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A Word from the Playwright... 

 
 

     “Our lives are not made up of continual  
     extravagant moments. There’s something  
     in exploring the simplicity of characters  
     in everyday life, and there’s humor in it,  
     and there’s drama to be found.” 
 
 
    
     —Barry Levinson   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Delaware Theatre Company thanks the following sponsors for supporting its educational and artistic work. 

 

      

This program is made possible, in part, by a grant from the Delaware Division of the Arts, a state agency dedicated 
to nurturing and supporting the arts in Delaware, in partnership with the National Endowment for the Arts. 

Mickey’s Diner in St. Paul, Minnesota 



The Characters…  
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The Guys       
  
Boogie—a young man in his early twenties who gambles too much 

Eddie—a young man who is nervous about his upcoming wedding to  

 his longtime girlfriend, Elyse 

Shrevie—a young man who has a passion for music and memory and  

 feels disconnected from his wife, Beth    

Fenwick—an intelligent but hard-drinking young man who seems to  

 drift aimlessly in life 

Modell—a wisecracking, opinionated young man  

Billy—a young man working on his Master’s degree who tries to do  

 the right thing for his career, friends, and the woman he 

 loves 

 

 

 

The Girls 

Elyse—a young woman who is engaged to Eddie and who must pass  

 a football test to marry him 

Beth—a young woman who feels empty in her marriage to Shrevie  

 and wants to do more than be a housewife 

Barbara—a young woman interested in pursuing a career in the new  

 medium of television production 

Carol Heathrow—a beautiful young woman and the subject of one of  

 Boogie’s bets 

 

 

 

The Company They Keep: 

Bagel—an older man who advises Boogie about his gambling and his  

 life choices 

Howard—Fenwick’s older brother  

Tank—a tough gambler to whom Boogie owes money  
 

Various other characters include Eddie’s parents, a stripper, and 
other customers at the diner.   

Ari Brand, above, will play 

Eddie, and Tess Soltau will 

play Elyse in the Delaware 

Theatre Company production 

of Diner. 
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It is Christmas Eve, 1959, in Baltimore.  Boogie sets the scene for the audience and watches as his 
circle of friends enters their favorite diner to eat and talk.  Modell, Shrevie, Eddie, and Fenwick talk 
and sing of their interests in music, movies, and women.  Boogie enters the conversation and bets his 
friends that he can have a sexual encounter with a woman named Carol Heathrow.  The group takes 
him up on the bet.  Several of the guys leave, but Billy enters, back in town for Eddie’s upcoming 
wedding, and Boogie and Fenwick keep him company.  Boogie and Fenwick tell Billy that Eddie has 
insisted his fiancée, Elyse, pass a football test in order for the wedding to go forward.  
 
The scene shifts to a bridal shop where Barbara and Elyse are trying on dresses for the wedding.  
Beth enters and shares that she is hoping to get a job after the new year to keep her occupied.  She 
worries that her husband, Shrevie, will object.  Barbara confides in her friends that she thinks she is 
pregnant but does not want to tell Billy, the father of the child, who is her good friend but not her 
husband or even a longtime boyfriend.  The women sing about wanting more than just being on the 
sidelines, supporting a man’s life and career and not living their own dreams.  
 
At the Christmas Dance the following day, the men and women continue to mingle, talk about their 
lives, and dance.  Eddie presses Billy on his relationship with Barbara, but Billy is evasive.  Shrevie tells 
Beth that after the dance, he and his friends are going without the women to the diner.  Beth tells 
him she thought that after they were married, his “bachelor” dates at the diner would end.  Shrevie 
shrugs off her remark.  
 
The next day at Eddie’s home, Eddie, Billy, and Fenwick talk about 
the plan to attend a movie that evening to witness Boogie attempting 
to make good on his bet regarding Carol.  Billy turns down the 
movie and instead tries to telephone Barbara, who has been avoiding 
him.  She refuses to take Billy’s call.   
 
At the movie theatre that evening, Boogie plays a trick on Carol to 
win the bet.  She is disgusted with his actions, but he talks his way 
back into her better graces.   
 
At the diner later that night, Eddie asks Shrevie what marriage is like.  
Though his response is less than passionate or detailed, Shrevie re-
plies that marriage is a good thing.  Boogie enters and wants to col-
lect on his bet, but Eddie and Shrevie tell him that they are not pay-
ing since Boogie’s methods were not honest.  Bagel enters and warns 
Boogie about making large bets that he cannot pay.  Boogie returns  
to his friends and ups the wager, betting he will have sex with Carol 
on their next date.  The guys take him up on his bet.   
      (continued)  

      

A Note to Readers:  To assist educators in preparing their students for seeing our shows, the Department of Edu-

cation and Community Engagement at DTC prepares and shares detailed summaries of the plots of our produc-

tions.  These summaries disclose important plot points, including the climax and resolution of each play.   Fur-

thermore, our study guides are constructed under the premise that the educator has read our summary, and addi-

tional articles herein may reference these same plot points.  This notice is intended to provide a “spoiler alert.” 

