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Abstract 

This article considers the nature of vocal hyperreality in bio-musicals: a form of musical theatre in 

which actors simulate the voices of well-known pop singers or groups in theatrical retellings of their 

lives and careers. To do so, I employ the four successive stages of simulacrum found in Jean 

Baudrillard’s ‘The Precession of Simulacra’ (1981) to consider the potentials and limitations of such 

vocal simulation in the act of (re)authoring pop singers for the musical stage. Considering the way in 

which such performances mask or denature their source material (the ‘original’ voices of pop singers 

and artists), while at the same time employing a dual temporality of cultural memory and current 

experience, I offer a neologism that may help articulate the complex experience for audience members 

who attend these productions. The final part of the article considers the peculiar convention of releasing 

Original Cast Recordings of these works, arguing that these may be symptomatic of Baudrillard’s 

simulacrum, as popular culture reaches a terminus from which it is unable to progress without 

regression, intertextuality or manufactured nostalgia. 
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Introduction 

On 18 April 2018, journalist Douglas Mayo published an article on the website britishtheatre.com in 

which he asked: ‘Are bio-musicals taking over Broadway and the West End?’ (2018).  Mayo’s question 

was not without merit. While musical biopics or theatrical retellings of celebrity lives have long been a 

part of popular culture, bio-musicals—productions which purport to offer a biographical depiction of a 

well-known band or artist using their popular songs as dramatic or narrative punctuation—have become 

an increasingly prevalent form of musical theatre in recent years. Producers in the late-twentieth century 

mounted works such as Elvis: The Musical (1977, UK), Buddy: The Buddy Holly Story (1989, UK) and 

Jolson: The Musical (1995, UK), yet there has been an undeniable intensification in the number of such 

works in the twenty-first century, with popular productions including Lennon (2005, USA); Jersey 

Boys: The Story of Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons (2005, USA); Beautiful: The Carole King 

Musical (2013, USA); On Your Feet! The Story of Emilio and Gloria Estefan (2015, USA); Summer: 

The Donna Summer Musical (2017, USA); Tina: The Tina Turner Musical (2018, UK); The Cher Show 

(2018, USA) and Ain’t too Proud: The Life and Times of the Temptations (2019, USA). 

The nakedly commercial and peculiarly intertextual nature of bio-musicals, along with their 

sister form the jukebox musical, has already been the subject of discussion elsewhere (see Rush 2017; 

Taylor 2012). However, in their intent to capture and celebrate the essence of a celebrity whose lives 

they purport to recount, the cultural politics of vocal similarity between the ‘original’ celebrity and their 

theatrical incarnation has been largely overlooked as a discrete scholarly concern. Perhaps it is because 

this expectation is so elemental that its implicit presence in other discussions has been sufficient. Or, 

perhaps it is because these theatrical equivalents to tribute acts—with associated ideals of either 

inauthenticity or amateurism—are too easily dismissed as unworthy of academic study. Either way, it 

is impossible to ignore expectations of vocal similarity as a barometer of perceived success or artistic 

integrity. Discussing the original Broadway production of Beautiful: The Carole King Musical in 2013, 

journalist Philip Fisher began his review for the British Theatre Guide with the following assessment 

of Jessie Mueller’s performance as Carole King: 
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Jessie Mueller is a sensation. If viewers did not know that Carole King is now in her 70s, they 

would swear that she is participating in her own tribute on Broadway every night. The vocal 

resemblance is uncanny to the extent that you watch the lips like a hawk to see whether the 

actress is lip-synching. She isn’t… (Fisher n.d.) 

 

Elsewhere, in May 2018, journalist Natalie Corner published a feature on UK newspaper website 

MailOnline, in which she discussed the negative reactions to a performance by actor Adrienne Warren 

on the popular UK magazine show This Morning. Warren had performed the Tina Turner hit ‘River 

Deep, Mountain High’ as part of a promotional campaign for her lead role in Tina: The Tina Turner 

Musical. Entitled: ‘Tina Turner? More Like Tina Turn-Off!’, Corner’s article drew largely from 

comments on social media to suggest that viewers were angry because Warren was not an exact vocal 

tribute to Turner, citing one viewer in particular who called the new musical an ‘“insult” to the 

legendary singer’ (Corner 2018). 

The visceral audience response suggested by Corner (and evident to a lesser degree in Fisher’s 

own opinion) may be endemic in popular media reportage, yet the underlying focus of both journalists 

points to the common expectation, if not requirement, that performers who seek to embody theatrical 

versions of well-known singer-songwriters (Carole King, Tina Turner, Buddy Holly, Elvis Presley, 

Frankie Valli, Donna Summer, Gloria Estefan, John Lennon and others), should sound like those people. 

