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“JOHN-MICHAEL TEBELAK’S 
INSPIRATIONS

At 22, while studying at Carnegie 
Mellon University, John-Michael 
Tebelak was struck by the joy he 
found in the Gospels.  However, he 
was disheartened after attending 
an Easter Vigil service in a t-shirt 
and overalls; he found the service 
dull and joyless, and the community 
closed off from him.  In Godspell, he 
hoped to take away the barriers between 
young people like himself and the Gospels, 
to bring out the celebration in them. 

Tebelak was also inspired by Harvey Cox’s 
1969 book Feast of Fools: A Theological 
Essay on Festivity and Fantasy.  Cox writes, 
“In a success and money-oriented society 
we need a rebirth of unapologetically 
unproductive festivity and expressive 
celebration.”  In the chapter “Christ the 
Harlequin,” Cox paints Jesus as a wise fool, 
quoting from First Epistle to the Corinthians 
that “the foolishness of God is wiser than 
men...” Tebelak drew on the ideas of playful 
wisdom, unapologetic celebration and 
creative imagination to create Godspell. 

GODSPELL AT CARNEGIE MELLON 
UNIVERSITY

Godspell first appeared as Tebelak’s 
master’s thesis at CMU in 1970.  He co-
wrote a rock score with friends, using 
several Episcopal hymns for most of the 
lyrics.  Tebelak directed the show at CMU 
with a cast of students, to his professors’ 
approval.  Although he did not finish his 
coursework, CMU awarded him his degree.

NEW YORK & SCHWARTZ

While visiting New York, Tebelak met Ellen 
Stewart, who ran La MaMa Experimental 
Theatre Club and became interested in 
Godspell.  When a planned production fell 
through, she provided the opportunity for a 
two week run at La MaMa, featuring most of 
the cast from CMU.  
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The journey is not easy.  You have to 
notice that you’re lost before you find your 
way.  But you’ll also notice that you’re 
part of something larger: a community.  
Join us as we dare to revel and reveal, to 
celebrate the power of ideas and look for 
the hope we can find in them. This is our 
invitation and our guide.

Although we walk together, we each 
weave our own path, at our own pace.  
Yours might take you from the influences 
that brought Godspell into being through 
its production history, on page 3.  You 
might explore the perspectives of 
composer Stephen Schwartz (p. 6), or  
our costume and set designers, Ivania 
Stack and Paige Hathaway (p. 12).

Of course, we hope you’ll be an active 
part of our celebration, joining in the fun.  
Take a peek at the structure of parables by 
making your own on page 5.  On page 
8, put Godspell’s blend of religion and 
popular music in context by identifying 
lyrics from 1965 to 1975. 

For even more insight into the world 
of the play, including pictures, videos, 
and articles, visit our blog at www.
o lneygodspe l l .wordp re s s .
com. If you have any questions or 
comments about this guide, the blog, or 
the production itself, please send us a 
message at dramaturgy@olneytheatre.
org.
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John-Michael Tebelak and the off-
Broadway cast of Godspell in 1971.

I wanted to make it the simple, 
joyful message that I felt the first 
time I read them and recreate 
the sense of community.”

—John-Michael Tebelak, 1975

Stephen 
Schwartz, 
1972



In a certain town, there was a _________ who neither _________ed God nor 

cared about men. And there was a _________ in that _________ who kept coming 

to him with the plea, `Grant me _________ against my _________.’ For some time 

he refused. But finally he said to himself, `Even though I don’t _________ God or 

care about men, yet because this _________ keeps bothering me, I will see that she

 gets _________, so that she won’t _________ wear me out with her coming!’ And 

the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the _________ _________ says. And will not God 

bring about _________ for his chosen ones, who _________ to him _________? 

Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see that they _________ 

_________, and _________.  However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find 

_________ _________?’”

Luke 18:1-8 5

Godspell’s La MaMa run attracted off-
Broadway producers, who were interested 
in a new score.  Tebelak agreed that the 
score should be more eclectic, and the 
producers brought in Stephen Schwartz, 
whom Tebelak knew from CMU. Apart 
from the lyrics of hymns, Schwartz kept 
one song from the La MaMa production: 
“By My Side,” written by CMU students Jay 
Hamburger and Peggy Gordon.

GODSPELL AS WE KNOW IT

The new version of Godspell, with 
Schwartz’s score, premiered at the Cherry 
Lane Theatre in 1971. Because of the 
crowds it drew, the production moved to the 
Promenade Theatre where it played for five 
years, then transferred for an additional 527 
performances on Broadway. John-Michael 
Tebelak continued to direct the show each 
step of the way. In 1973, Godspell was 
adapted into a film, co-written by Tebelak 
and starring Victor Garber. Godspell has 
continued to be popular across the world, 
and was revived in an updated production 
on Broadway in 2011.

Parable Mad LibsContinued from Page 3
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The cast of the Broadway revival of Godspell

1. type of person 2. verb

3. type of person 4. place

5. value 6. relationship

2.

3. 

5. 7. adverb

8. adjective 1. 

5. 9. verb 10. frequency of time

12. adverb

11. verb

5. 

14. in/at/on a location13. value

A poster from the 1973 film version
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so much of their recent politics have to do 
with their relationship to Russia. The whole 
Oz-ian thing was very Stalinesque. 

In some ways, it was closer to the totalitarian 
tone of Gregory [Maguire]‘s novel, [which 
inspired the musical]. The story was still the 
story and the girls were still the girls, and all 
of that worked, but the context in which it 
was taking place was very interesting.

TDF: In America, I’d say, Wicked has been 
received as a musical that uses the early life 
of the witches of Oz to tell a story about self-
acceptance. Were you surprised to see the 
show interpreted in a more political way?

Schwartz: Not really, because we’ve 
always known that it was quite political, but 
it brought that to the fore. 

TDF: I’m not sure every composer would be 
excited about having his work reimagined.

Schwartz: My shows tend to be open to 
interpretation, most of them, and I like that 
about them. I like that people can come 
and have a whole new take on Pippin or 
Godspell or Working. And sometimes I’m 
really thrilled by what they’ve done, and 
sometimes appalled, but it’s interesting. 
Whereas [my show] The Baker’s Wife is 
always The Baker’s Wife, or My Fair Lady 
is always My Fair Lady. You can do it well, 
you can do it less well, but it is what it is.

TDF: It seems like a lot of your work is 
open to interpretation because deep down, 
your shows aren’t exactly about a single 
protagonist taking a journey. There’s also a 
deeper social energy that’s defining things.

Schwartz: Yes, and the context is 
sometimes abstract and therefore open to 
be recontextualized. Whereas sometimes, a 
show is set in a specific period, place, time. 
The context is not malleable.

TDF: Why are you drawn to the “malleable 
context?” 

Schwartz: Well, as a drama school child 
of the ‘60s and early ‘70s, which was so 
heavily influenced by improvisatory theatre, 

I think ... the experience of doing theatre 
still carries with it a certain improvisatory 
approach. A whole group gets together, 
and you do something, and this is what 
came out ... a collaborative expression. 

TDF: It seems like it could be hard to bring 
that mindset to a big-budget, Broadway 
musical.

Schwartz: [With Pippin] the Broadway, 
hierarchical way of working was so foreign 
and such a shock to me. I came in to one 
of the early rehearsals where the cast was 
learning the music and began to approach 
it exactly as we’d done with Godspell. 
Because with Godspell, we would come 
in and—let’s say we were doing “Day By 
Day.” Okay, Robin [Lamont]‘s singing the 
lead. Here’s the tune. Now, we’re just going 
to keep doing it. Start singing stuff, and you 
know, Jeffrey Mylett would sing [a riff], and 
I’d be like, “That’s great. Let’s do that.” And 
two other guys would sing with Jeffrey on 
that, and it would form. And yes, I would 
make choices and edit it, but it was a group 
creation.

