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“GODSPELL” is the archaic Old English spelling of the 
word gospel and it literally means “good news.” 
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GODSPELL is a rock musical based on the Gospel of 
Saint Matthew with music and new lyrics by Stephen 
Schwartz and book by John-Michael Tebelak. Following 
closely on the heels of the similarly-themed JESUS 
CHRIST SUPERSTAR, it opened off-Broadway on May 
17, 1971 and has played in various touring companies and 
revivals many times since. Several cast albums have been 
released over the years and one of its songs, “Day By Day” 
from the original cast album, reached #13 on the Billboard 
pop singles chart in the summer of 1972.  The show 
originated in 1970 as the master's thesis project of John-
Michael Tebelak, who was a student at Carnegie Mellon 
University.  Tebelak, who had thoughts of becoming an 
Episcopal minister before he decided to become a theatre 
director, had recently attended an Easter service in 
Pittsburgh and was struck by the lack of joy and 
celebration in the service as well as by the personal 
hostility he felt from some of his fellow churchgoers 
because of his youth and long hair (it was during the 
height of the Vietnam War and its accompanying 
"Generation Gap".)  He was also struck by the number of 
similarities he observed between a religious service and 
theatre.  The resulting show was presented at Carnegie 
Mellon and being very well-received, it was presented in 
1971 in New York City at a small theatre called the Cafe la 
Mama.  There it was seen by producers who were 
interested in giving it a commercial production.  

 
Stephen Schwartz was contacted and brought into the 
process to write additional music and new lyrics.   
Schwartz's songs included a variety of musical styles, from 
pop to folk rock, gospel, and vaudeville. The show opened 
May 17, 1971 and became one of the longest-running off-
Broadway musicals before moving to Broadway in June 
1976, where it ended its run in September 1977 after an 
additional 527 performances, for a total of more than 
2,600.  A film version of the musical was released in 1973, 
set in modern New York.  John-Michael Tebelak co-wrote 
the screenplay and served as the creative consultant. The 
song “Beautiful City” was written for and first included in 
the film. GODSPELL has remained an important part of 
the modern musical theater vocabulary because of its 
versatility. The original production made the company a 

troupe of clowns who follow 
Jesus in an abandoned 
playground; subsequent 
productions have been set in 
museums, classrooms, on top 
of buildings, or in an 
abandoned theater. This show 
can literally occur anywhere 
and it begins as the voice of 

God is heard, saying: "My name is known: God and 
King. I am most in majesty, in whom no beginning may 
be and no end."  One by one, the company enters.  They 
are strangers and, in the case of the Paper Mill 
production, they are coming into an abandoned theatre, 
seeking refuge from a rainstorm.  Each states the 
position and belief system of a different philosopher, 
reading them from a book or listening to their words on 
their headsets.   The company sings fragments of their 
respective points of view - first as solos and then in 
dissonant counterpoint.  In response to this, John the 
Baptist appears and with the signal of three notes blown 
on a musical instrument, indicates that a change is about 
to come.  In the original production, the notes were 
blown on the shofar, an ancient instrument made from a 
ram's horn and sounded in Biblical times chiefly to 
communicate a coming  battle or announce a religious 
occasions, and used in modern times chiefly at 
synagogue services on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  
In the Paper Mill production, a small trumpet is used.  
The sound calls the community to order and John the 
Baptist then beckons them to Prepare Ye the Way of the 
Lord, and baptizes the company. Jesus comes, also, to be 
baptized, but John responds by, instead, asking to be 
baptized by Jesus. Jesus explains that it is not his place 
to baptize; that he has come to Save the People.  The 
group is transformed, abandoning their complicated lives 
from before they entered the theatre and taking up the 
innocence of childhood.  They are clown-like and 
childlike, ready to be taught by Jesus.  Jesus begins to 
teach them by telling stories and all of the stories are 
directly based on the parables found in the Bible.  He 
explains to the company that he has come "not to abolish 
the law and the prophets, but to complete." In the 

original production, it was at this point that the company 
donned their clown makeup, and subsequent productions 
may use some object — be it a pin, a scarf, or a badge — 
to denote that the company has become followers of 
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The lyrics for many of GODSPELL’s songs, including "Turn 
Back, O Man", "Save the People", "Day by Day", "Bless the 
Lord", "All Good Gifts" and "We Beseech Thee", are taken 

directly from the hymnal used in worship service of the 
Episcopal Church. 