This seems to be the case even if—beyond the ritualized suspension of disbelief implicit in the reception 

of much mainstream theatre—audience members are well aware they are not watching or hearing the 

original pop star or even a professional tribute act who relies on crafting a form of fidelity to the 

original.1 How, then, are we to understand the limits and potentials of such presumed vocal similarity 

and its function in the realm of musical theatre performance?2 To offer a basis for answering this 

question, I turn to the Baudrillardian concepts of hyperreality and simulacra—as they pertain to ideas 

                                                           
1 This expectation of vocal similarity differs from works of musical theatre that tell the story of real people using original 

scores and songs, such as Evita (1972) or London Road (2011). As part of a larger project on biography, voice and musical 

theatre, I have written on this subject in an earlier issue of this journal. See Macpherson (2016). 
2 This question is based upon the premise of what Jody Kreiman and Diana Sidtis term the ‘credulous audience’—individual 

audience members who knowingly and willingly acquiesce to suspend disbelief in attending bio-musical performances (2011: 

247). Of course, this will not apply to all attendees, and different audience members will have differing levels of attachment 

and familiarity to the various songs of different artists.  
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of reality, imitation and musical theatre at large, and then in application to the cultural politics of voice 

in bio-musical performance.3 

 

Baudrillard and the ‘hyperreal’ of musical theatre 

In his by-now ubiquitous work Simulacra and Simulation (1994 [1981]), French philosopher Jean 

Baudrillard considered the nature of reality and its subsequent loss in postmodernity, arguing that in an 

age of pervasive imagery from film, television, advertising (and now online), the divisions between 

reality and illusion, authenticity and inauthenticity, originals and copies have become blurred. The 

erosion of such distinctions results in a culture of the ‘hyperreal’—a world in which reality is distorted 

or perhaps replaced entirely. Demonstrating his point, Baudrillard reflected on the design and function 

of Disneyland—a place which is made to look entirely real, but is only ‘a play of illusions and 

phantasms’ with no tangible origin (1994: 12). Disneyland is thus designed to make the mythology of 

America feel more of a reality than it is; to mask the absence of ‘The American Dream’ and provide a 

‘social microcosm’ of the possibility (1994: 12–13).  

An analogous concept can be seen in the realm of the theatrical. Audiences are well aware that 

any theatrical performance is illusory, but in its presentation, theatrical ‘realism’ offers a ‘portrayal of 

life with fidelity’ by using specific aesthetic, narrative and participatory conventions—such as realistic 

set design, vernacular dialogue and conventions relating to modes of spectating in an auditorium—to 

construct a conscious separation of the theatrical world from the external world (Taylor 2012: 112, 

115). Theatrical ‘realism’ therefore operates by means of absenting the very ‘real’ it purports to 

represent, allowing it to distort the ‘real’ in a free-play of ‘illusions and phantasms’ (Baudrillard 1994: 

12). In other words, ‘realism’ offers a world beyond—and separate from—reality. In musical theatre 

(and film), this ‘realism’ is heightened even further through the added artifice of song and dance. As 

Raymond Knapp acknowledges, the effect of adding music (for song or dance) to any performance 

                                                           
3 A similarly Baudrillardian framework has been used by Freya Jarman-Ivens to consider tribute acts and impersonators. While 

I develop a different discussion here both in focus and outcome, it would be remiss of me not to note their complementary 

ideas in Chapter 2 of the book Queer Voices: Technologies, Vocalities and the Musical Flaw (2011: 49–57). 
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shifts the temporal dynamics and emotional complexity of the moment, simultaneously drawing 

attention to the artifice while finding ways to help the audience accept that characters who burst into 

song and dance are somehow acting ‘realistically’, as in cases of underscoring or the use of diegetic 

song, further blurring the lines between reality and realism through the mechanisms of heightened 

theatrical expressivity (2005: 12–13).4 Musical theatre, then, operates as an intense ‘hyperreality’ in 

much the same way as Disneyland—offering a world than does not and cannot exist. 

Because of their direct reference to ‘the real’ rather than fictional stories constructed through 

narrative realism, bio-musicals offer an intensification of hyperrealism—with the cultural politics and 

qualities of vocal similarity at the centre of such complexity. To explore this further, Baudrillard’s 

notions of simulation and simulacrum—constituents of hyperreality—are particularly useful. In his 

essay ‘The Precession of Simulacra’, Baudrillard offers four ‘successive phases’ from reality to 

simulacrum (a sign that bears no relation to any reality whatsoever). These phases are as follows 

(Baudrillard 1994: 6): 

 

1) The reflection of a profound reality, such as a painting; 

2) Masking and denaturing of a profound reality, such as a painting that distorts the reality of 

its subject; 

3) Masking the absence of a profound reality, such as the painting of a painting; 

4) Pure simulacrum, with no relation to any reality whatsoever; an abstract painting with no 

immediate conceit to representation. 

 

Suggesting that these phases are broadly analogous to the cultural lifecycle of bio-musicals in 

performance and production, with a particular focus on the centrality of vocal similarity, the rest of this 

                                                           
4 Often, this heightened or intensified expressivity is reductively configured through the notion of ‘camp’, with reference to 

Susan Sontag (1964); a concept which I do not consider here. While I would suggest camp can be hyperreal, I do not propose 

that all hyperreality comprises, or offers, an excess emotional aesthetic. In this sense, my discussion of hyperreality relates to 

‘camp’ vocality as artifice, rather than the excessive emotionalism that often underpins much discourse around ‘camp’ and the 

musical stage. For a parallel consideration of hyperreality in film musicals, see Richard Dyer (1993). 
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article will use these four phases as a structural framework for discussion. First, I consider the ways in 

which bio-musicals purport to reflect reality but end up distorting both the external world and the 

conventions of ‘aesthetic’ realism attendant in many musical theatre productions. This will then allow 

a consideration of voice in bio-musicals, and the cultural politics of vocal likeness. 