In addition, as the musical Diner is being developed at Delaware Theatre Company, some script changes may 

have occurred between this writing and the opening of the show.    

  Derek McKlena will play the   

  role of Boogie in Diner at DTC. 



Summary (continued)  
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The next day, Fenwick lounges in front of his television, watching a quiz show and answering each 
question correctly.  Boogie enters and asks him for money to help settle his gambling debts.  Fenwick, 
who comes from a wealthy family, offers to ask his brother for money to help out.   
 
At her home, Beth is on the phone with Elyse, talking about the football test, when Shrevie calls to 
her from another room.  Beth goes in to find Shrevie ranting about the way she misfiled records from 
his collection.  The argument escalates and Shrevie insinuates that their relationship was a mistake.  
He leaves and Beth sings of the unforeseen challenges that come with marriage.  Boogie enters and 
notices Beth is upset.  He tries to comfort her.   
 
Fenwick goes to his brother Howard’s house to ask for money.  Howard refuses, chastising Fenwick 
for his laziness and his spendthrift manner.  Fenwick leaves angrily.   
 
Later at the diner, Billy connects with Barbara by phone.  She tells him she is pregnant and he tells 
her he wants to marry her.  She refuses, saying it isn’t right.  Billy returns to his table and talks with 
Eddie about women and their choices.  Modell joins them to talk about movies again, but Shrevie 
soon enters and hurries the guys out the door, telling them Fenwick is drunk and in a Christmas man-
ger at a nearby church.   
 
The guys find Fenwick singing and yelling in the manger set and try to coax him to leave.  He refuses.  
The police come and make arrests.  The act ends.  
 
The second act begins as Shrevie, Billy, Eddie, and Fenwick talk from their jail cells about being caught 
and about Modell’s evading the police.  All but Fenwick are bailed out, and, alone, he sings of the 
changes that inevitably occur in life between youthful dreams and adult reality.   
 
In the early hours the next day, Shrevie, Modell, Boogie, and Eddie are at the diner.  Eddie confides to 
Boogie that he is nervous about the wedding night, having had very little experience.   

 
Later that day, Billy goes to see Barbara in the television 
studio to discuss their relationship.  She is embarrassed that 
her personal life is creeping into her professional world.  
She tells him that she wants more than just being a stay-at-
home wife and mother.  Though Billy tries to tell her he 
honestly cares for her, she refuses to marry Billy simply for 
the convenience.   
 
At the diner that day, Beth and Elyse sit together and muse 
over why their men are so protective of their time at the 
diner.  Beth tells Elyse of her fight with Shrevie and the two 
 seem at a loss over why men behave the way they do.    
Elyse goes home to study for the football test while Beth  
heads to the beauty parlor to confirm their hair appoint- 

      ments for the  upcoming wedding. 
 
At Mr. Sol’s beauty parlor, where Boogie works, Beth greets Boogie.  Tank enters and, in a private 
conversation with Boogie, threatens him because he did not make good on paying his gambling losses.  
Boogie, planning on winning money from his friends by having a sexual liaison with Carol, promises to 
have the money later that evening.  Tank punches Boogie as a warning and leaves.     
            (continued) 

Brynn O’Malley will play Barbara in Diner 

at Delaware Theatre Company.   



Summary (continued)  

Boogie receives a call from Carol, who cancels their date due to having the flu.  Boogie, now desper-
ate for money, hatches a plan to use Beth in place of Carol, and begins to woo her and remind her of 
their former romantic relationship.  She agrees to meet him that evening, knowing Shrevie will be 
with his male friends.   
 

At the diner that night, Eddie, Shrevie, and Modell are talking when Fenwick arrives, bailed out of jail 
by his father in exchange for a promise that Fenwick will accept a job working for his brother.  The 
guys head over to Eddie’s house to witness the football test.  Once there, the test begins.  Elyse is 
passing, just barely, as the couple’s parents worry about the results and all of the other guys listen in.  
Shrevie jumps in with an answer to a question and Eddie refuses to count it for Elyse though she 
knew the answer.  She answers a few more correctly but also answers several incorrectly, leaving the 
group wondering what will happen.  Billy sings of the games that are played between men and women 
as they navigate relationships with one another. The other guys, as well as Eddie and Elyse, join in.  As 
the song ends, Eddie breaks the news that Elyse has failed the test and the marriage is off.   
 

Outside, Boogie and Fenwick are talking about Boogie’s bet and his plan to use Fenwick’s apartment 
for his sexual encounter.  Fenwick learns that Boogie plans to have sex with Beth and remonstrates 
him for such a choice.  Boogie, still desperate for money, forges ahead with his plan.  Modell and 
Shrevie, knowing nothing about Carol’s illness, make plans to witness Boogie’s sexual conquest and 
head to Fenwick’s apartment. 
 