 



 

Jesus.  In the original production, some people interpreted 
this change in costume to represent the hippie culture that 
was popular in the 1970’s but, according to Stephen 
Schwartz and the other creators, the characters in 
GODSPELL were never supposed to be hippies. They 
were putting on "clown" clothes to transform themselves 
into followers of Jesus who is presented as an innocent, 
gentle and loving clown-like figure.  In the Paper Mill 
production, the cast puts on costumes hanging on racks 
throughout the abandoned theatre.  They represent a wide 
variety of theatrical production styles and include touches 
of different time periods such as an Elizabethan neck ruff, 

an 1890’s bathing suit, a 
1920’s flapper dress and the 
baggy-pants of a 1930’s 
vaudeville comic.  The 
trinkets given to the cast by 
Jesus, helping to unite them 
into a community, are 
necklaces which identify 
them as part of the group and 
which also come into play 
later in the second act.  
During the first act, the 
company begins to 
understand Jesus and his 
teachings, and even take it 
upon themselves to tell some 
of the parables.  It is in this 
storytelling that each version 
of GODSPELL becomes 

unique and special.   Each time GODSPELL is presented, 
there is a certain amount of updating and personalization 
that is layered onto the script.  The story and lesson of 
each of the parables are retained, but the surrounding 
enactment and additional ad-libs are inserted to reflect the 
times and the cast of each production. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For instance, the "Good Samaritan" parable was done as a 
puppet show, as in the original production, but transformed 
in other productions into a breaking news story, a 
television reality show or a soap opera.   Similarly, the 
putting on of clown makeup has been substituted for by all 
sorts of techniques, from pinning on a badge or putting on 
a specific costume piece that Jesus hands out to the 
necklaces used in the Paper Mill production.  The original 
underlying intention remains the same, but almost 
everything else is up for grabs. Changes can be as small as 
a new ad-lib, such as changing one character's ad-lib about 

storehouses of food from "I'll store all my tuna noodle 
cassarole" to "I'll store all the Spaghettios and Lean 
Cuisines I bought at Pathmark;" or as elaborate as doing 
the Prodigal Son parable as a full scale movie production 
with additional props and costume pieces.  It's up to each 
production. The acting out of the parables also serves the 
purpose of bringing the individuals from the beginning 
of the show together as a single unit - a community of 
love and caring. As they learn from Jesus’ words and 
teachings, they band together and by the time they sing 
All Good Gifts, they have become a family.  By the end 
of the first act, they have invited the audience to join 
them in this family.  The second act opens with one or 
more cast members singing “Learn Your Lessons Well,” 
to call the audience back into the theatre.  After another 
member of the community comes through the audience, 
singing “Turn Back, O Man,” the mood turns dark, and 
Jesus says, "This is the beginning."  At this point, several 
members of the company take on the role of Pharisees or 
judges and question Jesus' authority.  He responds with 
yet another parable.  He is asked, "What is the greatest 
commandment?" and responds, "You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and all your soul.... And the 
second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.'" The Pharisees continue to question him, and 
he laments and calls them hypocrites. Members of the 
community gather and join in his song, and throw 
garbage at the Pharisees.  Jesus predicts that he will not 
be seen for quite awhile, while standing at the "Wailing 
Wall", and predicts great wars and famines. He reminds 
the cast of the time 
of Noah, and 
teaches them that 
faith can calm the 
storms.  The mood 
continues to turn 
dark, however, as 
one woman of is 
cast out of the 
community for 
adultery.  Jesus 
cautions the others, 
saying, "Let the 
one of you who is 
faultless cast the 

first stone." He 
explains that he will 
not condemn her, 
either, but she must not sin again. Sensing that their time 
of parting is near, she entreats him to remain By My 
Side. During this song, we see Judas say, "What will you 
give me to deliver him to you?" and he receives his 
thirty pieces of silver.  The mood lightens again as Jesus 
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A parable is a a short allegorical story designed to illustrate 
or teach some truth, religious principle, or moral lesson. 