 

Phase 1 and 2: The bio-musical as a reflection and distortion of (hyper)reality 

While musical theatre is a form of Baudrillardian hyperreality (occupying a space close to phase two of 

Baudrillard’s stages of simulacrum), bio-musicals seek to reflect a sense of ‘reality’ in their subject 

matter. In this sense, bio-musicals both adhere to conventions of heightened realism while at the same 

time distorting the ‘hyperreal’ through a reflection (rather than a rejection) of the external world through 

well-known songs, costumes and recognisable visual and vocal emulation. In other words, the form 

negotiates an explicit tension between phase one and two of Baudrillard’s discussion. A common trope 

in these productions is the recreation of landmark performances by artists in a familiar concert or 

television setting, seen for example in the restaging of Carole King’s famous 1971 Carnegie Hall 

concert to bookend Beautiful. In many such cases, these ‘concert performances’ take place during or 

after the finale—disarticulating the moment from a conceit to narrative realism. Aligning with 

Baudrillard’s first phase of simulacra, such a convention purports to reflect reality, but does so in a way 

that distorts the implied hyperreality of the musical form. Such a scenario provides audience members 

with an opportunity to sing-along, but also offers a diegetic moment in which the necessity for vocal 

similarity to the ‘original’ seems always to intensify in order to negotiate the rupture between the 

hyperreality of the musical and its subsequent distortion through an attempt to portray a real event. 

At other moments, apparent adherence to a sense of hyperreality can be seen in the extra-

diegetic interpolations of stand-alone songs which are imbued with a sense of dramatic or narrative 

agency. In Jersey Boys, when Frankie and Mary Valli’s marriage ends because of the strain of touring 

and Frankie’s absenteeism as a father, their divorce is given dramatic heft when Frankie sings the 1975 

US Billboard Number One, ‘My Eyes Adored You’. Later, when the band seek help from mobster Gyp 
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DeCarlo to rescue bandmate Tommy DeVito from a $150,000 gambling debt, they perform ‘Beggin’’—

a 1967 hit that lyrically had nothing to do with paying off loan sharks but which heightens the narrative 

intention of the scene. Likewise, when Tina Turner joins in singing ‘Let’s Stay Together’ in Act I of 

Tina, the song functions as a dramatic moment, as her lover pleads that their secret affair might continue, 

despite the escalating abuse of Tina’s husband, Ike. In scenes such as these, ‘original’ songs—stand-

alone pop singles well-known outside the world of the musical—are reframed dramatically, ‘masked’ 

within the theatrical hyperreal, even while their success still rests largely upon the recognition of these 

songs outside the world of the musical (Baudrillard 1994: 6). 

Yet, the relationship between the ‘original’ song and its theatrical configuration may be more 

complicated than this because even the world of twentieth-century popular music—upon which bio-

musicals are based—is, also, in a sense hyperreal. In their consideration of authenticity in popular 

music, Hugh Barker and Yuval Taylor suggest that this is the case in two specific areas. First, ‘[a]s soon 

as technology was used to record music, some aspects of artificiality were introduced’ in order to 

capture recorded sound (Barker and Taylor 2007: 247). Well-known recordings of Elvis, The Four 

Seasons, Tina Turner and others, are all technologically mediated, ‘denaturing’ original performances 

in the recording studio or elsewhere. Second, Barker and Taylor also note that the vocal characteristics 

of certain performers are (or were) in themselves, hyperreal—comprised of imitative qualities and 

inauthenticities. For example, ‘the cult that developed around the King [Elvis] was fully cognizant of 

Elvis’s love for inauthenticity, for artifice’ in his cultivated performance style and vocal affections. As 

one of Presley’s former girlfriend would remark: ‘“Elvis could imitate anybody. He could do Hank 

Snow, Dean Martin, Mario Lanza… anybody”’, leading Barker and Taylor to conclude by asking: 

‘Would Elvis have spawned so many impersonators if he had sung just what came naturally to him?’ 

(2007: 141, 149). Elsewhere, the popularity of disco music—with its rhythmic aesthetic, increased use 

of electronic instrumentation and stylized production values—was ‘about an escape from everyday life’ 

(Barker and Taylor 2007: 237). On this basis, the vocal aesthetics of bio-musicals such as Elvis: The 

Musical or Summer: The Donna Summer Story, draw from sources that are, in themselves, part of a 
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hyperreal popular culture; one which celebrates an escape or distortion of reality even before being 

reframed theatrically. 

