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Beggar’s Holiday…

has something to offend 
everybody. With left hooks and 

bolo punches, it attacks a myriad 
of American institutions, satirizing 

everything from the legal system to 
sexual ethics…The show is first of all 

entertaining, but nobody—repeat, 
nobody—escapes the bite of its teeth.

Dale Wasserman

The Opera

Revival

Broadway History

Mac is back— and he’s Happy!

The Beggar’s life is one of hard-knocks: long hours, 
rotten pay, a motley crew of co-workers, and, worse 
yet, hardly any vacations. But The Beggar is in need 
of some R&R, and it’s time for a holiday!

Beggar’s Holiday takes us into the mind of a blind 
beggar, whose vacation is peopled by dashing mob-
sters, treacherous gangs, panhandlers, loose women 
and the madams who manage them, and all colors 
of street people. The Beggar transforms himself into 
Happy Mac, the affable, notorious criminal whose 
escapades provide the platform for a satirical com-
mentary on greed and corruption that sounds almost 
present-day! 

Beggar’s Holiday disappeared into his-
tory after its initial run on Broadway. 

Dale Wasserman, co-producer of the 
original 1946 production, went on 
to write the hit stage shows Man 
of La Mancha and One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest, but never 
forgot the Ellington-LaTouche 
opera from his early career. 
Determined to see the opera 
revived and given its due, 
Wasserman spent 50 years gath-
ering the scattered pieces of the 
Beggar’s Holiday puzzle. 

Wasserman scoured the nation 
for tattered lead sheets, shreds 

of orchestration and bootleg 
recordings. He plundered the 

Smithsonian Institution, and tracked 
down parts of a score from the origi-

nal music director, Max Meath, and 
a handful of Ellington’s arrangements 

from the jazz legend’s now deceased 
associate, Luther Henderson. 

With these bits of the opera, Wasserman 
wrote a revised book, updated, changed, or added lyr-
ics, and gave the play the cohesion that it had eluded the 
opera’s first inception. 

Wasserman spent time on the road with Ellington and his 
orchestra, and John LaTouche, as the two men brought 
Beggar’s Holiday to life. For two weeks at a Jim Crow hotel 
called the Manse, Wasserman had the opportunity to sit 
with Ellington at the piano and experience the creation of 
jazz as the Duke collaborated with Henderson. 

Duke Ellington’s only Broadway show - an updated and 
totally Americanized version featuring text by John 
LaTouche and Dale Wasserman, who went on to
write the hit stage shows Man of La Mancha and One 
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

Featuring local and NYC Jazz and Classical favorites 
including: Tim Blevins, Maureen Budway, Eric LaJuan 
Summers, Denise Sheffey-Powell, and Anna Singer, all 
accompanied by the incomparable sound of MCG Jazz.

Romance, thievery, corruption, passion— it’s one 
surreal holiday! And as The Beggar knows: 

“If a man ain’t careful, he can dam’ near dream 
hisself to death!”

Although critics were largely impressed by the 
daring production and accepted that the op-
era was a work-in-progress, most reviews were 
mixed, with high praise of the first act and a 
general consensus that the second act mean-
dered. The opera, according to critics, gener-
ally failed to deliver on its promise. Many of 
the opera’s crew and supporters abandoned the 
production, including a young and later contrite 
Dale Wasserman, who co-produced the opera 
with Perry Watkins. 

In the end, the Great White Way proved unkind 
to the opera. Beggar’s Holiday closed without a 
finished libretto, completed 
score, or official cast 
recording, and 
disappeared into 
the annals of 
Broadway 
history as 
an “also-
ran”.

But it 
wouldn’t 
stay lost 
forever.

Since the first staging of John Gay’s The Beggar’s 
Opera in 1728, the piece has inspired numerous 
adaptations over the centuries, most notably 
Burtolt Brecht and Kurt Weill’s Threepenny 
Opera, from which descended the pop standard 
Mack the Knife. 

