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“Our progress is extraordinary/Our cast 
and crew energetic./ They do all that’s nec-
essary/To form a unified aesthetic.”

In 2001, O’Keefe revealed his protean 
talents in the music and lyrics for what 
became one of the theater world’s most 

unlikely recent cult successes: Bat Boy: 
The Musical. That venture grew out of su-
permarket tabloid story alleging the dis-
covery of a cave-dwelling humanoid who 
escapes into civilization. O’Keefe turned 
the premise into an affectionate sendup of 

How to make sense of the U.S. Su-
preme Court? “Judicial opinions…can 
defy easy comprehension,” write Loeb 
University Professor Laurence Tribe, 
who often argues cases there, and 
Joshua Matz, J.D. ’12, in Uncertain Jus-
tice: The Roberts Court and the Constitu-
tion (Henry Holt, $32). “It doesn’t help 
that in controversial cases, the Court 

frequently erupts in a confusing cacophony of competing writings. Nor do its opinions 
always offer a comprehensive and transparent view of the Court; sometimes they are 
downright misleading.” They attempt to deal with the uncertainties. From the prologue:

H. L. Mencken reputedly 
said, “For every complex 
problem, there is a solu-
tion that is simple, neat, and 
wrong.”

Understanding the Supreme 
Court undoubtedly qualifies as 
a “complex problem.” The nine 
justices currently issue more 
than 70 opinions every year, 
some of them thunderbolts that 
rock American life and others 
rightly destined for obscurity. 
With a hand in nearly every 
major issue of our time, from 
privacy and affirmative action 
to gun rights and health care, the Court is 
inescapable. Yet it is also mysterious and 
secretive, committed to rituals and reason-
ing that even experts struggle to under-
stand. Its opinions are poked and prodded, 
examined under a microscope and held up 
to the light. The public hangs on to rumors 
of backroom drama, while scholars read 
tea leaves and prophesy the future. Clear 
trends predominate in certain areas of law, 
but efforts to develop a unified field theory 
of the Court…inevitably fall short. Even in 
this age of statistical models that seek to 
wring hidden meaning out of human behav-
ior, the nine men and women who make 
up the Court intrigue and surprise us.…

Of course, an effort to understand the 
Roberts Court…must reckon with more 
than just its results. The Court issues 
opinions in which the justices grapple 

with fundamental principles, argue over 
what the Constitution means and what 
role they should play in giving it life, and 
offer signals of where they are heading. 
These opinions open a window into the 
justices’ hearts and minds, giving us a 
glimpse of how they view the world.…

In some important domains of consti-
tutional law, a majority of the Roberts 
Court stands on the brink of revolution 
yet seems profoundly uncertain about 
whether and how to proceed. In other 
domains, it has already initiated major 
changes whose long-term effects are 
clouded in mystery. Some of these devel-
opments reflect a desire by the justices 
to remake our constitutional under-
standing, while others have been forced 
by dramatic cultural, technological, and 
political upheaval.
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show music. From the opening number—
“Hold Me, Bat Boy!”—which wouldn’t 
be out of place on a Led Zeppelin album, 
he runs through a cornucopia of musical 
idioms. He has gleefully pleaded guilty to 
borrowing from, among others, Stephen 
Sondheim, Leonard Bernstein ’39, D.Mus. 
’67, Frank Loesser, Kurt Weill, Alan Jay 
Lerner ’40 and Frederic Loewe, Gilbert 
and Sullivan, plus the rock world’s Bad 
Company, Boston, and Queen. “My musi-
cal influences. I’ve been stealing from them 
ever since college,” he says cheerfully. “You 
might hear a chord from West Side Story, but 
Bernstein stole that from Petrushka....When 
[in Bat Boy] it was time to show the simple 
townsfolk of West Virginia, there’ll be a 
country sound. When it was time for the 
terrible dark secret from the past to erupt, 
you’ll get grand opera. So content dictates 

form.”
But he constantly strives for a 

twist. “You can have a song with 
a very traditional harmonic struc-
ture and a very traditional melody,” 
O’Keefe explains. “Put a weird tim-
bre on it and a cool new beat, and 
you have a brand new sound....The 
novelty itself sparks a new kind of 
emotion. Nell keeps me honest.” 
And vice versa: they amiably finish 
each other’s thoughts and punch 
lines, aided by what Benjamin la-
bels their “shorthand.”

 Both grew up close to the New 
York City theater scene. After col-
lege they worked for 10 years in 

Hollywood on sitcoms and TV movies, 
then moved back to Broadway. Along the 
way they had to learn to lose some of the 
trappings of their Harvard fields of concen-
tration, English (hers) and social anthro-
pology (his). “It was weird for us to realize 
that words come last,” recalls O’Keefe. “We 
were told, ‘Yeah, thanks for the five-minute 
patter song with a thousand syllables...au-
diences aren’t gonna like that.’  ”

The need to discard also came into 
play on Legally Blonde, says Benjamin: “At 
one point we wrote a rather ingenious 
song about passing the LSATs. It was very 
well-crafted...and [everyone was] totally 
uninterested.” As they compose in their 
Manhattan apartment, where they live 
with their 20-month-old daughter, Perse-
phone, the couple tolerate each other’s 
meddling—usually. “If I’m working on a 
lyric that doesn’t have music yet, and he’s 
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