The relationship between the external reality of a singer or band, and their theatricalized 

biography onstage, then, is more complicated than a simple transposition from the presumed realm of 

‘the real’ to the constructed (hyper)realism of the stage. In resituating—borrowing, masking and 

modifying—external sources from the realm of pop music within the conventions of the bio-musical, a 

theatrical hyperreality is required to both reference and distort another hyperreality that is nonetheless 

configured as external and ‘original’. This results in a ‘complicating [of] the precise distinction between 

the source and the target text(s)’ in which the relationship between the source (a stand-alone pop song) 

as external reality, and its inclusion in the theatrical realm of the bio-musical becomes unstable (Fois 

2018: 242). This instability is vital to understanding the cultural politics of voice in such performances, 

because if reality is so distorted in the narrative conceits and dramaturgical devices of bio-musical 

productions, the (re)creation of vocal likeness is accordingly comprised of multiple reference points 

and vectors of imitation and artifice. How, then might we understand an audience’s expectation and 

reception of vocal similarity which—as seen in the example of Adrienne Warren above—can 

subsequently be contentious and emotive? The answer, it seems, might lie in the third phase of 

Baudrillard’s precession of simulacra. 

 

Phase 3: Vocal simulation and temporal interplay 

In her book The Cultural Life of Intellectual Properties, Rosemary J. Coombe considers the nature of 

popular culture, asking ‘Who authors the celebrity?’ (1998: 88). Put another way, who is it that 

authorizes or validates what celebrities—including popular singer-songwriters or bands—might be in 

the collective imagination?5 At the level of vocal performance in bio-musical productions, this kind of 

authorial imperative primarily resides with the performers who, in effect, (re)author these celebrity 

                                                           
5 I also employ Coombe’s question as a key provocation in the previous article, referenced in Footnote 2, along with Hillel 

Schwartz’s discussion, seen further on in this article. 
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performers via their musical theatre incarnations. In this sense, John Lloyd Young (re)authored Frankie 

Valli in Jersey Boys; Jessie Mueller (re)authored Carole King in Beautiful, and Adrienne Warren 

(re)authored Tina Turner in Tina. 

However, in (re)authoring a well-known voice from the realm of pop music to the theatrical 

sphere, Roland Barthes’ ubiquitous discussion of ‘The Grain of the Voice’ suggests that there are 

inherent limitations, because no matter how much one voice tries to imitate another, emulation will 

always be limited by ‘the materiality of the body speaking its mother tongue’ (1977: 182).6 In fact, 

human capacity for phonetic mimicry has been found to be a difficult and limited task—often only 

including two or three key features or characteristics at any given time (Nolan in Kreiman and Sidtis, 

2011: 247) 

 Any act of (re)authoring is, therefore, comprised of persistent ruptures between the ‘original’ 

voice being imitated and a spectre of the self—the phonos of the present performer. When he played 

the role of Al Jolson in Jolson: The Musical (1996), British comedian and television personality Brian 

Conley elongated his vowels, assumed an appropriate accent, and imbued his vocal timbre with a raspy 

drawl reminiscent of Jolson himself. Yet, even with these vectors of vocal similarity, Conley was still 

very much present; known for his own natural rasp in delivery. In other words, whether Conley emulates 

Jolson, Warren emulates Tina Turner or Young emulates Frankie Valli, there is always a limit to the 

reflection of the original as it is constantly betrayed by the ineluctable vocal ‘grain’ of the performer. 

It is because of the instability or negotiation between the expectations of vocal similarity and 

the limitations of its sonic accuracy in performance that I am avoiding reference to tribute, imitation or 

mimicry. As Baudrillard suggests, the act of pretending (imitation or mimicry) leaves ‘the principle of 

reality intact’, such as when theatre tells fictional stories through realism. However, the act of 

‘simulation threatens the difference between’ reality and unreality (Baudrillard 1994: 3). In other words, 

implicit in the idea of vocal simulation (and simulacra), is the instability—and resultant tension—that 

is perpetually present in bio-musical performances. Performers that (re)author the voices of ‘original’ 

                                                           
6 Notwithstanding her critique of Barthes’ ideas, Adriana Cavarero offers a similar idea when she posits a ‘vocal 

phenomenology of uniqueness’, citing Italo Calvino’s suggestion that every voice ‘“certainly comes from a person, unique, 

unrepeatable like every person”’ (Cavarero 2005: 7). 
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singers offer a simulation only inasmuch as they simultaneously acknowledge the theatricality of their 

own (re)authoring and invoke sonic markers from the original artists that may, in any case, be 

understood as hyperreal in themselves. Suddenly, the reality (or ‘original’) is absented from the frame, 

‘complicating the precise distinction between’ the original voice and its musical theatre iteration (Fois 

2018: 242). 

Drawing on neo-Platonic frameworks, and with distinct echoes of Baudrillard’s conception of 

hyperreality, sociologist Hillel Schwartz has reflected on this kind of instability or complication, 

suggesting once again that a blurring of boundaries between originals and copies is symptomatic of 

postmodern popular culture. In his book The Culture of the Copy, Schwartz writes that with reality 

absented, the ensuing search for meaning beyond origin results in a culture where ‘[w]e use copies to 

certify originals [and] originals to certify copies’ (2014: 176). This negotiation between presumed 

‘originals’ and ‘copies’ seems to suggest that the complexities of voice in bio-musical performances 

encapsulate the condition of Western popular culture in the late-twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries. It also indicates the affective agency of meaning resides in a space between the ‘original’ 

voice as embodied by the ‘copy’, and the ‘copy’ which, in a limited way, offers a simulation of the 

(hyperreal) ‘original’. Bio-musicals often trade on the sense of recognition or nostalgia that results from 

this negotiation by referencing an ‘original’ that is rooted in the past, sufficient for it to have dramatic 

distance in the live retelling. They therefore offer a performance in the present that evokes a 

performance from the past, in an act of temporal simultaneity, further complicating the encoding of 

vocal simulacra in these works. 