I came in to this professional Broadway 
chorus on Pippin, and we sat down to do 
“Morning Glow.” I sang through the tune, 
and said, “Okay, we’re going to do this 
again, and kind of sing along.” And they 
looked at me as if I was insane. They were 
like, “Where are our parts? What are we 
supposed to sing?” So I said, “I’m so sorry. 
I will go home tonight, and write the choral 
parts, and bring them in tomorrow.” And 
that’s what I did.

And so I think I’ve always had a bit of a 
tension, in working on new pieces, between 
my “group theatre” impulse and the reality 
of commercial theatre.

7

TDF: Godspell ... has been produced 
thousands of times since it premiered Off-
Broadway in 1971, but until the [2011] 
revival, it hadn’t been on Broadway in over 
thirty years.  What’s it like to have your first 
hit back in the spotlight?

Stephen Schwartz: When the idea 
of doing Godspell again came up, I felt 
that what Godspell is actually about is in 
some ways more timely now, perhaps. Or 
it’s timely in a different way. Because there 
are so many people making statements 
in the name of this particular… whatever 
you want to think of him as. If you want to 
think of Jesus as God. If you want to think 
of him as a philosopher. However you want 
to think of him. One of the things about 
Godspell is it doesn’t really take a position 
on that, unlike other artworks that deal with 
the character of Jesus. They tend to take a 
religious position. And Godspell is about 
the philosophy expressed.

If you actually listen to what he said, as 
reported by the people who wrote the 
Gospels, and then you hear what people 
claiming to be speaking in his name are 
saying, there’s a big disconnect there. What 
they’re talking about is completely different, 
and in some cases, it’s diametrically 
opposed to what he actually said.

And when I went to see the production at 
Paper Mill a couple of years ago, I hadn’t 
seen the show for a long time. When it’s your 
show, and you’ve written it and rehearsed it 
and seen umpteen thousand productions of 
it, you’re kind of just chanting along in your 
head. But I suddenly heard those words 
again and was kind of startled by how 

revolutionary they sounded.

TDF: Was there a particular moment that 
felt fresh?

Schwartz: In the sheep and goats parable, 
when [Jesus] says, “Whatever you did for 
someone here on earth, you did for me. 
Whatever you did not do for one of your 
brothers or sisters here on earth, you did not 
do for me.” Which is essentially the core of 
his philosophy. And in the context of today’s 
politics, that sounded kind of revolutionary.

[Which is not to say] it’s a Sunday school 
lesson or that it’s meant only to deal in those 
terms. The show is essentially about the 
formation of a community, which is another 
thing we seem to be having a lot of trouble 
doing in America right now. So it felt as if it 
had a contemporary raison d’etre. 

TDF: So with Godspell, you’re having a 
new experience 
with the show and 
offering feedback 
to people who 
are reimagining 
your work, but 
with Wicked, 
you’re striving to 
maintain what was 
on Broadway on 
opening night.

Schwartz: Yes. 
However, we had an interesting experience 
last year or the year before. There were 
two “non-replicated” productions done in 
Scandinavia. One was quite different in a 
lot of ways and just fascinating.

It was very political. It was very dark. 
Because they didn’t really know The Wizard 
of Oz, and their politics were different, and 

Excerpts from a 2012 interview with Godspell composer Stephen 
Schwartz by Mark Blankenship for the Theatre Development Fund.

