", Lion Tamer", "Meadowlark", "Lost In The Wilderness" (both versions), "The Wasteland", "World Without You" (original version), "Stranger To The Rain" and "When You Believe" just to name a few at the top of my list). He cannot be beat. 
Q. How does it move the action of GODSPELL forward? 
A. The score moves the action forward when dramatic action is present. As stated above, there are very few episodes from St. Matthew's (and St. Luke's, much of the well-known Biblical material comes from St. Luke, not St. Matthew) narrative that are actually dramatized in this show. "Prepare Ye" establishes the role of John the Baptist and, in a way, the dramatic action of the cast being baptized. "Save The People" simply introduces the Christ figure to the audience and to the rest of the cast. Because many of the songs are derived directly from church hymns like "Save The People," they serve only to showcase a particular singer, and perhaps (and I think this is a stretch at best) create a bond between the soloist and the Christ character. "Turn Back, O Man" is a good example of this. Many people think that the role originated by Sesame Street's Sonia Manzano represents Mary Magdalene, but this is a misconception based the song's bawdy style and the widely-held-but-absolutely-unfounded tradition in European art that Mary Magdalene was a prostitute. 
On the other hand, "Alas For You" is clearly an operatic moment, as is "By My Side." At this point in the show, one begins to see traces of a plot forming or a story taking place. In "Alas For You" dramatic action takes place because there is conflict with the Pharisees. "By My Side" is a result of dramatic action having taken place, as once again the Pharisees are present and there is conflict. There can be no dramatic action without either conflict or some other event taking place. The only other piece that has dramatic purpose in this way is the Finale. In this case it is a dramatic event: the central character is dying. 
One might consider "On The Willows" as a song that moves the story forward, but it is not. "On The Willows" serves only to set the mood for the 'farewell' scene. If one were to take this song out of context, the dramatic action would not be evident. This song accompanies the dramatic action that takes place at the Last Supper, but does not have a forward thrust. I would say that it is very clear that these more dramatic moments in the score (with the exception of "By My Side" of course) show Stephen Schwartz at his very best, and trying to create dramatic action in GODSPELL. 
Q. What do we know because of the music that we might not know otherwise? 
A. I think I have already touched upon this. The basic answer is that we know very little. I don't know of anyone who has ever popped in a CD of GODSPELL and came away understanding the synopsis of the play. One would need to know that most of the songs are detached from the little bit of dramatic action that is actually present in this show. For example, what is going on in "Bless The Lord." Ever notice that this production number not only has nothing to do with the parable that precedes it, but is also placed right in between the story and its epilogue? The line prior to the song is "You have made your money, who will get it now?" and the line immediately after it is, "Therefore, I bid you put away anxious thoughts about food and clothes..." It seems as though the speech after the song came from nowhere. 
Q. How does the music contribute to our understanding of the larger themes of the show? 
A. Well, the themes I mentioned earlier that I feel are clearly defined in GODSPELL are compassion, forgiveness, community, hypocrisy and martyrdom. With the exception of "AIas For You" and the Finale, I don't really see these themes being illustrated through the score. I suppose you could say that since there are back-up vocals in just about every song, there's a sense of community. But, "that's no answer to the question!" 
I am sure that many people would like to think that one of the larger themes of GODSPELL has to do with a personal commitment to Jesus. In this case, each song would perhaps have something to do with a relationship with Christ. This would have to be conveyed visually for the most part, as neither the music nor the lyrics seem to focus on this theme. I personally tend not to view Christ as divine nor as a Messiah, and do not agree that this is one of the larger themes of the show. The objective in GODSPELL is not a commitment to Jesus, but to his teachings. In GODSPELL, as in the Biblical epic, the Jesus character is clearly contemptuous of organized religion. It would be a disservice to the historical Jesus to represent him as the founder of such a less-than-compassionate, less-than-tolerant, less-than-charitable, less-than-forgiving organization as contemporary Christianity. That role is reserved for St. Paul. 
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