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For my grandfather, Harry Kanter,
who adored musicals – if it’s a good one, he said, you’ll leave it
singing.
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Introduction

“How did a chapter of U.S. history you more
than likely slept through become a pop-culture phenomenon to rival
Star Wars?” (Berman)

It all began when Lin-Manuel Miranda, creator
of the Tony Award winning musical In the Heights took
Chernow’s weighty 2004 biography of Alexander Hamilton on vacation
as a beach read. By the second chapter of the book he was inspired
(“Hip-hop and History Blend”).

Ron Chernow explains, “I think that this is a
classic immigrant story in terms of someone recognizing the
opportunities in this brand new turbulent wide-open society…I
daresay [Hamilton] made the greatest contribution of any immigrant
in the history of the United States” (“Hamilton: A Founding
Father”). Reading about the Founding Father, Miranda saw his own
father journeying to a new land and himself struggling to write his
way into fame and fortune…and succeeding.

On May 12, 2009, Miranda was invited to
perform from In the Heights at the White House before
President Obama. Instead, he chose to perform the one rap he’d
written – the opening number. As he said, he wanted to celebrate
“someone who embodies hip-hop, Treasury Secretary Alexander
Hamilton,” and the room laughed. However, they were soon swept
away. Obama gave him a standing ovation and the YouTube
video went viral. Miranda says of that event:

 


I felt like I was
meeting a moment. This was a president that I had worked hard to
help elect, and I wanted to show something about the American
experience and do something new there because I felt like I was
part of something. (DiGiacomo)

 


“Today, that song is the
opening number of a show that uses mostly actors of color to play
‘old, dead white men,’ as Miranda puts it, and hip-hop, R&B and
pop to tell the story of Hamilton’s life and death”
(DiGiacomo).

By 2015, he’d written the musical and was
performing in it at the Public Theatre off-Broadway with a cast of
other groundbreaking performers.

There are nearly 50 songs in Hamilton
(though its Playbill lists only 34) and it’s entirely a musical of
lyrics, with very few lines simply spoken. SpotCo’s Nicky Lindeman
explains that the show’s now familiar logo uses the star from the
American flag. “The black star and the black silhouette were a nod
to portraits of the period, but merged together they seemed like a
modern image” – which feels like an apt metaphor for the show
itself (Mandell).

 


Having already set sales
and awards benchmarks for a Broadway show – $111 million in ticket
sales in just over 13 months, 16 Tony Award nominations (and 11
wins), a Pulitzer Prize for Drama – Hamilton has leaped off
the stage and become a full-blown cultural phenomenon.
(Berman)

 


On describing his success, Miranda modestly
comments, “I knew we’d be a hit with history teachers. Everything
else has been sort of a surprise” (Kokalitcheva).

Nonetheless, his passion project succeeded,
recasting the Founding Fathers with actors of color like himself
and his gifted rapper friends, establishing a visual and auditory
picture of Revolutionary America much more in keeping with America
of today.

This book explores the show’s deeper symbols
and meanings, from the staging to the dances, and considers how it
all enhances the meaning. There’s the ship scaffolding scenery that
builds as America does. Recurring motifs echo – private and public
life, legacy, memory, heroism, villainy, and how all of these will
be recorded for the future. There are so many implications for
“shot” or “satisfied,” so many nods to the audience and to the
works of rap, hip-hop, and musical theater that inspired the show.
Through it all, plenty of moments “break the fourth wall,”
reminding the audience it’s a work of fiction.

There are also the characters – Washington as
father-figure, Angelica and Eliza as contrasting female sides that
echo mind and heart, Laurens/Philip as idealism, and of course,
Burr as ever-present reflection of the hero. All these offer
secrets and surprises as Hamilton’s story reflects in so many ways
the America of today and its diverse, creative citizens.

 



 


A Close
Reading of the Musical – History, Themes, Symbols, Staging, &
Deeper Meanings

[image: tmp_92f84b528c0439180c5f21e6beb6964d_gFoyru_html_7e22a2e3.png]


 


 


 


 


 


Act I

History: Birth to Arrival

How does a bastard,
orphan, son of a whore and a

Scotsman, dropped in the middle of a

Forgotten spot in the Caribbean by Providence

Impoverished, in squalor

Grow up to be a hero and a scholar?



Aaron Burr asks this provocative question as
narrator, opening the show – it’s a surprising story and the
musical will actually undertake to answer the question through the
narrative of Hamilton’s life. At the same time, this is a question
the more cultured Burr truly seeks to know – how did this foreigner
beat him in so many ways? Thus the provocative hook for the
audience is also a tease on his own character and the ongoing
rivalry that will come.