Timeless Story, 
New Relevance

Read the full interview at: http://
wp.tdf.org/index.php/2012/04/
stephen-schwartz-wicked-godspell-
interview/



Jim Morrison, 1967

Trace the influence of religion on popular 
music in the 1960s and ‘70s.  How many 
of these songs and artists do you know?  
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Rock and religion: 

You don’t n
eed no tick
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Jesus died for so
mebody’s 

sins

Jesus fr
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1970

A

B
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1967
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When I la
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1965: The Impressions, “People Get Ready”; 1966: Simon & Garfunkel, “Blessed”; 1967: 
Donovan, “Wear Your Love Like Heaven”; 1968: “Hair” from Hair; 1969: Norman Greenbaum, 
“Spirit in the Sky”; 1970: A. “Herod’s Song” from Jesus Christ Superstar, B. George Harrison, 
“My Sweet Lord”; 1971: Elton John, “Tiny Dancer”; 1972: The Doobie Brothers, “Jesus Is Just 
Alright”; 1973: Stevie Wonder, “Higher Ground”; 1974: Cat Stevens, “Jesus”; 1975: Patti Smith, 
“Gloria”

“We’re more popular 
now than Jesus.” 

—John Lennon, 1966

1968

So yo
u are the  Christ

1974

1965

1966

1971

'Cause my la
st ti

me on earth 

Lyric QUIZ
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And in the evening 

His lo
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ad the blind

I liv
ed a whole world of sin
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but not m
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(hare kri
shna)

Hallelujah, I a
dore it

Jesus is
 just a

lrig
ht

1975

The Jesus People Movement, 1971



during intermission, but we decided 
instead to ask the audience to join the 
actors in decorating the theater. By doing 
this, we are hoping that the audience feels 
as though they are actively participating in 
creating a community with the characters.

I love the aesthetic of this 
production and the influence of 
Burning Man on it.  Can you talk 
about the relationship between 

Burn ing 
Man and 
y o u r 
designs? 

IS: I believe 
B u r n i n g 
Man is 
an apt 
i n f l u e n c e 
f o r 
Godspe l l , 
because it 
is such an 
incredible 
e x a m p l e 
of how a 
group of 
artists and 
storytellers 
can come 

together in the middle of nowhere and 
form a community.  Connected by their 
shared love of art, music, dance, people 
at Burning Man create a close knit, 
peaceful tribe very quickly.  In the same 
way, the characters in Godspell become 
connected by their shared love of Jesus 
and the stories they are sharing.  The 
design team and I found an amazing 
array of beautiful images from Burning 
Man, where a newly-formed tribe is 
revealed in the elaborate way everyone 
decorates themselves.  I used this idea 
for the characters in Godspell, where 
the “tribe” (as I have been calling them) 
starts out in regular street clothing, but 
each member decks him or herself in 
bohemian, “gypsy” clothing pieces.

PH: When [director] Jason King Jones 
approached me with the initial image of 

the characters being lost in the desert, 
it served as a jumping off point for all 
my design decisions. The question that 
became most important to me was “what 
is the relationship between the characters 
and their environment”? We wanted to 
explore the idea of the disciples feeling 
alone and abandoned at the beginning 
of the play and as they begin to form a 
community around Jesus, the environment 
becomes more colorful and full of 
creative energy. Burning Man was a 
perfect example of a group taking an 
environment that was empty and turning it 
into a brilliant example of community and 
inspiration. These two ideas, of a desert 
landscape and an expression of creativity, 
guided my research and ultimately my 
entire design.

Ivania, what do you hope that 
audiences will get out of the 
costumes for the show?

IS: In previous versions of this show, the 
cast has been costumed in a colorful, 
motley assortment of garments.  People 
have since labeled this look as “hippie 
clown,” with some humor and some 
disparagement.  ‘Why disparagement?’  
I’ve been wondering.  I think there is 
something to be said for the radical idea 
that the hippies of the ‘60s and ‘70s 
had a lot in common with Jesus and his 
disciples.  Make peace, love thy neighbor, 
and communities built on harmony and 
forgiveness. And as far as the clown 
part, it makes perfect sense!  In Godspell, 
the disciples put on different costume 
personas as they immerse themselves 
in acting out Jesus’s teachings. This is 
comparable to clown work, in which 
highly skilled and trained performers 
inhabit mask-like personas with magical 
results.  I have costumed these Godspell 
characters differently, but the inspirations 
of Burning Man, nomadic tribes, gypsy 
punk musicians, and bohemian artists

Susanna Pretzer, Dramaturg: 
What excites you the most about 
working on Godspell?

