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A Brief History of the Musical

John Michael Telbelak was a graduate student at Carnegie Mellon University in
1970. As a requirement for his master’s thesis, he was to direct a play. Being a
religious person, Tebelak was interested in producing some of the church dramas
from the Middle Ages. Yet they all seemed to be too bleak and heavy. He decided
to try a hand at writing his own and in one sitting read the four Gospels. Then, Te-
belak, who was raised in the Episcopal Church, attended an Easter service and
was dismayed at the lack of celebration or community that was offered. It was
then that he decided that he would create a musical that encompassed the joy
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and togetherness that he perceived to emanate from the Gospels and the story
of Jesus that he had read. And that was how “The Godspell,” as it was originally
called, was born.

Little known facts:

*  Most of the lyrics for the songs in Godspell were taken from the
Episcopal Hymnal 1940.

*  Godspell premiered at the Studio Theater at Carnegie Mellon University in
December of 1970. It played for only a few nights, but each showing saw an
increase in attendance until the final show played to a standing room only
crowd.

» Stephen Schwartz didn’t sign on to provide the score until he saw the show
in Manhattan’s East Village in March 1971.

* Inrehearsing Godspell, Tebelak used the Bible instead a set script. He had
the actors improvise the stories and as a cast they decided what worked
and what didn’t. Directors Note: This is largely the format that we followed in
producing this version as well.

+  “By My Side” was brought into the show in 1971 when cast member Peggy
Gordon played it for the cast and Tebelak.

* The conceptual idea of Godspell came from “The Feast of Fools” by Harvard
Professor Harvey Cox who described the idea of Christ as a Clown, or one
who brings joy to others.

* In 1974, Godspell became the first show to break the color barrier in South
Africa. As a requirement for receiving performance rights, Tebelak and
Schwartz required an integrated cast.