“The story of the life of Alexander Hamilton
is a story that the most gifted novelist could not have invented.
Too much of it would seem implausible in terms of what happened to
this man in the space of forty-nine years. I mean, it’s just better
than any novel,” remarks Ron Chernow, whose biography Alexander
Hamilton inspired Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical (Alexander
Hamilton: American Experience).

Unlike the other founding fathers, Alexander
Hamilton was an outsider, born in 1755 on Nevis, a tiny tropical
island in the Caribbean. He was also the youngest of them. Author
Willard Sterne Randall adds, “Hamilton’s the only one of the
Founding Fathers who was an outsider, an orphan, an immigrant, a
scholarship boy, a college dropout” (Alexander Hamilton:
American Experience). Throughout his life, criticism would
suggest that he was part Black, part Creole, and so forth. He was
also stigmatized for being a bastard, as his mother had left his
Scottish father. Chernow explains:

 


It’s hard for us to
transport ourselves back to a time in the eighteenth century when
everything revolved around birth and breeding and pedigree. I think
that the illegitimacy had the most profound effect,
psychologically, on Hamilton. It was considered the most dishonored
state, and I think that it produced in Hamilton a lifelong
obsession with honor. (Alexander Hamilton: American
Experience)

 


The opening number “Alexander Hamilton” has
the main characters all in white including Hamilton himself,
emphasizing that they’ve stepped from the pages of a book or out of
the mists of history. Only Burr, the central narrator of this
piece, keeps his red coat, suggesting power, pride, and battle as
well as a vital role here – more vital in some ways than
Hamilton’s. Spotlights hit one character at a time, inviting them
to give their short rap speech then blink out of history for a
time. Each introduces himself and his relation to the hero. The
lights slowly rise to fill in the ship-scaffolding set even as
Hamilton plans to embark for the world of opportunity.

The ensemble’s women in white corsets and
breeches look androgynous as they’re wearing about the same thing
as the men. It’s oddly sexy, given that this would have been
underwear at the time but now counts as modest covering. The men,
in their white waistcoats and breeches, likewise suggest they’re
wearing underwear – gentlemen never went bare armed at this time.
Black boots and black collars add a bit of contrast, making the
whiteness glow even more. Despite this, the paleness emphasizes
lack of personality as they’re the anonymous crowd.

In the scene, several mime the hero’s dying
mother and cousin, adding to their ghostly aspect. Further, in this
number, the ensemble is joined by the apparitions of historical
figures, dead by the story’s end.

The ghostliness of the cast echoes the
tragedy and loss in the historical Hamilton’s life – his family
quickly became only memories. Around the age of thirteen, he lost
his mother to yellow fever. His father had already left two years
before. He went to live with a first cousin who committed suicide a
year later. Chernow adds, “These experiences would have shattered a
lesser individual. But all of these misfortunes actually toughen
this spirit of self-reliance. He realized that his great asset was
his intelligence, which he would have to do everything to develop”
(Alexander Hamilton: American Experience).

The only thing Hamilton managed to keep from
his mother’s very modest estate was the books, which no one valued
but him, “retreatin’ and readin’ every treatise on the shelf” and
“scammin’ for every book he can get his hands on.” With these
words, the ensemble all greedily snatch up books from a desk,
emphasizing Hamilton’s desperation for them. This also links his
story with the larger world of story in general – today we know
about Hamilton’s life from books, which were used to create this
musical.

At age fourteen, Hamilton became a clerk for
the American firm of Beekman and Cruger and learned much about
currency. Author Willard Sterne Randall explains:

 


Hamilton, as a teenager,
had to become a master of international currencies. There was no
one currency.

He had to know the
exchange rates: Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, French, English, et
cetera. He had to be an evaluator, an appraiser, a moneychanger.
And so he learned a great deal about trade in a very short time.
(Alexander Hamilton: American Experience)

 


While he ran the firm for its sick owner and
dictated to people far older than he was, he also witnessed the
brutality of buying slaves to work the sugar cane fields. He
empathized with them as he felt they and he were wasted in
obscurity. He wrote to his friend Edward Stevens:

 


To confess my weakness,
Ned, my ambition is so prevalent that I disdain the groveling
conditions of a clerk to which my fortune condemns me. I would
willingly risk my life, though not my character, to exalt my
station. My folly makes me ashamed, yet Neddy, we know that such
schemes can triumph when the schemer is resolute. Oh, how I wish
there was a war! (Alexander Hamilton: American
Experience)

 


The war of course was soon to come.