In the mid-1940s, scenic designer Perry Watkins 
envisioned a jazz adaptation of Gay’s comedic 
opera. Watkins paired Jazz legend Duke 
Ellington with writer/lyricist John LaTouche 
(The Golden Apple; The Ballad of Baby Doe) to 
compose the jazz-music version. 

Beggar’s Holiday premiered in December 1946 
at the Broadway Theatre in New York. Alfred 
Drake stared in the lead, with Zero Mostel as 
Peachum and Libby Holman as Jenny. It was 
the first racially-integrated Broadway musical, 
enduring nightly pickets and protests beneath 
the marquee in response to the production’s 
interracial romances and race-blind casting.

The three-and-a-half hour show was plagued by 
production issues, including a quickly depleted 
budget and an unfinished script: in all 111 per-
formances, the final scene was improvised.

Some of Ellington’s signature sounds were 
lost in the midst of travel, revisions, and 
history, but Wasserman worked with 
musical director Donald York to recapture 
Ellington’s style and vision. In September 
2004, Wasserman and York brought 
Beggar’s Holiday back to life at the Marin 
Theatre Company in San Francisco.

Opera Theater of Pittsburgh and MCG Jazz 
will present the last version of Wasser-
man’s work, revised shortly before his 
death in December 2008. The collaboration 
is made with an eye to fulfilling Dale Was-
serman’s hope of one day seeing Beggar’s 
Holiday returned to Broadway.

Lena Horne recorded 
Tomorrow Mountain 

and Take Love Easy 
from Ellington’s original 
Beggar’s Holiday. Her 
surviving recordings 
are among a handful 
recorded by notable 
artists of the time. 

No cast album was 
ever recorded.



The Duke & John Latouche 
It has been said that Edward “Duke” Ellington’s principal 
instrument was his orchestra, with which he brought to 
jazz a sophistication and signature style that would be-
come synonymous with his name. The Duke began playing 

professionally in 
1917, and became 
leader of the band 
The Washingtonians 
in 1923. The Wash-
ingtonians played 
The Hollywood Club 
in Manhattan for 
six years, during 
which time they re-
corded the Elling-
ton standards East 
St.Louis Toodle-Oo, 
Black and Tan Fan-
tasy, and Creole 
Love Call. In 1926, 
Irving Mills became 
their manager and 

publisher, and under his guidance, Ellington’s Orchestra be-
came the house band at the Cotton Club. From 1927-1931, 
Ellington and his musicians played the Cotton, recording 
more than 100 compositions and entertaining scores of 
White customers. Under Ellington’s influence, the Cotton 
Club, whose history is inexorably tied to the famous and 
talented African-American artists who graced its stage, 
relaxed its policy of excluding Black customers.

After leaving the Cotton Club, the Ellington Orchestra 
toured the U.S. and Europe, ensuring their survival by 
adapting to the changing jazz scene. The Duke played 
with many jazz greats over his long career, including Dizzy 
Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, and Count Basie, and shared 
the stage with singers such as Billie Holiday and Lena 
Horne. From the Hot Jazz of the 1920s to the Swing of the 
1930s, the Ellington Orchestra remained a major musical 
force until the Duke’s death in 1974.

By the 1970s, many of the original members of Ellington’s 
Orchestra had died, but the band continued to attract out-
standing musicians. After the Duke’s death, The Ellington 
Orchestra continued under the leadership of his son and 
only child, Mercer. At Mercer’s passing in 1996, Mercer’s 
son, Paul, took the reins, and the Orchestra continues to 
thrive as the legacy of one of Jazz Royalty’s greatest artist.

Dale Wasserman

In 1956, LaTouche’s 
opera The Ballad of Baby Doe pre-

miered to rave reviews, and would become 
LaTouche’s best-known work. Composer 
Douglas Moore and playwright/lyricist Paul 
Green, the original collaborators on Baby 
Doe, parted ways over artistic differences, 
and LaTouche was hired to replace Green. 
LaTouche, openly gay and described as a 

“dedicated hedonist,” often bumped heads 
with the traditionalist Moore, but together 
they produced a rich American opera. Baby 
Doe is one of the few 20th-century American 
operas to enter the standard repertory, and 
its production at the New York City Opera 

in 1958 made a star of beloved 
soprano Beverly Sills.