Back at Eddie’s house, Eddie and Elyse are alone together.  Elyse looks for a straight answer about 
whether or not Eddie really loves her.  Eddie gives her a roundabout answer, but she wants honesty 
and again sings of the games people play in their relationships.   
 

Boogie brings Beth to Fenwick’s apartment.  Modell and Shrevie hide to watch.  Shrevie sees Beth, 
and, thinking she is Carol Heathrow, acknowledges that the woman he is watching is beautiful.  
Boogie, realizing that what he is about to do is disrespectful to both Beth and Shrevie, cancels his plan 
and takes Beth out of the apartment.  Shrevie, thinking about his own marriage, tells Modell he needs 
to talk to Beth to work out their problems.   
 

Beth, after hearing Boogie’s confession, chastises him for such a plan, but admits that she, too, was 
about to make a bad choice.  She tells him of the difficulties in her marriage.  Boogie encourages her 
to work it out.  She asks him if he ever really did have feelings for her, and he tells her yes.  Com-
forted, Beth admits she’d like to help Boogie out of his gambling mess, but acknowledges that she and 
Shrevie do not have the money.  The two part amicably, and sing separately about their choices. 
 

At the diner, Boogie and Bagel discuss Boogie’s problems.   Bagel offers to pay off Boogie’s gambling 
debts if Boogie agrees to move to Atlanta where a steady job awaits him with Bagel’s nephew’s cloth-
ing store.  Boogie, out of options, agrees.  Bagel approaches Tank to pay the money.   
 

The next day, Barbara’s supervisor offers her a promotion if she’ll move to Chicago.  Though Barbara 
tells him she must think about it, she then privately sings of her desire to have both a rewarding ca-
reer and a child to love and resolves to have it all as a woman.   
 

At a strip club, the guys get together and harass Boogie for not coming through on the Carol Heath-
row bet.  Boogie tells them he decided against doing it.  Fenwick appreciates his choice.  Eddie an-
nounces that the wedding is back on.  The guys celebrate and sing with the stripper.   
 

At the wedding, the group seems happy and their outlook on life brighter.  Boogie tells the audience 
about each person’s life afterwards and the changes that would occur with the passing of time.  The 
final image is one of true friendship in the company.   

5 
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Barry Levinson is an award-winning director and screenwriter whose 
storied career has produced hits for television, film, and now the stage.  
A native of Baltimore, Maryland, Levinson studied radio and television at 
American University in Washington, D.C. before moving to Los Angeles, 
where he began performing with Craig T. Nelson in an improv duo on 
the comedy circuit, and eventually writing for comedy series such as The 
Carol Burnett Show.  Levinson partnered with Mel Brooks in writing the 
films Silent Movie and High Anxiety.  Levinson also wrote the script for his 
directorial debut, Diner, for which he was nominated for an Academy 
Award in screenwriting.  He won an Oscar for direction for Rain Man, 
and also directed box office hits such as The Natural and Good Morning, 
Vietnam.  Levinson recently produced the television series Oz and Homi-
cide:  Life on the Streets.  He continues to venture into new artistic terri-
tory, writing his first novel, Sixty-Six, and now, adapting Diner into a stage 
musical.   
 
Sheryl Crow is an award-winning singer and songwriter 
whose breakout album Tuesday Night Music Club earned 
her the first three of nine Grammy Awards.  Born in Ken-
nett, Missouri, Crow studied music education at the Uni-
versity of Missouri before teaching elementary music in a 
suburban St. Louis County public school.  She then 
moved to Los Angeles and sang backup for the likes of 
Michael Jackson and Don Henley before her solo debut 
Tuesday Night Music Club hit number three on the U.S. 
Billboard charts.  Since then, she has continued working 
as a solo artist and a collaborator, with hits that crossed 
among the rock, pop, and country genres.  In 2013 Crow 
released her album Feels Like Home, her ninth studio al-
bum, which was called “one of the ten best country al-
bums of 2013” by Billboard.  Crow makes her home in 
Nashville, Tennessee.   

 
Director Kathleen Marshall is a Tony-Award-
winning choreographer and director who has 
helped the musical Diner take shape throughout its 
development for the stage.  Marshall has multiple 
Broadway, off-Broadway, and regional credits to 
her name, including having directed and choreo-
graphed shows including Nice Work if You Can Get 
It, the recent Broadway revivals of Anything Goes 
(for which she won her third Tony Award for cho-
reography), Grease, and The Pajama Game.  She ran 
the Encores! series at Manhattan’s City Center 
from 1996-2000 and also performed in the national 

tour of Cats.  A graduate of Smith College, Marshall lives with her husband (producer Scott Landis) 
and their two children.   