By 1772, the teenager was not only running a
major shipping company, but also writing articles. One, on the
devastation of a hurricane, caught people’s eye and several
influential people funded a scholarship for the lad to King’s
College, later to become Columbia University.

When he discovers his destiny in the musical,
the tempo doubles. As Miranda explains, “The image in my head is of
Harry Potter finding out he’s a wizard. Everything finally makes
sense” (Hamilton: The Revolution 17). He arrives in New York
in 1773 with much to prove. As he sings in “My Shot”:

 


I’m ‘a get a scholarship
to King’s College

I prob’ly shouldn’t brag, but dag, I amaze and astonish

The problem is I got a lot of brains but no polish

 


“He chose a psychological strategy adopted by
many orphans and immigrants: he decided to cut himself off from his
past and form a new identity. He would find a home where he would
be accepted for that he did, not for who he was” (Chernow 40). To
historian Gordon S. Wood

 


He has this chip on his
shoulder, precisely because of his background, his illegitimacy.
He’s going to show the world that he’s not going to suffer any
disrespect from anyone, especially given his talent, which he knows
he has – and he’s not hiding it under any bushels either.
(Alexander Hamilton: American Experience)

 


Suggesting he’s about to play a role, the
onstage Hamilton removes his white coat and dons a brown one
offered to him by Eliza, his personal seamstress and homemaker. He
hands the white coat to Burr, emphasizing his antagonist’s role as
helper in this biography. (Throughout Act I, he will switch coats
over a white suit, emphasizing his many life roles – innocent, New
Yorker, soldier, politician.) His beloved Angelica gives him books,
equipping him for the trip and hinting at their future witty
correspondence. If he is on a hero’s journey, they, not his sword,
will be his talismans and weapons. Laurens gives him a travel bag
that might also suggest his soldier’s kit – he and Laurens will be
aides-de-camp together.

The stairs descend, suggesting a set being
fashioned around him. The lyric, “We are waiting in the wings for
you” likewise emphasizes his life as theater production. Likewise,
“Just you wait” works as commentary on his life as well as an
instruction to the audience. There’s a great deal of punning,
double meanings, and clever language (“New York”/“new man”),
setting the tone for the entire show. Set designer David Korins
adds, “What I knew very early on was that we were going to throw
some sort of theatrical metaphor wrapping so that we would take no
time transitioning from one location to the next. There are moments
in the show where it breaks into abstract realism or moments of
pure abstraction” (Eddy). The ship-city is sometimes both,
sometimes neither – the question from moment to moment is who is
captaining it.

The stage back includes a partially built
brick wall, to which more feet are added during intermission,
symbolizing the building of the country. Most of the set is wooden
scaffolding of a sort. Korins continues:

 


We came up with a couple
of different ideas. One was that the surround was a theatrical
metaphor of sorts for what was actually happening at the time in
the country. It is architecturally like a tapestry of early
American architecture. At that time, the carpenters were actually
ship builders. The building methodologies they employed were ones
of boat builders. We carried that into our set, you see all of the
seams and all the joints that made up all the boards and beams, all
come from ship building techniques. There’s a lot of rope, block
and tackle, pulleys and other nautical references… We’re not
building the inside dome of the Capitol. We’re not building the
Washington Monument. What we’re doing is we are building the kind
of structure that is the scaffolding and the wrapping that we then
will build all these things from. (Eddy)

 


Mulligan, Lafayette, Laurens, and Washington
summarize the story to come, like a Greek chorus or Shakespearean
prologue, thus giving an old-fashioned convention to the story as
they set up how their lives intersected. The double roles mean that
Madison, Jefferson, and Philip appear here as well. The former
two’s “We fought with him” references fighting beside him in the
war then literally fighting with him over policy, in one of the
show’s clever double entendres. Laurens as well as Philip thus says
the line “Me? I died for him.” As the number ends, Washington and
Laurens/Phillip are lit with white ghostly light far in the
background while Burr in his red coat glows as narrator.

As the crowd dances, Burr meets Hamilton at
the foot of the gangplank, welcoming him to a new city. “The
ship is in the harbor now/See if you can spot him,” Burr sings
as Hamilton vanishes into the crowd. Upon his arrival, he is just
one more immigrant in New York.

On his line confessing “I’m the damn fool
that shot him,” Burr is center stage, full in the spotlight and
looking sheepish. Burr starts forward, but stumbles at Hamilton
comes up from behind him and takes his place (more symbolism for
how events will transpire). “What’s your name, man?”

“Alexander Hamilton.”
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