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Songs with “Open Eyes”
Composer Michael Friedman and “investigative theater”
by !"#$%& '()*(+,-..%

 “I /(0- broad canvases—probably too broad 
most of the time,” says theater composer 
Michael Friedman ’97. “But I feel it’s bet-
ter to be too ambitious than not ambi-

tious enough.”
Friedman isn’t likely to be accused of 

insu1cient ambition. This August, a new 
version of Love’s Labour’s Lost, with his mu-
sic, opened at the Public Theater’s Shake-
speare in the Park series in Manhattan. 
Eleven days later, previews began for Mr. 
Burns, a Post-Electric Play, Friedman’s latest 
work for the “investigative theater” troupe 
The Civilians, which he helped form as 
a founding associate artist in 2001. (Ben 
Brantley of The New York Times wrote of Mr. 

Burns, “…in the astonishing final sequence, 
the composer2Michael Friedman has de-
vised a fabulous score that turns Britney 
Spears and Eminem hits into chthonic 
chorales.”)

Both productions reflect his attraction 
to projects cobbled together from dispa-
rate, even incongruous, elements. Charac-
ters in the Shakespeare play wore every-
thing from tuxedoes to sequined hot pants 
as they disported themselves around an 
unnamed contemporary college campus; 

Michael Friedman (right) provided  
words and music for two recent New York 
shows: Mr. Burns, A Post-Electric Play 
(above) and Love’s Labour’s Lost.
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The Pulitzer Prize- and Na-
tional Book Award-winning po-
litical scientist and historian James 
MacGregor Burns, Ph.D. ’47, has 
turned to the biggest of Big Ideas 
in his !eld—the play of intellect, 
the problems of governance—for 
his new book, a synoptic overview 
titled Fire and Light: How the En-

lightenment Transformed Our World (St. Martin’s Press, $27.99).  The author is Woodrow 
Wilson professor of government emeritus at Williams College. From his introduction, 
“Enlightenment as Revolution”:

The last four centuries have demon-
strated that once the "ame of Enlighten-
ment has been lit, however much it might 
be repressed or distorted, it cannot be 
extinguished. Enlightenment remains the 
most powerful tool for challenging au-
thority and liberating the human mind, 
an inspiration to leaders and follow-
ers worldwide, a method for effective 
change, and a framework of values by 
which that change can be measured. For 
these same reasons, the Enlightenment 
remains a target for authorities of all col-
orations, who regard ignorance—and in 
modern propaganda terms, minds force-
fed with falsehoods—as the bulwarks of 
their power, apart from brutal force. But 
in an age of quicksilver networks of mu-
tual enlightenment that continually widen 
through newer and newer social media, 

ignorance is a wasting resource.
Even so…many urgent questions about 

means and ends remain. English,  Ameri-
can, and French revolutionaries faced 
them centuries ago, but they are no less 
vital and controversial today, not only in 
nations struggling to invent a new civil 
society but in regimes long-established 
on enlightened principles as well.…
What should a people expect from gov-
ernment? Who should lead and how are 
leaders to be chosen? How should lead-
ership be made accountable…and how 
can the rights of all citizens be protected? 
How can people be readied to play an en-
lightened role in exercising their freedom 
and governing themselves?…

So long as the potential for human bet-
terment—the philosophers’ “perfectabil-
ity of man”—persists, Enlightenment will 
be a living, vital work in progress, a con-
tinuing condition of possibility. Its trans-
formative power has always been in the 
crucial binding of means and ends. It has 
never been limited to pondering purely 
abstract ideas nor has it been a guide for 
the merely pragmatic. To consider a prin-
cipled outcome has been to consider the 
method to achieve it. For men and wom-
en, Enlightenment is both the destination 
and the road. It means that people think 
for themselves and act in their own inter-
ests, with reason as their tool and enlight-
ened values to live by and strive for.  They 
become interpreters of their world and 
shapers of it. “Know then thyself,” Alexan-
der Pope urged when declaring the prop-
er study of mankind. In the age of the En-
lightenment, to seek self-knowledge is to 
discover humanity.

O P E N  B O O K

T h e  F l a m e  o f  
E n l i g h t e n m e n t

in Mr. Burns, the survivors of a global cata-
clysm struggle to recall and ultimately re-
enact an iconic episode of The Simpsons that 
itself parodied the movie Cape Fear. 

Friedman, who won an Obie award for 
sustained excellence in 2007, “has a tal-
ent for mixing catchy, up-tempo hooks 
and smart, searching lyrics,” wrote David 
Cote in Time Out New York. Take “Popu-
lism, Yea Yea!” from Bloody Bloody Andrew 
Jackson, the Tony-nominated, Drama Desk 
Award-winning 2010 Broadway e!ort 
which reinvented its title character as an 
emo rock star. Backed by pounding elec-
tric guitars and heavy drums, Friedman’s 
rousing opening number o!ers lines like 
“Take a stand against the elite!/They 
don’t care anything for us!/And we will 
eat/Sweet democracy/And let them eat 
our dust!” “Michael has a singular world-
view and a singular aesthetic,” says Alex 
Timbers, who directed both Bloody Bloody 
and Love’s Labour’s Lost. “He has a real 
sense of social commentary and politics 
in his music, and he’s able to marry those 
with comedy and earnestness. His songs 
have open eyes.”