Teachable Themes and Topics 

Coming of Age in Film and On Stage 
 

A popular theme for screenwriters and playwrights is that of “coming of age,” the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood that brings the thrill of future opportunity with the bittersweet recogni-
tion that the past is over and life is changing.  Diner certainly takes its place in the canon of stories 
about coming of age, featuring a circle of male friends—and some of their female companions—who 
realize that as the world changes, so too do their responsibilities, priorities, and values.   
 
The passage from adolescence into adulthood was characterized by developmental psychologist Erik 
Erikson as a time in which humans seek to identify themselves as individuals and as part of a collec-
tive society, sometimes experiencing “role confusion” as they look at career choices as well as value 
choices that may define them.  Relationships with peers become highly important as they provide a 
means for developing independence from parental control and for exploring ways of life.  Erikson 
also noted the struggle in young adulthood between intimacy and isolation as men and women look 
to form long-term romantic relationships but often hesitate to commit to one person.  More re-
cently, Jeffrey Jensen Arnett proposed the theory of “emerging adulthood” for the time between 
late high school and the attainment of adulthood—being self-sufficient, responsible for one’s 
choices, and financially independent.  To Arnett, emerging adults vacillate between independence 
and dependence, sometimes bouncing from job to job or independent home back to their parents’ 
home.  Arnett further describes emerging adulthood as a time when, having left the dependence of 
true adolescence, yet not having the “enduring responsibilities” that are part of adulthood, humans 
explore “a variety of possible life directions in love, work, and world view.” Both Erikson and Ar-
nett state that this prolonged journey to adulthood is culturally-bound, found mostly in industrial-
ized countries with a person’s having less of a need to earn money once out of high school, having 
greater opportunities for higher education, and having no major societal requirement (such as a 
wartime draft) that propels a person into more adult responsibilities.   
 
Art mirrors life in the fictional world of Diner as each of the main characters takes this journey into 
adulthood separately, yet shares his or her experience with the audience through conversation with 
friends or through a song that illuminates the situation.  Billy and Barbara try to hash out what to 
do about their careers, their relationship, and their unborn child—certainly the kind of conversation 
that would not have taken place if Billy stayed only in the company of his male friends in the diner.  
Shrevie and Beth tell their friends about their fights and their struggle to connect with each other, 
sharing that the adult world of marriage is more than sex and romance.  Eddie and Elyse realize that 
game-playing is a childish avoidance tactic, and learn that being honest and admitting vulnerability 
are necessary components in an intimate relationship.  Fenwick, whose trust fund makes work un-
necessary, begins reflecting on his aimless existence, and considers possible changes he wants to 
make in his life.  Boogie, too, journeys towards adulthood.  He recognizes that although as a youth 
he may have had no thought about the repercussions of his actions, as an adult, he must face conse-
quences.  His growth is marked when his sense of honor trumps his self-interests.   
 
Similar journeys from youth toward adulthood are found in iconic films such as American Graffiti, 
George Lucas’ film about a group of high school graduates cruising in Modesto, California and 
searching for direction in life; Stand by Me, a film directed by Rob Reiner about a group of young 
friends who are catapulted from childhood innocence when they are confronted by more serious 
issues while on a journey to find the dead body of an acquaintance; and even The Breakfast Club by 
John Hughes, in which misfit teens in school detention share their struggles and pledge to live life  
          (continued) 
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Coming of Age (continued)  
 

more authentically.  On stage, the theme of coming of age is also prevalent, with shows like Spring 
Awakening or In the Heights exploring how characters make the transition from childhood to adult-
hood.  Whether that transition centers on physical or interpersonal changes such as sexual matura-
tion or demanding authentic relationships, or on the concept of following dreams or pursuing goals, 
the characters in movies and shows such as these ask the same questions most adolescents and 
young adults ask:  Who am I?  Whom do I want to be?  Who is keeping me from becoming my best 
self?  What should I do to create the life I envision for myself?   
 
Part of what makes musicals and films like Diner have long-term appeal is the connection that audi-
ences feel with the characters who are navigating that transition into adulthood.  The sense of nostal-
gia, the reflection on what could be and what could have been, and the mixed feelings of excitement 
and frustration are universal experiences as humans undergo their own processes of growing and 
changing.   The character of Boogie expresses in song these mixed emotions of missing the carefree 
nature of youth while still yearning for something more to fulfill his life:   
  

 Boogie:  Everything comes easy when you’re younger 
   A finger snap and boy, you’ve got it made 
   Somewhere on your way you start to hunger 
   For something you could only hope to taste 
 

Boogie, like many emerging adults, is learning that what pleased him or worked for him as an adoles-
cent doesn’t necessarily work for him or fulfill him as he matures.  His journey towards adulthood 
features the risky behaviors of adolescence—gambling and casual sexual liaisons—with a hint of what 
is to come with responsible adulthood (as seen in his steady job at the hairdresser’s salon).  Yet even 
that steady job is not what motivates Boogie, a person still trying to find his role in life.   