LaTouche died of a heart at-
tack at his Vermont home in 
1956, at 41 years of age. He 
had just completed revisions 
on The Ballad of Baby Doe 
and was at work on revi-
sions to his lyrics for 
Candide. LaTouche 
was survived by his 
partner-in-life, poet 
Kenward Elmslie.

Dale Wasserman wrote for 
theater, television and film for 
more than 50 years. Wasserman 
is best known for the musical 
Man of La Mancha, which pre-
miered on Broadway in 1965 
and ran for 2,328 performances. 
The musical, which contains the 
musical-theater standard The 
Impossible Dream, won 5 Tony 
Awards, including Best Musical.

Wasserman also wrote One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, based 
on Ken Kesey’s novel. It premiered 
on Broadway in 1964 with Kirk 
Douglas and Gene Wilder, and won 
several Tony Awards. 

Both shows continue to be pro-
duced nationally as well as inter-
nationally, with an estimated 300 
productions a year.

In January 1979, Dale met Martha 
Nelly Garza, who became his “wife, 
loyal partner and loving compan-
ion,” as he quoted in his book, The 
Impossible Musical: The “Man of La 
Mancha” Story (2003). More than 
once, Wasserman commented that 
Martha Nelly was the best thing 
that ever happened to him (aside 
from Man of La Mancha). It was 
their 30-year partnership that he 
considered as the single great-
est contribution to extending his 
life and his talents. Together, they 
worked on numerous musicals and 
several new plays, which can be 
found at www.dalewasserman.com.

One of 14 children born to Russian 
immigrants, Wasserman was or-
phaned before the age of 10 
and outlived all of his siblings. 

His was a life filled with ad-
venture, part of it spent work-
ing odd-jobs and riding the rails 
as a self-proclaimed hobo (“a 
hobo,” he wrote in the mono-
logue Burning in the Night, “is a 
wanderer who works”). 

He jumped his first freight at 
the age of 12 in Madison, WI, a 
quarter-mile from the University 
of Wisconsin, where he would 
later don cap and gown to ac-
cept an Honorary Doctorate. 
According to Wasserman, it was 
the only award he ever received 
in person because “irony should 
not be wasted.” 

His unconventional path even-
tually lead him to Los Angeles, 
New York, and Europe, and 
many places in-between.

On December 21, 2008, Dale 
Wasserman passed away peace-
fully of natural causes at his 
home in Paradise Valley, Arizona, 
at the age of 94. His loving wife 
was at his side. Martha Nelly is 
now the sole Owner/Licensor of 
Dale’s intellectual properties.

John Treville LaTouche was a prolific librettist and 
lyricist. His great success came with the musical 
cantata Ballad for Americans, a 13-minute finale for 
the Federal Theatre Project’s musical revue, Sing for 
Your Supper. The patriotic cantata achieved national 
fame after Paul Robeson’s CBS radio performance in 
1939.

Ballad’s success gave LaTouche the opportunity to 
write for the Broadway musical Cabin in the Sky, 
starring Ethel Waters. The MGM film of the musical 
starred Waters and Lena Horne, and featured LaTou-
che’s second major hit, Taking a Chance on Love.

World War II interrupted LaTouche’s career. 
After serving his tour of duty in 
the Seabees, he resumed his 
Broadway career in 1944. He 
wrote lyrics for two unsuc-
cessful operettas, Rhapsody 
and Polonaise, followed by 
three critically acclaimed 
but financially unsuccessful 
musicals for which LaTouche 
did book and lyrics. 

Beggar’s Holiday, on which 
LaTouche collaborated with 
Duke Ellington, proved 
unsuccessful on Broadway, 
but immortalized many of 
LaTouche’s lyrics, includ-
ing Take Love Easy, which 
became a jazz standard. 

The Golden Ap-
ple also proved 
a financial flop, 
but won the 
prestigious New 
York Drama Crit-
ics Circle Award 
for Best Musi-
cal, and gave 
LaTouch what 
would be his last 
hit song, Lazy 
Afternoon.
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