 

tells how he will separate men as a shepherd separates his 
flock into sheep and goats. The sheep will enter heaven 
while the goats must suffer eternal damnation. "We 
Beseech Thee" cry the goats, begging for mercy.  After the 
song, the members of the community remove the clown 
makeup (or other accoutrement) that Jesus had shared with 
them at the beginning of the show.  They assemble for the 
Last Supper, a traditional Passover Seder and Jesus tells 
them that one will betray him. Each member of the 
community asks, "Is it I?" ending with Judas. Jesus tells 
him to do quickly what he must do, and he runs off.  Jesus 
asks the remaining members of the community to wait for 
him as he goes into the garden to pray.  Judas returns and 
kisses Jesus on the cheek, betraying him to the authorities 
who will take him to bring him to be crucified. The 
community attacks Judas, while Jesus reminds them, "He 
who lives by the sword, will die by the sword.... This has 
all happened to fulfill what the Prophets have written."  As 
the crucifixion ends, the storm of music comes to a rest 
and one voice is heard singing "Long Live God."  The rest 
of the company joins, carrying Jesus’ body, and then 
transition into a joyful reprise of “Prepare Ye” in full 
harmony, in expectation of the resurrection. 
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Although GODSPELL was produced in many cities 
throughout the world, the Toronto production in 1972 had 
a lasting effect on the entertainment world.  The Toronto 
run had a cast drawn entirely from local performers instead 
of using a touring company and it ran for a record of 488 
performances. The production provided the first acting job 
for several performers who would later go on to bigger 
things, including Victor Garber who won the role of Jesus 
in the film version and later became well known for his 
film and television roles.  Eugene Levy, Andrea Martin, 
Gilda Radner and Martin Short rounded out the cast.  
Radner came to the attention of producer Lorne Michaels 
during the production and three years later, became the 
first cast member hired for the groundbreaking television 
comedy show Saturday Night Live.  Jayne Eastwood left 
the cast to become a member of the original Toronto  
 

 
company of  the improvisational comedy group Second 
City which has been in almost continuous production 
since, and Levy, Martin and Short went on to join that 
company as well. Another person to establish his 
reputation in the show was its musical director Paul 
Shaffer, who would join and Radner on Saturday Night 
Live and later become the musical director for her one-
woman Broadway show and of The Late Show, starring 
David Letterman. 
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Front Row: Gilda Radner, Eugene Levy, Jayne Eastwood 
Second Row: Gerry Salsberg, Andrea Martin, Martin Short, Rudy Webb  

Third Row: Valda Aviks, Avril Chown 
Standing: Victor Garber as Jesus 
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“A lot of the show is actually quoted scripture.  The 
challenge is to make that scripture palatable to an 

audience...to make this language seem as casual as the other 
lines in the show.” 

 

Actor Dan Kohler, on the challenge of playing Jesus in the 
Paper Mill Production of GODSPELL 
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�  As a teenager Daniel Goldstein, director of Paper 
Mill’s GODSPELL, appeared as Jesus in a summer 
camp production of the show.  Playing the role of 
Judas was actor Zach Braff, star of the television sit-
com SCRUBS and the movie GARDEN STATE. 

 

�  In the hit movie MEET THE PARENTS, a nervous 
Ben Stiller as Greg recites the lyrics to “Day by 
Day” when he is asked to recite grace before dinner 
with his soon-to-be in-laws. 

 

�  Actress Lynne Thigpen made her film debut in the 
film version of GODSPELL, later going on to appear 
in the movie STAND BY ME, and becoming best 
known as the narrator of the children’s television 
program WHERE IN THE WORLD IS CARMEN 
SANDIEGO? 
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Stephen Schwartz was born in New York City on March 6, 
1948. He studied piano and composition at the Juilliard 
School of Music while in high school and graduated from 
Carnegie Mellon University in 1968 with a B.F.A. in 
Drama. Upon coming back to live in New York, he went 
to work as a producer for RCA Records but soon began 
working in the Broadway theatre.  His first major credit 
was the title song for the play BUTTERFLIES ARE 
FREE; the song was eventually used in the movie version 
as well.  In 1971, he wrote the music and new lyrics for 
GODSPELL, for which he won several awards including 
two Grammys. This was followed by the English texts, in 
collaboration with Leonard Bernstein, for Bernstein's 
MASS, which opened the Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. The following year, 
he wrote the music and lyrics for PIPPIN and two years 
later, THE MAGIC SHOW.  He next wrote the music and 
lyrics for THE BAKER'S WIFE, followed by a musical 
version of Studs Terkel's WORKING, to which he 
contributed four songs, and which he also adapted and 
directed, winning the Drama Desk Award as best director. 
He also co-directed the television production, which was 
presented as part of the PBS "American Playhouse" series. 
Next came songs for a one-act musical for children, 
CAPTAIN LOUIE, and a children's book, THE PERFECT 
PEACH. He then wrote music for three of the songs in the 
Off-Broadway revue, PERSONALS, lyrics to Charles 
Strouse's music for RAGS, and music and lyrics for 
CHILDREN OF EDEN.  He then began working in film, 
collaborating with composer Alan Menken on the scores 
for the Disney animated features POCAHONTAS, for 
which he received two Academy Awards and another 
Grammy, and THE HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME. 
He also provided songs for DreamWorks' first animated 
feature, THE PRINCE OF EGYPT, for which he won 
another Academy Award for the song "When You 
Believe".  Mr. Schwartz provided music and lyrics for the 
original television musical, GEPPETTO, seen on The 
Wonderful World of Disney.  Recently, he released two 
CDs on which he sings new songs, entitled RELUCTANT 
PILGRIM and UNCHARTED TERRITORY.  Mr. 
Schwartz's most recent musical, WICKED, opened in the 
fall of 2003 and is currently running on Broadway.  Under 
the auspices of the ASCAP Foundation, he runs musical 
theatre workshops in New York and Los Angeles, and 
serves on the ASCAP board; he is also a member of the 
Council of the Dramatists' Guild. 
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How did you get involed in writing for the theatre?           
I got interested in writing for the musical theatre when my 
parents took me to a show as a small kid. It was called 
SHINBONE ALLEY and the music was by a friend of 
theirs named George Kleinsinger. It was not a successful 
show and didn't last very long on Broadway, but I was 
instantly bitten by the "musical theatre bug", and I think 
it's the reason I wound up writing for shows rather than 
pop songs like most of the other writers of my generation. 