 
In adapting Diner into a musical, Barry Levinson and Sheryl Crow also looked more deeply at a 
woman’s experience, particularly at the changing of the decade from the 1950s to the ‘60s, when the 
social dynamic for women in the workplace began dramatically changing.  During World War II, 
women in America entered the industrial workforce in greater numbers than ever; in fact, in 1944, 
women held one-third of all manufacturing jobs in America.  After the war, many of those women 
lost or left their jobs to take on the role of homemaker as men returning from their wartime duties 
also returned to the workforce, resetting the societal expectation for women in the United States to 
focus on domestic life.  But women’s roles were indeed changing.  The median marriage age for 
women in 1960 was 20.3; one generation later, that age had increased by three years as more women 
completed higher education and entered the workforce.  In the world of 1959 Diner, Beth tells Elyse 
of her dreams and her disillusionment with her role in her marriage, mirroring the social changes that 
were occurring in American society.   

 
  Beth:  …I wanted to be a CPA…. My dad said, “Why spend good money on college?  
  You’ll go, next thing you’ll be married and then what? A big waste of money.” And  
  now I sit around all day and wonder what am I supposed to do?  Am I just supposed 
  to wait around  and have a baby? 
       
Beth’s wanting to find purpose to her days, and Barbara’s desire to pursue her career in television 
production— and still care for a child—are two examples of female characters attempting to become 
          (continued)  
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Coming of Age (continued)  
 
their authentic selves, even if that means leaving behind expectations that they or others may have 
had in their younger days.   
 
Adult audiences, in particular, recognize in the characters’ stories the familiar moments from their 
own lives in which they said goodbye to old friends; they moved away or moved on from their child-
hood homes; they took a leap of faith into a new job or relationship; or they simply opened their 
eyes to the larger world and, in so doing, grew up.  There is a melancholy of letting go of the fun, the 
innocence, the carefree nature of our young lives.  But we know, as the characters learn, that the 
past can also shackle us into a cycle of life that no longer fits our dreams, and that those lifelong 
friends to whom we say goodbye have had a meaningful role in shaping us into the persons we be-
come.   
 
  

 
 
 
The Diner:  American as Apple Pie  
 
 

“Back in the day, this place was  
 our temple, our holy place. A 
 shiny aluminum box with a neon 
 sign. And against that nighttime 
 sky it was the place to be…. Lots 

of coffee. Open all night. Didn’t 
 even have a lock on the door.”  

 
 
 
  

Boogie opens the musical Diner with this quotation.  As he speaks of the diner where he and his 
friends share sandwiches and stories, he also invites the audience to think, too, about their own hang-
outs, possibly their own diners which were a veritable community center and hangout and home-
away-from-home in towns across the country.   

 
The American diner began its life in Providence, Rhode Island in 1872 as lunch wagon operator Wal-
ter Scott set up his wagon at dusk to sell meals through the evening to late-shift workers or those 
out after restaurants closed.  Hungry workers could purchase sandwiches and coffee and sit on the 
curb to eat.  As more and more lunch wagons moved to serving meals through the night, some added 
seats similar to the way a train car might have in a dining car; and, by the late 1880s, went from being 
called “lunch cars” to being called “dining cars” (shortened in 1924 to “diner”).   

 
The popularity of the diners led to the creation of factories that built the diners themselves and 
shipped them across the country. The art deco style of the 1920s and ‘30s influenced iconic diner 
architecture, creating the geometric, streamliner-inspired chrome look.  According to Smithsonian  
         (continued)  

Edward Hopper’s 1942 oil on canvas Nighthawks 



Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

The Diner:  American as Apple Pie (continued)  
 
Magazine, the peak of diner popularity was the 1950s, when over 6000 diners existed in the United 
States.  Now, there are only 2000 of them, with New Jersey leading the way with 600 diners.   
 
Richard Gutman, diner expert and author of American Diner:  Then and Now, appreciates not only 
the food, but also the construction and greater import of the classic diner, explaining that the build-
ers of the diners in those early 20th century factories were immigrants from places like Italy, Ger-
many, and France.  The skills brought by people of various ethnic and cultural heritages were used 
to create places that served Americans from all backgrounds.  The lunch counter itself, where indi-
viduals sit at stools and mingle with one another, is—according to Gutman—representative of the 
democratic way of life, where the construction worker and the mayor might end up eating lunch 
together.    
 
In fact, it is this “slice of Americana” that makes the diner an obligatory stop for those seeking 
elected office, offering more than just a photo op of candidates and the populace.  It is an opportu-
nity to meet people from all walks of life, to find out what is happening in the community and what 
are the everyday concerns and hopes of the people who stop in for a meal, a piece of pie, or a cup 
of coffee.   
 