IS: Many things!  The music is really 
enjoyable, and I loved hearing the actors 
sing through the music at first rehearsal.  
I feel fortunate to be able to hear this 
show multiple times as we get into tech 
and dress rehearsals!  In addition, I am 
excited to be a part of our communal 
conception of this musical.  I know it 
has been done many times before, but 
each artistic team, by nature of it being 
a unique combination of perspectives, 
brings a new vision to each production.  
I definitely feel a kinship with this team, 
and closely connected to our telling of this 
story.  It feels very representative of who 
we are, the Olney Theatre, and where we 
are in time.  

PH: What excites me most about 
working on Godspell is finding new 
and unexpected ways of telling the story 
of Jesus. What is so wonderful about 
this particular musical is that it actively 
encourages each new production to have 
its own identity, to explore different ways 
to express the teachings of Jesus. That 
kind of freedom has allowed myself, and 
the entire creative team, to be able to truly 

explore all the possibilities of the story. 
Additionally, I couldn’t have asked 
for a better team to explore with; our 
conversations that helped the production 
take shape were absolutely wonderful 
and inspiring to be a part of.

What are the greatest challenges 
and how are you approaching 
them?

IS: The characters of Godspell travel so 
quickly from being lost, to meeting John 
the Baptist and Jesus and, through a 
playful night of learning, to a very real 
and enlightened place.  It is extremely 
important to me that their costumes 
transform as they do.  I have approached 
this by giving them the tools to add, 
embellish, play with costume pieces, 
and cast off those pieces when the time 
comes.  The challenging part of showing 
transformation through clothing is that it 
needs to seem effortless, magical almost. 
It is very important that I do not get in the 
way of the storytelling.  

PH: My greatest challenge for Godspell 
has been trying to include the audience in 
the storytelling. Traditionally, Godspell is 
performed in a more intimate space and 
allows for substantial audience interaction. 

Given that we are putting 
Godspell on the New Mainstage, 
which includes a balcony, it was 
certainly a challenge to try to 
make the audience feel more 
involved in the action of the 
musical. Our solution for this 
was having the actors come 
out into the audience, bringing 
the story to them. We also 
wanted to do something special 
for intermission. Typically in 
Godspell, the actors invite the 

audience members onstage to have wine 
Scenic rendering by Paige Hathaway.
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ARTIST SPOTLIGHT:
Ivania Stack, Costume Designer & 

Paige Hathaway, Set Designer

Costume rendering by Ivania Stack.

Continued on Page 12
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are definitely relatives of those wonderful “hippie clowns” of past productions. 

Paige, I was struck by the use of vertical levels in your set. How does 
that choice affects the set as a whole?

PH: Creating different levels on the set has opened up the possibilities for exciting and 
dynamic stage pictures. When a character is elevated on stage, they carry the majority 
of the visual focus, allowing us to pull the audience’s attention to different areas of 
the stage at important moments in the show. The band platform and truck also act as 
anchors for the set, different areas that the characters can play with and explore.

Anything you’d like to add?  Ivania?

IS: What are the connections between performance art, music, story-telling and 
spirituality?  Why is it that every year, people go in to the desert, let loose, share in 
the creation giant works of art, become an ephemeral tribe, and then vanish without 
leaving one scrap to show they had ever visited?  What do they find there? How does 
this event change their daily lives? What ethos brings and binds these people together? 
I believe these questions form a lens through which Godspell can be experienced, and 
perhaps, the reverse is true as well.

Costume rendering by Ivania Stack.

Paint elevation by Paige Hathaway.

This context guide was created by Susanna 
Pretzer, Dramaturgy Apprentice, and edited 

by Jason King Jones, Associate Artistic 
Director and Director of Education, 2015.

Still curious? 
Read, watch, and listen more at 

www.olneygodspell.wordpress.com.