Schwartz, however, notes that in negotiating the space between the original and the copy—

here, the liminal space in which audience members experience the simultaneous temporality of the 

present and the past, imbricated with the limitations of vocal simulacra—‘we stand bewildered’ (2014: 

176). The word ‘bewildered’ is often taken to mean confusion, bafflement, even a sense of quizzical 

dismay. Indeed, much writing on contemporary popular culture engages in debate around questions of 

validity, authenticity, value, integrity, intertextuality, commerce, and so on—a bewildered discourse that 

characterizes the postmodern—the very same set of questions that are brought to bear on discussions 
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about bio-musicals. Yet, it is helpful to consider the etymological derivation of this word. Taken from 

seventeenth-century English, the word is comprised of ‘be-’ meaning ‘thoroughly’, and ‘wilder-’, 

meaning ‘to go astray’. In other words, to be bewildered is to ‘thoroughly go astray’—to be lost; without 

direction. If nostalgia can be understood as wistful longing for home, then the ‘bewilderment’ 

experienced in negotiating the ‘original’ and the ‘copy’ when witnessing these performances may well 

be the catalyst for the overwhelming sense of nostalgia that they evoke. 

Vocal simulacra, allied to the simultaneous experience of dual temporality, may therefore lead 

audience members thoroughly astray, bewildering their sense of memory, belonging, place, and cultural 

familiarity, as they engage in an act of ‘materially altering’ or modifying texts that are already, in 

themselves, adaptations or modifications of ‘originals’ (see Fois 2018: 242).7 After all, it is unlikely 

that Frankie Valli actually sang ‘My Eyes Adored You’ to Mary during their divorce proceedings, while 

Tina Turner’s version of ‘Let’s Stay Together’ was a cover of a song first recorded by Al Green in 1963. 

The combination of vocal limitations inherent in any emulation, and the narrative and dramaturgical 

repurposing of songs and voices in bio-musicals, therefore results in an unstable relationship between 

the ‘original’ voice and its simulacrum (or ‘copy’) in performance. How, then, do audience members 

understand this bewildering hyperreality of bio-musical voice? 

During Tommy DeVito’s direct address to the audience at the conclusion of Jersey Boys, he 

draws together each of the quartet’s differing versions of their story, which have formed and been retold 

throughout the course of the musical. Laconically, cynically, perhaps with a sense of resignation, he 

remarks: ‘Everyone remembers it how they need to, right?’8 To what act of remembering was the 

character DeVito referring? At the level of narrative, he is referencing the divergent versions of a shared 

history as recounted by him and his bandmates in real-time, in the present, during a performance of 

Jersey Boys. Yet, as a direct address, this question also points to individual or collective memories of 

the songs and stories of the real Frankie Valli and The Four Seasons—from the past—in effect asking 

audience members: Which version of this story, of these characters and these songs, do you remember? 

                                                           
7 In Fois’ article, she references Linda Hutcheon’s discussion of audience’s having the agency to ‘materially alter’ texts in the 

act of reception during performance. For further discussion of this, see Hutcheon (2006). 
8 This question was noted during the performance I attended at The Mayflower Theatre, Southampton on Thursday 7th March 

2019, rather than being drawn from script or recording. 
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It may be a throwaway remark, but it serves to draw attention to the way in which bio-musicals play 

with, modify, or mask an audience’s sense of time and cultural memory through a dual temporality of 

the past brought to life in the present by performers who engage in an act of (re)authoring through 

simulation. 

As mentioned above, this sense of temporal simultaneity—one that points forward in real-time 

through a focus on the past—is symptomatic of the postmodern popular cultural condition. Indeed, Elin 

Diamond has observed that to a greater or lesser extent all theatrical performances proffer this duality, 

as they ‘embed traces of other performances’ at the same time as offering something that ‘exceeds our 

knowledge [and] imagines new, unexpected subject positions’ (1995: 2, original emphasis). DeVito's 

rhetorical question, then, constitutes an invitation for audience members to reflect on what it is they 

have heard; their own act of (re)authoring, carried on in the space between the theatricalized present 

and the evocation of external cultural memory, both collective and individual.  