More than about comfort food like meatloaf or a slice of pie, the American diner presented average 
citizens an inexpensive place to gather and a feeling of community within its walls.  As Barry Levin-
son told BBC’s Stephen Smith, “Say you were on a date and happened to ride by the diner - you'd 
see whose cars were there and you'd drop off your date and head inside because it would be a 
much more interesting night.”  Levinson makes the same point in Diner: the restaurant is as much 
about the collection of people inside the building as it is the food prepared on the grill.  For the 
somewhat isolated Fenwick, his circle of friends who meet in the diner is the family that accepts 
him.  For Eddie and Shrevie, it’s the place where they can unburden their souls to one another 
about love and marriage.  For Boogie, it is his hub for business and pleasure.  For Modell, it is the 
place where he can find a friend, a plate of French fries to share, and an ear for his greatest musings.  
And for all the guys, it is the one haven that provides a sense of constancy in their changing lives.  In 
his article “Why Diners Are More Important Than Ever,” Ed Levine, food critic and founder of the 
Serious Eats blog and website, summed up the charm and lasting appeal of this institution:  “…That's 
why we need to cherish our local diners…. They're some of the few cheap, all-inclusive places to 
eat and hang out and laugh and cry and stay viscerally connected with other folks.” 
 

  
  

Diner in Freehold, New Jersey.  New Jersey has more 

diners than any other state in the country.   
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Rocking Around the Clock 
 
The year was 1959, and the music that dominated the airwaves was an amalgam of bright swing tem-
pos, crooning vocals, doo-wop harmonies, rhythm-and-blues structures, and edgy (for the time) an-
thems.  Rock and roll was defining itself as music for a new generation, calling teens and young adults 
to release their pent-up emotions, to express their sexuality, and to relish the high energy that pulsed 
in their lives.   
 
Pioneering disc jockey Alan Freed described that melting pot of musical styles by saying, “Rock ’n’ roll 
is really swing with a modern name. It began on the levees and plantations, took in folk songs, and 
features blues and rhythm. It's the rhythm that gets to the kids – they're starved of music they can 
dance to, after all those years of crooners.”  The term “rock and roll” for music was popularized by 
Freed in the early 1950s to describe the style of records he played on his “Moondog” show—
crossover music from African American “race records,” rhythm and blues that invited teens to dance, 
and a variety of artists whose music Freed believed was evocative of a new sound.  And in the new 
musical Diner, writer Barry Levinson and composer-lyricist Sheryl Crow find ways to utilize the music 
of this age to further tell the stories of the characters who are living during this rich musical era.   
 
When Bill Haley and the Comets recorded the dance tune 
“Rock Around the Clock,” first released in 1954 and then 
featured in the 1955 film Blackboard Jungle, the song was an 
abrupt departure from most of the other chart-topping 
music hits of the year (including titles such as “Autumn 
Leaves,”  “Cherry Pink and Apple-Blossom White,” and 
“Love is a Many-Splendored Thing”).  In 1956, Elvis 
Presley’s raucous “Hound Dog” reached the top of the 
charts, setting off new dance fervor in young people.  
Other major hits during the late 1950s were those featur-
ing the tight harmonies of doo-wop-style groups such as 
The Platters, The Coasters, and The Flamingos, whose 
style would later influence 1960s groups such as The 
Beach Boys.  Though most of these famous groups fea-
tured men, “girl groups” also began lighting up the air-
waves and drawing crowds in the concert halls in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, as The Shirelles and The Ronettes 
proved that there was an audience for their music and 
moves.  And girl group The Chantels’ 1957 recording of 
the ballad “Maybe” featured a lead by Arlene Smith, 
backed by other women, in which she plaintively yet pow-
erfully sings of wanting her wayward lover to return.   
 
High-spirited dance tunes, power ballads, and tight group harmonies created the real-life soundtrack 
of young people in 1959, and those are the same sounds Crow worked to incorporate into her origi-
nal music for Diner. Crow told DTC’s Johanna Schloss, “I went on the Hot 100 and looked up what 
had been big in the year 1959— and in 1958 because there were quite a few holdovers.”  Crow also 
told the Baltimore Sun’s Tim Smith, “When you look at the one hundred hits of that year, there was a 
whole gamut of styles, some waning, some [pointing to] the '60s. I knew exactly what I wanted to pull 
from that world.”   
          (continued)  

   Girl group The Ronettes and  disc jockey/   

   radio personality “Murray the K” 
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Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Rocking Around the Clock (continued)  
 
And indeed, the music of Diner is evocative of that time period, with the chords and rhythm of 
“Working on a Brand New Groove” calling to mind dance tunes like “ Rock Around the Clock” or 
Sam Cooke’s “Twistin’ the Night Away”; “Don’t Give It All Away” evoking the girl group harmonies 
of the late ‘50s and early ‘60s; and “Got No Home” hearkening to both the driving piano of Jerry Lee 
Lewis and the rockabilly dissonance of songs like Johnny Burnette’s 1956 release “Train Kept a-
Rollin’” that would later influence the blues-infused rock sounds of the late ‘60s and ‘70s.   
 
