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Motown the 
Musical

flamboyant, crowd-pleasing 
presentation (“Reach Out and 
Touch” becomes an audience 
participation stage direction), 
and there are good – if sadly 
brief – supporting turns from 
Sifiso Mazibuko’s charismatic 
Marvin Gaye, Charl Brown’s 
nonchalant Smokey Robinson 
and Jordan Shaw’s winning 
Stevie Wonder. The real 
scene-stealer, however, is 
12-year-old Eshan Gopal, one 
of four performers playing 
the young Michael Jackson, 
whose exquisitely soulful 
voice suggests experience 
far beyond his years.

Choreographers Patricia 
Wilcox and Warren Adams 
and dance arranger Zane 
Mark provide lively period 
pastiche, precisely capturing 
the era’s combination 
of upbeat, polished 
synchronicity with snake-
hipped, earthy sensuality. The 
propulsive energy keeps us 
engaged, even when the plot 
runs aground, and the big set 
pieces are nicely rooted in the 
natural physical expression of 
the characters off stage. Praise 
must also go to the sizeable 
wardrobe department, 
whose exceedingly shiny 
creations are a joy to behold.

For those eager to hum 
and toe-tap along to live 
renditions of all-time greats, 
from “Ain’t No Mountain 
High Enough” and “Dancing 
in the Street” to “I Heard It 
Through the Grapevine”, 
Motown does the job, but 
if you want more insight 
into Gordy the man – rather 
than the hit machine – 
you’ll be disappointed. His 
label’s songs are far more 
eloquent than this musical, 
which ultimately favours 
spectacle over soul. n

MARIANKA SWAIN

W e’ve reached 
peak jukebox 
musical with 

Motown, the latest glossy 
Broadway import, which 
crams almost 60 popular 
hits into its two-and-a-half-
hour running time, at the 
expense, unsurprisingly, of 
satisfying drama. Not that 
the latter is high on the list 
of priorities of co-producer 
Berry Gordy, the Motown 
mogul whose scattershot, 
hagiographic book is based 
on his own rosy 1994 memoir. 
This rags-to-riches tale is a 
strictly feel-good affair, with 
everything from personal 
demons to race relations 
presented as minor bumps 
on the road to musical glory.

The threadbare narrative 
begins in 1983 with Gordy 
debating whether to join a 
25th-anniversary Motown 
TV special, which prompts 

a whistle-stop tour of his 
life. We see the young Gordy 
inspired by African-American 
boxer Joe Louis’ victory over 
Max Schmeling, fuelling his 
budding ambition; his early 
career as a songwriter (“Reet 
Petite” among his creations), 
restricted by discriminatory 
white record labels; and, 
following an $800 family 
loan, the founding of his own 
label with the purchase of a 
Detroit property that came to 
be known as Hitsville USA. 
Legendary black artists got 
their break there, from Stevie 
Wonder, Marvin Gaye and 
the Four Tops to Smokey 
Robinson, the Supremes 
and Michael Jackson, but, 
by the 1980s, many had 
been lured away by other 
labels offering bigger deals.

Motown boasts an 
extraordinary back catalogue, 
so the temptation to cram 

in as much as possible 
is understandable, but it 
fatally weakens the show. 
Fascinating figures are 
reduced to cameos, and, 
despite slick framing from 
director Charles Randolph-
Wright, Gordy’s book 
lurches dismally from bald 
exposition (“That little 
Stevie is a wonder!”) to 
slapdash social commentary. 
Newsreel footage nods at 
key historical events like 
the assassination of Martin 
Luther King, but the growing 
mainstream presence of soul 
and rhythm and blues music, 
and its key contribution to 
changing racial attitudes, 
is far better explored 
elsewhere – Memphis and 
Hairspray, among others. 

Gordy also struggles 
to incorporate the 
songs smoothly into the 
story, leading to some 
unintentionally hilarious 
transitions: when his 
protagonist fails to perform 
sexually with Diana Ross, 
she decides the moment 
calls for a vigorous rendition 
of “I Hear a Symphony”. 
The fully-fledged concert 
versions are most effective, 
performed with power and 
pizzazz by the sterling cast 
and Gareth Weedon-directed 
band, though too many are 
frustratingly truncated.

Cedric Neal convincingly 
conveys Gordy’s 
entrepreneurial zeal and 
relentless drive, though 
the script’s psychological 
haziness means his true 
motivation – is he more 
concerned with social 
progress or commercial 
savvy? – remains oblique. 
Lucy St Louis is an uncanny 
Diana Ross, capturing 
her breathy vocals and 

the first provincial tour 
by the fledgling Sadler’s 
Wells Ballet. Alicia Markova 
left the company after the 
tour, having danced every 

performance in London 
and on the road, but The 
Rake’s Progress, which 
Ninette de Valois created 
for that season, remains in 

the repertory to this day. 
By happy coincidence, 

Mrs Henderson Presents 
occupies the Noël Coward 
Theatre, formerly the New 

Theatre, where Sadler’s 
Wells Ballet found a 
temporary home for four 
years during World War II. 
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