The peculiar temporality of this space between present experience and musical memory has 

been explored in sound studies, notably by sonic archaeologist Jose van Dijck. First, considering the 

relationship between ‘personal and collective memories of popular music’, van Dijck notes that musical 

‘memories are constructed through stories of and about’ favourite or familiar songs (2009: 107, original 

emphasis). In other words, one particular function of bio-musicals in popular culture may be to enable 

the promulgation of collective memory in the moment of the live theatrical event. Citing musicologist 

William Howland Kenney, van Dijck further suggests that when hearing familiar or favourite songs on 

vinyl, CD, online, when they suddenly appear on the radio, or by extension when choosing to attend a 

bio-musical, ‘the past and present’ become ‘mixed in an apparently timeless suspension’ that produces 

fertile ground for the experience of nostalgia (Kenney 1999: xix). 

When, for example, heard Jammy Kasongo sing ‘Let's Stay Together’ during a performance of 

Tina, I found myself transported back to the music room in my old secondary school.9 I was 15 years 

old, with a recently broken voice, and a singing teacher who was not equipped to help me access my 

falsetto. I was stood in front of my two music teachers, singing that song to audition for a 1960s-themed 

                                                           
9 I attended a performance at the Aldwych Theatre, London on 15 May 2019. 
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revue show. As I finished, and turned to eject the CD, I still have a memory of one turning to the other 

and whispering, ‘Mission impossible, don't you think?’ At the time I remember feeling dejected, but 

now think back with fondness to that room and those teachers, even the particular smell I remember 

from the school building. For another audience member, that song might have evoked memories of a 

first dance, the excitement of hearing of a song on the radio as a young child, or perhaps elicited ire 

because, after all, not only was a jobbing actor performing a minor character singing this song, but the 

cultural associations and individual cultural memories may extend further than Tina Turner’s cover 

version, to Al Green's earlier original recording. (Indeed, this was the case for me.) Perhaps, to return 

to DeVito’s assertion, I simply remembered ‘how I needed to’. 

This dual temporality of past and present, then, is elemental to the function, appeal and affective 

reception of bio-musicals. It goes beyond the acknowledged limitations of the way performers 

(re)author the well-known figures they seek to embody by allowing audiences to ‘materially alter’ the 

text—to (re)author it through an interplay of past and present, and individual and collective memories, 

in ‘timeless suspension’ (Kenney 1999: xix). If ‘memories are constructed through stories of and about’ 

favourite songs or familiar songs, as van Dijck suggests (2009: 107), then in the re-telling of the lives 

of singer-songwriters or popular groups, what is heard, or perceived to be heard—above and beyond 

the presumed suspension of disbelief—is perpetually (re)written, adapted, and materially altered, 

through engaging with their stories afresh, in real-time. It is at this point—through the intersection and 

interplay of temporal simultaneity of the past and present, and the limitations and possibilities of vocal 

emulation—that bio-musicals assume further properties of hyperreality; a culture in which the ‘original’ 

or the real is obscured to the point of erasure. 

How, though, might this complex plurality of performance and experience be articulated? The 

answer might be related to linguistic, and the shared etymology of simultaneity (at the level of dual 

narrative temporality) and simulate (at the level of vocal emulation). Both words contain the Latin 

adverb simul, meaning ‘at the same time’. In other words, bio-musicals such as Jersey Boys exist in a 

liminal space, evoking the past in the present at the level of both text and performance. To negotiate 

these levels in the voice, and the fluid configurations of reception, culture, memory and nostalgia of 
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which they are comprised, I here offer a term that allows both levels to coexist and interact: 

simuloquism. 

 As a neologism, this term comprises the Latin simul and loqui, the latter of which encompasses 

the various facets of (re)authoring considered in this discussion—including the way in which the text 

and language of culture, song lyrics and dialogue foster and interact with the vocal qualities being 

simulated. Just as Tommy DeVito’s rhetorical question at the end of Jersey Boys resonated on the level 

of cultural narrative and vocal similarity, it also embodied the irreducibility of vocal simulation and 

temporal duality that form the basis for the bio-musical phenomenon. Simuloquism, then, offers a way 

to encapsulate these facets, as they operate metaphorically at the level of cultural memory and (con)text, 

and metonymically at the level of vocal similarity. I suggest, then, that simuloquism is a vocal index of 

cultural, nostalgic hyperreality. It allows and embraces bewilderment by negotiating and encoding an 

image of the ‘original’ through a shared acknowledgement that the ‘original’—already a form of 

hyperreality—is modified, adapted, ‘masked and denatured’, or absent (Baudrillard 1994: 6). There is, 

however, a further facet of simuloquism that corresponds to the fourth and final phase in Baudrillard’s 

discussion. 

 

Phase 4: The hauntological of simuloquism 

The recording of musical theatre performances—live or in a studio—became a staple of the musical 

theatre industry as a commercial entity during the twentieth century. Original Cast Recordings—or even 

recordings of particular casts or live events—can be purchased and listened to in advance, or in memory, 

of seeing a performance.10 These recordings range from a near-complete account of through-sung 

musicals to a selection of the most notable songs, in more or less the order they appear in a show. Cast 

recordings, in this sense, function as what scholar George Reddick has termed ‘lasting documentation’ 

of the musicals themselves (2011: 190), becoming what sound studies scholars Karin Bijsterveld and 

                                                           
10 Original Cast Recordings became a feature of twentieth century musical theatre production, circulation and consumption, 

beginning in 1900 with a New York recording of the British musical Florodora, but becoming popularised from the 1940s 

onward, with record labels including Decca and Colombia producing a cast recording for most of the successful Broadway 

and West End musicals. For a historical outline of the Original Cast Recording and its commercial impact, see Maslon (2018). 
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Jose van Dijck might think of as ‘sound souvenirs’ (2009). As a standard practice in the industry, bio-

musicals also receive Original Cast Recordings of their productions.  