Yet at least one song from Diner has a very different feel from its 1959 setting.  The character of Bar-
bara, who is pursuing her dream career in the burgeoning world of television, reveals that she is preg-
nant and sings of not wanting to settle down just for the sake of being married.  Crow explained, 
“The stage production is dipping its toe into looking at the future and what it was going to look like 
for women in men’s roles.  So I got to steal a little bit from the ‘60s where the Barbara character is 
concerned.”  Barbara’s ballad “Having It All” hints not only of the future of women’s roles, but also 
the future of the rock and pop sound that was coming with the new decade, with what Crow called 
“an almost Burt Bacharach, '60s feel.”    
 
Though Levinson’s film featured a soundtrack of classic songs from the age, turning Diner into a musi-
cal meant more than simply creating a jukebox of hits supporting the feel of the show.  Instead, Levin-
son and Crow—like musical theatre greats Rodgers and Hammerstein or Stephen Sondheim—
thought about which moments in the story were ripe for using music to illuminate character or to 
move forward the action.  And so the characters of Diner, so rich already in the film, take another 
leap off the page in the musical as they bare their souls or celebrate their friendship through song and 
dance.  Audience members who are brought into 1959 by the set and costumes will be swept further 
into the world of the characters—and their stories—through the music of the age.   
 

  

The Coasters, one of the many out-

standing rhythm and blues groups of 

the 1950s and ‘60s that influenced 

the doo-wop sound of the era and 

beyond  
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Behind the Scenes:  The Creation of a Musical  

Johanna Schloss:  What was your initial reaction to being approached by Barry about writing music 
for the show? 
 
Sheryl Crow:  I grew up loving song and dance movies, and generationally, those movies would get 
shown on TV.  There weren’t 500 channels; you basically saw them on on TMC, and TBS; they 
showed all those over the holidays.  You’d see anything from Oklahoma to My Fair Lady and West Side 
Story on TV.  I was exposed to all of that, as were many kids of my generation.  So when he called me 
about it, I was thrilled because I love the genre; I love writing musical numbers with themes and inter-
twining the themes throughout.  It was a great assignment for me.   
 
JS:   What kind of research did you do, or what served as inspiration for you musically as you wrote 
for the show?  To get into this time period and this style of music?  
 

SC:  The play is specific to the last five days of 1959, so the first thing I did was re-watch the movie 
which I had seen years ago.  I watched it a couple times, then read the script.  And then I bought the 
soundtrack.  And then I went on the Hot 100 and looked up what had been big in the year of 1959, 
and would have been big in the year 1958 because there were quite a few holdovers, as well as ‘60.  
Because even though the movie didn’t do it so much, the stage production is dipping its toe into 
looking at the future and what it was going to look like for women in men’s roles.  So I got to sort of 
steal a little bit from the ‘60s where the Barbara character is concerned.  So I just kind of set up the 
parameters based on the music that was popular at the time.  
 
JS:  As the show has morphed and changed in its development, sometimes scenes or songs may have 
been cut or added.  How is that for you as a composer to have to “let go” of a piece? 
 
SC:  I haven’t really had to do that.  I had to write a couple extra ones, and that has been terrifying 
and then actually kind of great.  Specific to Signature (Theatre) in D.C., the scene that kind of sets up 
the second half was a song I wrote in an afternoon and then we did it that night. 
 

JS:  Which song was that? 
 
SC:  It’s called “So I’m Letting Go.”  And you always hear about the last-minute compositions that 
then ultimately become the most notable in all these old shows, like Cole Porter (for instance).  And 
I feared that that was going to be circumstance I was going to have to face, but it actually wound up 
being great.  And the same now with this production with Barbara’s song “I Can Have It All.”  So I 
find that I enjoy and excel at writing on assignment.  
 
JS:  I know you taught music at Kellison (Elementary School).  What has music education meant to 
you in getting you to where you are now?  
 
SC:  I think that music in general from an early age gave me a sense of self, and a place where I  
              (continued) 
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How does a movie become a musical?  What influences a composer in writing songs for characters in the 
theatre?  Delaware Theatre Company’s Johanna Schloss talked with Diner composer-lyricist Sheryl Crow 
about her work in crafting the music for the stage adaptation of Barry Levinson’s hit film.   



Behind the Scenes:  The Creation of a Musical (continued) 

(SC:) belonged.  It sort of set up who my friends were going to be for the rest of my life.  It also gave 
me an outlet.  Other kids might have experimented in other ways, but music was my go-to.  Music 
education, I really enjoyed it, because I could see how music could really help children develop a love 
for expression.  I see it with my 8-year-old, that his math and science are directly connected to his 
music ability.  It’s just phenomenal.  He’s great at math, and he can play anything on the piano.  From 
an early age, he was setting up rhythms and repeating patterns with both hands, and I can see that his 
brain has been wired for that.   
 
