NEW YORK, NEW YORK: BIG-CITY GLITZ AND GRIT, AS REPRESENTED THROUGH SONG AND DANCE
In the Heights aims to capture the specific texture and cadence of life in the Washington Heights area. The ethnic and class composition of the neighbourhood is typified by the cast of characters, their daily habits, and their aspirations. When one character, Vanessa, expresses her hope of moving downtown to Greenwich Village, the Village seems, to her neighbours, so removed from Washington Heights that she might as well be speaking of moving to another planet. Yet, despite its specificity, In the Heights is also, above all, a New York musical. Seen in this light, the play is a recent highlight in a long, remarkable tradition of musical stage productions set in America’s largest city.

A great, early entry in this canon is On the Town, which premiered on Broadway in 1944. Featuring music by Leonard Bernstein and book and lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green, the musical follows three war-time sailors during their 24 hours of shore leave in Manhattan. The sailors ride the subway, take in a museum, soak in the “exotic” atmosphere at a Cuban-styled nightspot, visit Coney Island, and, of course, seek out comely members of the fairer sex. In 1949, Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen directed a well-received film version of the popular musical, in which Kelly himself played one of the sailors. Frank Sinatra, a native of nearby Hoboken, New Jersey, was cast as another sailor. 
Undoubtedly, the most famous song to emerge from On the Town’s stage and screen success was “New York, New York,” an affectionate ode to the city’s distinctive character and its surfeit of pleasures. In On the Town, New York City offers a seemingly endless bounty of possibilities; the protagonists realize that it will be impossible to do or see everything within the space of their short stay, but they try to experience as much as possible. This New York, the urban playground teeming with excitement, would reappear again and again in musical productions set in the city.

One year after Kelly and Donen’s On the Town appeared in movie theatres, another New York classic, Guys and Dolls, premiered on Broadway. The play, with music and lyrics by Frank Loesser and book by Jo Swerling and Abe Burrows, centers on a group of gangsters and big-money gamblers. “Luck Be a Lady,” sings one hopeful craps better—the musical number that is arguably the play’s best-remembered tune. In 1951, Guys and Dolls was selected as the Pulitzer Prize winner for Drama, but because book co-writer Burrows was then under scrutiny by the House Un-American Activities Committee, the prize was rendered null. This political controversy did not, however, prevent the play’s adaptation to film in 1955. The resulting movie starred a singing, dancing Marlon Brando alongside, again, Sinatra, a figure increasingly synonymous with New York City in the American popular imagination. In contrast to On the Town, Guys and Dolls shows a seedier side of the city, but like the earlier musical, its drama is pervasively imbued with a sense of big-city excitement.

In 1957, On the Town composer Bernstein collaborated with lyricist Stephen Sondheim, librettist Arthur Laurents, and choreographer Jerome Robbins to mount an undisputed landmark in the canon of New York-set musicals. Loosely based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, West Side Story told the story of two rival New York gangs, one Puerto-Rican and one caucasian, and the star-crossed lovers caught perilously between the gangs’ violent feud. The film adaptation, co-directed by Robbins and Robert Wise, took home ten Academy Awards, including 1961’s Best Picture prize. Academy voters were clearly impressed both by the spectacular song-and-dance numbers and the tense romantic drama presented on screen. The New York of West Side Story is grittier and altogether less idyllic than in earlier stage representations of the city. The focus is not on awe-stuck visitors, as in On the Town, but on locals, living day-to-day in a tough urban environment. In this sense, as well as in its depiction of New York’s large Hispanic presence, West Side Story was a clear forerunner to In the Heights.

Another less whimsical representation of New York arrived in the form of Hair, featuring music by Gail MacDermot and book and lyrics by James Rado and Gerome Ragni. Premiering off-Broadway in 1967 (with a Broadway run the following year), Hair focused on the late-60s hippie countercultural movement. Its characters were bohemian young people opposed to the Vietnam War. Here, downtown New York is presented as a Mecca for progressive politics and iconoclastic, non-traditional values. This Manhattan, characterized by left-wing intellectuals and activists, has long co-existed alongside the glitzy, glamorous “Big Apple” within popular conceptions of New York. While Hair concentrated specifically on hippie youths, its success contributed more generally to representations of Manhattan as an island of radicalism, markedly different from the rest of America.

The edgy, bohemian New York reappeared on stage decades later in the surprise hit Rent, Jonathan Larson’s 1996 musical. Like Hair, Rent is thoroughly contemporary in its themes, examining, among other current topics, the effects of the AIDS epidemic in Manhattan’s East Village. Most of the characters are artists or social activists. Some of them struggle with drug addiction. Several are non-heteronormative, including, most famously, the transgendered Angel. The title of the play refers to the difficulty that many Manhattan residents face in paying for housing and living expenses in one of the world’s priciest cities.

This important theme, the constant struggle of keeping one’s head above water, is taken up, too, in In the Heights. The characters in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical are not East Village bohemian-types, but rather Hispanic immigrants living near the northern tip of Manhattan, operating corner stores, salons, and cab companies as their means to stay afloat. Like the earlier musicals, On the Town and Guys and Dolls, the New York of In the Heights is depicted as a place of terrific pleasures and excitements: bustling nightclubs, delectable foods, and first-rate fireworks. Yet, as in Hair and Rent, the greatest pleasure of all is that of camaraderie within a tight-knit urban community.
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