The categorical attribution of recording the ‘Original’ cast suggests that these ‘sound souvenirs’ 

might, in fact, align with the first phase of Baudrillard’s taxonomy, acting as a reflection of the reality 

of the bio-musical itself. However, as explored above, the cultural and vocal properties of bio-musical 

performance conform to phase three of Baudrillard’s discussion—and assume the condition of the 

hyperreal. Because of this, bio-musicals cannot properly be seen as ‘reality’ that is captured on record. 

Rather, listeners are left with a recording of simuloquism; a mediated or technologically produced 

documentation of something that is already a modified, inaccurate, limited, simulation of something 

else. Original Cast Recordings of bio-musicals therefore align with the fourth successive phase of 

Baudrillard’s taxonomony. 

Actively streaming these recordings online, or purchasing them on CD or other media, listeners 

are removed from the ritualized context of a theatrical event in which disbelief is suspended, and an 

active engagement with a narrative, and the visual cues of a production, complement the experience 

through temporal dualities. Instead, to borrow from Schwartz once more, listeners engage with a 

(recorded) ‘copy’ of a (theatrical) ‘copy’. Philosopher Jacques Derrida might call this experience 

‘hauntological’ (2006), and borrowing from Peter Buse and Andrew Scott’s (1999: 11) discussion of 

this term as a lens to understand postmodern popular culture, the experience of listening to a ‘copy’ of 

a ‘copy’ might constitute something of a ‘spectrally deferred non-origin’. In other words, there is no 

‘original’ left with which we might certify this ‘copy’. In Baudrillard’s words, what is listened to 

therefore assumes the properties of pure simulacrum. In masking the absence of the original, the 

mediated and recorded consumption of such works on record leaves behind only the residue of 

simulation: a ghost without the person it is ghosting. On this basis, we might ask: Why listen to Adrienne 

Warren, when we can listen to Tina Turner? Why listen to John Lloyd Young, when we could listen 

Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons? In the final part of this article, I would like to offer four possible 

reasons in answer to these questions, considering the cultural politics of simuloquism beyond bio-

musical performances themselves. As such, simuloquism might be brought to bear beyond the concerns 

of voice in this case. 
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First, as noted by Reddick (2011) and Laurence Maslon (2018) in their respective work on cast 

recordings, these ‘sound souvenirs’ of musical theatre productions offer mass accessibility for 

enthusiasts who listen to Original Cast Recordings or other recordings to remember the thrill of their 

visit to the performance, in anticipation of a visit to the show, or at times, as a substitute for their 

inability to access the live production. As one fan wrote on Amazon in reviewing the Original Cast 

Recording of Tina, ‘Seen the show twice and it was just like being there all over again. Love it’ (n.a. 

2019). In such cases, perhaps the act of listening to ‘copy’ of a ‘copy’ assumes a sense of reality beyond 

its spectral quality. Pure simulacrum, for these listeners, is imbued with a sense of artificial presence—

from ‘when they were there’—rekindling a sense of the simultaneity of ‘original’ and ‘copy’ while 

listening to both Adrienne Warren and Adrienne Warren-as-Tina Turner. Perhaps, in some way, the 

pure simulacrum of the cast recording helps makes sense of the auditory ‘bewilderment’. With regards 

to simulacra, Baudrillard further wrote that ‘when the real is no longer what it was […] nostalgia 

assumes its full meaning’ (1994: 6). In this case, might it be that both the third and fourth phases of 

Baudrillard’s taxonomy promulgate and catalyse the experience of nostalgia and its mass cultural appeal 

because of their hyperreal qualities, validating the experience of ‘bewilderment’ and a longing for 

something more? Perhaps this is the paragon of Adorno’s ‘regressive listening’ in popular Western 

musical theatre and the broader cultural zeitgeist characterised by a fascination with nostalgia and the 

past (2001: 46). 

Second, in following the conventions of musical theatre productions eliciting a ‘sound 

souvenir’ to be purchased by fans and increase its appeal, bio-musical cast recordings occupy a unique 

place in this genre. After all, if the cultural event of a bio-musical is not ‘documented’ on a cast 

recording, then what is left (Reddick 2011: 190)? For original works, there are scores, with songs that 

become standards, or scripts are published. However, once a production of a bio-musical closes, without 

a cast recording there are no ghosts or spectres of non-origin left. Rather, there is a direct return to the 