How does one go about getting started as a songwriter?   
I think everyone gets started slightly differently, but in the 
end, all the stories are essentially the same. In my case, I 
had always wanted to be a composer; I began being my 
own lyricist in college because I couldn't find people to 
write lyrics for my songs whose work I felt strongly 
enough about. Once I had graduated and was pursuing 
writing for the theatre as a profession, I went to New York 
and began trying to get people to hear my work 
(specifically, I had written the show PIPPIN while I was in 
college and was showing that around.) Eventually, I met 
people who were interested and could help me. The 
lessons contained within this story are: 1) Write. Have 
work that you can show -- a demo tape or CD, a sheaf of 
lyrics, a draft of a show --something. 2) Get yourself 
somewhere where people are in the business you want to 
be in -- if it's theatre, New York or maybe Chicago; if it's 
film or TV, Los Angeles; if it's the music business, Los 
Angeles or Nashville. 3) Begin trying to meet people who 
are in the business through workshops, parties, 
networking, etc. I know this is vague advice, but there isn't 
a clear career track to follow as in becoming a lawyer or a 
stockbroker. 

Which do you write first - music or lyrics?                        
It varies from song to song. When I'm writing by myself, 
I've recently found I tend to write some of the lyrics first, a 
short amount to get me started -- perhaps a title or a first 
verse. When writing with others, I tend to like them to go 
first (music if I'm writing lyrics, and vice-versa.) This may 
be out of laziness or cowardice, but that's how I tend to 
work. When I collaborated with Alan Menken on 
POCAHONTAS and HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME, 
or Charles Strouse on RAGS, we almost always started 
with the music. Even though this is more difficult, I find 
that the natural progression of music has its own emotional 
logic and that this ultimately is what audiences respond to.  

What are the differences in composing for stage and 
screen? What are some challenges you have faced in 
one medium that you have not faced in the other?         
I think the chief difference in writing for stage and 
animation is that in the movies one has to be much more 
aware of the visual. On stage, the most effective moment 
in a musical can be one performer standing alone on 
stage in a spotlight and singing his or her heart out. If 
someone's going to be singing a ballad in animation, she 
better be going over a waterfall in a canoe. Of course, 
both stage and animation, being essentially artificial 
media, lend themselves well to musicals, since the 
audience has already suspended its disbelief and 
therefore isn't troubled when characters break into song. 
It's much harder to do in a realistic medium like live-
action film.  

Why do you choose religious material for your work? 
In general, I have not chosen religious material, it has 
chosen me. With one exception, I was asked to do the 
projects which were based on religious material: 
GODSPELL and THE PRINCE OF EGYPT by the 
producers and the Bernstein MASS by Mr. Bernstein. 
All were jobs I would not have dreamed of saying no to 
for professional reasons. That being said, it is true that 
the subject matter in all three cases proved interesting to 
me. The exception is CHILDREN OF EDEN, which I 
pursued after the idea was suggested to me by Charles 
Lisanby. But I have always considered CHILDREN OF 
EDEN a story about families, the relationships between 
parents and children, and generational conflicts, not a 
story about religion. 
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