The Civilians has achieved renown 
for shows based on interviews with real 
people about various social phenomena. 
“Our mission relates to a need that was be-
ing felt in theater, in film, in TV, to make 
stu! that connected to, derived from, and 
related to what was happening in the 
real world,” Friedman explains. “Thus 
the explosion of documentary and reality 
and nonfiction work in all these media. 
Certainly I think our approach of taking 
these investigative techniques and apply-
ing them to music theater is unique.” In The 
Footprint (2010) portrayed complex neigh-
borhood reactions to the massive Atlantic 
Yards Development Project in Brooklyn. 
For some shows, like This Beautiful City 
(2008), about the growing evangelical 
movement in Colorado Springs, Friedman 
has conducted his share of interviews. 
“We’re trying to understand the commu-
nity or understand people’s lives in a fuller, 
richer way,” he says.

 Taking a break from Mr. Burns rehears-
als at Playwrights Horizons on West 42nd 
Street, sitting in front of a large window 
overlooking the Manhattan streetscape, 
Friedman gestured expansively, his head 
weaving, his wiry frame shifting back and 
forth. He’s a lot like his music—voluble, 
energetic, a lot going on. It’s no accident, 

Frontispiece (1772) for Encyclopédie, 
edit ed by Denis Diderot: Truth, bathed in 
light, is unveiled by Philosophy and Reason

18      N"#$%&$'  -  D$($%&$'  2013

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



M O N T A G E

Hands on skill 
building in... 
Leadership
Collaboration
Strategic Thinking
Persuasive 
Communication
Financial Literacy
Negotiation
Crisis Management
Idea Creation
Design Thinking
Visual 
Communication
Networking
Empathy
Ethical Decision 
Making

go.middlebury.edu/harvard

Middlebury College’s MiddCORE 
Summer Leadership & Innovation Program

Middlebury’s MiddCORE hosted by 
Sierra Nevada College

 “I have participated in many programs over 
the years, but never one as impactful as 
MiddCORE. The positive chemistry between 
students and experienced leaders resulted in a 
transformative learning experience.”

MiddCORE : 

 “I am a stronger, more confi dent, more 
empowered version of myself.”

MiddCORE : Sarah James 

Join us in Lake Tahoe, June 2-27, 2014
Apply Now. Space is Limited. 

Mentor Christine 
Gregoire, former 

Governor of 
Washington State.

APPLY
NOW

MiddCORE 

Harvard   X  
 

Run Date Fall 2013

802.344.5214

perhaps, that his tunes are crammed with 
notes and, frequently, an overabundance 
of lyrics. “I think that’s our culture right 
now,” he declares. “I’d say that we live in a 
culture not of collage, but of constant vi-
sual and aural stimulus. We live in an iPod 
culture. We have bugs in our ears and we’re 
wandering through the world and songs 
are playing.” 

Friedman arrived at Harvard from Ger-
mantown Friends School in Philadelphia 
and studied music composition with Ber-
nard Rands and Mario Davidovsky; he cut 
his performing teeth with the Collegium 
Musicum, the Harvard Radcli!e Contem-
porary Music Ensemble, and the Harvard-
Radcli!e Dramatic Club (HRDC). Upon 
graduation, he felt ready to tackle any-
thing. “One thing Harvard lets you do is 
make your own mistakes, which is very 
helpful,” he reflects. “It lets you choose the 
wrong classes and it lets you fail if you’re 
going to fail…. When I got out of school, I 
was much more confident coming to New 
York and feeling that I knew how to knock 
on doors and force myself into things that 
otherwise I wouldn’t have.”

 Much of that confidence, too, was 
learned under Elizabeth Swados, who in 
Friedman’s senior year was an artist in 
residence as part of the HRDC’s Visiting 
Director Project while working on her 
show Cantata 2000. “Liz is famously great 
at giving young people a lot more respon-
sibility than they would normally be given 
and sort of pressing them,” Friedman says. 
“And so on that show, she gave me a huge 
amount of responsibility for putting to-
gether arrangements and things. And then, 
when I moved to New York , she asked 
me to work on a couple of projects, one 
of which was in fact Shakespeare in the 
Park—Cymbeline. So really, without Liz, I 
don’t think I would be doing this.”

Next up for Friedman is a musical ver-
sion of Jonathan Lethem’s novel The Fortress of 
Solitude. He describes the show as “a shadow 
history of American pop music from 1968 
to 1998 and all the elements of that—how 
pop music is part of our political culture.” 
In conveying the soundtrack of a generation, 
he’s taking a cue from so-called “jukebox 
musicals” like Mamma Mia! or Jersey Boys.!Un-
like those shows, of course, he’s not merely 
recycling old standards but writing from 
scratch. “I joke that it’s almost like a juke-
box musical,” he says, smiling slyly, “but the 
jukebox really didn’t exist.”
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