‘original’ from which the copy derived. In other words, the existence of cast recordings validates the 

bio-musical as a sub-genre of musical theatre in-and-of-itself, and of course, more broadly as part of 

popular culture. 
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Third, in serving as a ‘record’ of a production in a given time and place, such cast recordings 

continue to ensure an enduring relationship between musical theatre and the popular charts. In the first 

half of the twentieth century, musical theatre fed the charts. In the second half of the twentieth century, 

styles from the charts began to feed musical theatre. Yet, as Maslon (2018) has noted, cast recordings 

have routinely outsold numerous popular artists, particularly during the twentieth century. The existence 

of musical theatre recordings that serve as a theatrical documentation of such pop icons is yet another 

example of their ‘hauntological’ properties. As Baudrillard suggested, an overproduction of simulacra 

was the ‘characteristic hysteria of our times’ in an attempt ‘to restore the real that escapes’ us (1994: 

23). While the twenty-first century is characterised by Instagram influencers that present ideal lifestyles 

which never really exist—a further hyperreality consumed by millions of followers, perhaps bio-

musical cast recordings are similarly symptomatic of a kind of pop culture ‘hysteria’ at a time when the 

past is familiar enough to offer comfort and distant enough to allow an escape. 

Finally, a fourth reason for being interested in listening to Adrienne Warren as Tina Turner, 

John Lloyd Young as Frankie Valli, or the countless others one might think of, necessitates a return to 

pop culture’s draw towards the past. In his discussion of the way cast recordings developed in the 

twentieth century, Reddick (2011) notes that innovators such as the producer and engineer Goddard 

Lieberson altered the material recorded from musicals such as Oklahoma! (1943) and My Fair Lady 

(1956) in order for it to exist on record. Such things as dialogue-lead ins were not included, at other 

times reprises were struck from the running order, and so on. In other words, cast recordings offer a 

sense of the original production and its dramaturgical intention, but are also ‘adaptations’ and 

‘modifying’ artefacts that never fully reflect the reality of a given performance or production (Fois  

2018: 242). This fact becomes particularly pertinent in the case of bio-musical cast recordings. As 

‘sound souvenirs’ of simuloquism, they offer a running order of popular chart hits, ostensibly tied to a 

narrative in performance, but on record, completely divorced from dramatic or narrative conceit. 

Lacking character, particularization, dramatic intent or specificity, the ‘modifying’ of voices or 

dramatic intention of particular songs becomes obscured; the relationship between the ‘original’ and 
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the vocal simulation is even further denatured. For example, on the cast recording of Jersey Boys, the 

emotional and narrative agency of ‘My Eyes Adored You’ and ‘Beggin’’ is completely lost.  

In this sense, these recordings become theatrical Greatest Hits albums, constructing a particular 

idea of a given production. This is significant, because if such productions are already copies, modified 

re-imaginings or (re)authorings of pop culture history, then their cast recordings and the complex vocal 

indices they capture, have the agency to reshape the histories of the artists whose lives they seek to 

celebrate. Baudrillard again notes that the contemporary obsession with ‘history […] that invades 

[popular culture; has value] only as nostalgia for a lost referential’ (1994: 43–44). It is in this nostalgia 

that the mere existence of bio-musical cast recordings—as copies, of copies, of originals of voices of 

‘spectrally deferred non-origin’—may be all-at-once a cause and symptom of bewilderment, as pure 

simulacra in popular culture (Buse and Scott 1999: 11). 

 

Conclusion 

This article has considered the nature of hyperreality in bio-musicals with a focus on the cultural politics 

of vocal simulacra. Hyperreal vocality occurs when the distinction between the ‘original’ voice of the 

celebrity performer (already likely a manifestation of hyperreal popular culture) and the complexities 

of vocal simulation within a musical theatre context becomes blurred, modified or (re)authored, further 

masked or complicated by narrative and dramatic imperatives in the conceit to biographical storytelling 

that offers a simultaneity of the past and the present in performance. I have offered simuloquism as a 

new term which may help articulate these negotiations as they pertain to the musical stage, and one 

which—as a nexus of meaning and temporality—may have further application beyond the focus of this 

discussion, encompassing other forms of vocal mimicry such as impressionists, tribute artists, or 

performers who release cover versions of other artists’ material.11 

                                                           
11 Simuloquistic approaches to these other entertainment forms will be considered in a future article. However, here I offer my 

thanks to Adrian Curtin for recommending a compelling discussion on the idea of the ‘cover persona’ in tribute performances, 

in Sam O’Connell (2011), ‘Performing 'Judy': The Creation and Function of Cover Personae in Popular Music in Rufus 

Wainwright's Judy Garland Concerts’, Contemporary Theatre Review 21:3, pp. 317–331.  
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The last part of this article moved to consider the peculiar practice of documenting bio-musical 

performances for repeated listening on Original Cast Recordings. After all, if simuloquism is of the 

order of the hyperreal, then what is it that can be heard on the ‘Original’ Cast Recordings of Tina, Jersey 

Boys, Jolson, Beautiful and others? A copy of a copy. Suggesting that such recordings achieve the full 

order of simulacrum, I suggest that if popular culture has reached a terminus from which it is unable to 

progress without regression, perpetual intertextuality, or manufactured nostalgia, then the popularity of 

this sub-set of musical theatre is paradigmatic of a condition wherein the entire aim of culture has 

become a perpetual effort to ‘restore the real that escapes it’ (Baudrillard 1994: 23).  
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