JS:  What advice would you give to young people who are either composers or who want music to 
be a paying job, who want to be in the music business?   
 
SC:  I would tell anybody to educate yourself in all of the great, well-known theatrical pieces because 
they’re well-known for a reason.  I look at West Side Story as being an incredible piece of work, not 
only because of its timeliness and its social commentary, but because of the structure of those songs.  
Those songs, when you hear them now, they’re part of our culture.  So many of the stage produc-
tions and their compositions are part of our collective consciousness.  Just educate yourself on those 
well-known compositions.  And also make sure that you’re doing it for the love of music and not to 
be famous.  Because I find that the harder I work at it and the more dedicated to my love of doing it, 
the further I get, and that’s just a karmic truth.   
 

  

  

Johanna Schloss:  Diner was a hit film when it was released in 1982.  So why a musical?  And why 
now? 
 
Barry Levinson:  By doing it as a musical, we’re able to explore the female voice that was not part of 
Diner the film.  A lot of the subtext to the women’s roles can now be explored in musical terms.  
 
 
JS:  What was it like fleshing out these women for the musical?  Were there any particular challenges 
or rewards in doing so? 
 
BL:  No, the fun of it was being able to spend time to develop that side of the story.  I’m not that in-
terested in just doing Diner again.  I did it so this becomes a reinvestigation of the material. For me, 
that makes it worthwhile.  
 
 
JS:  Do you have real-life friends upon whom the characters are based?  Which of the characters is 
most like you? 
          (continued) 
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Barry Levinson, writer and director of the film Diner, revisited his iconic work and wrote the script for 
this new stage version.  Below, he shares some of his thoughts on writing the musical with DTC’s 
Johanna Schloss. 



Behind the Scenes:  The Creation of a Musical (continued) 

BL:  Yes. I don’t know that any of the characters are like me; then on the other hand, maybe all of 
them are part of me.  
 
 
JS:  When you were adapting the musical for the stage, how much did you have to rethink what a 
film can do in terms of camera work, editing, and multiple locations versus how a story unfolds live 
onstage?  Did you have any advisers working with you along the way? 
 
BL:  No, I think that you have to use your instincts as to what you think will play. I never wanted to 
be an actor or a performer, but I did do plays and stand up, so I understand the value and impor-
tance of an audience.  
 
 
JS:  A Vanity Fair article noted that Diner was, stylistically, the forerunner to shows like Seinfeld, a 
“show about nothing.”  The point was that the heart of the story is reality, not a forced plot line or 
stereotypical characters.  Tell me your thoughts on the artistic value of “everyday” and why that is 
central to Diner.   
 
BL:  Our lives are not made up of continual extravagant moments. There’s something in exploring 
the simplicity of characters in everyday life, and there’s humor in it, and there’s drama to be found.  
 

Sheryl Crow and Barry Levinson working with the creative team at 

Delaware Theatre Company during one of the rehearsals for Diner. 
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Questions for Classroom Discussion 
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Knowledge/Comprehension 
 
1. What is Eddie requiring that his fiancée Elyse do before they can get married? 

2. What kind of a family does Fenwick have? 

3. What does Modell do that irritates his friends? 

4. Why does Eddie decide that he will, after all, marry Elyse? 

5. Why doesn’t Barbara want to marry Billy? 

6. Who is Bagel?  Of what is he trying to convince Boogie? 

 

 

 

Application/Analysis 

 

1. How are Barbara and Billy different from some of the other couples in the show? 

2. Why was Shrevie so angry at his wife, Beth?  What might be a deeper reason for his anger? 

3. What seems to unite the guys with one another? 

4. What behaviors show Fenwick’s lack of concern for himself?  What behaviors show his concern 

for his friends? 

 
 
 
 
Synthesis/Evaluation 
 

1. When do friendships interfere with the characters’ maturing?  When do friendships help the 

characters learn and grow? 

2. With which character do you most sympathize?  Why? 

3. How might the society in which these characters live contribute to the choices they make?  How 

much personal responsibility do the characters have with regard to their positive or negative 

choices? 

 



Classroom  Activities 
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1.  Create a list of books, movies, or plays which center on characters who are “coming of age.”  
What events occur that propel characters to grow up?  What traits of the characters demonstrate 
that they are transitioning from adolescence into adulthood?  Are there characters who seem to 
transition more successfully than others?  Why is this so?  Select quotations from these works that 
relate to the theme of coming of age, and create a photo story or other artistic representation of 
images and words to illustrate the use of the theme in film or literature.   
 
2.  Many songwriters have written about the transition from childhood to adulthood.  From Aero-
smith’s “Dream On” to “100 Years” by Five for Fighting,  Britney Spears’ “Not a Girl, Not Yet a 
Woman” and Alicia Keys’ “Brand New Me,” “No Such Thing” by John Mayer to Kenny Chesney’s 
“Young,” artists have explored that territory of growing up and navigating the changes that life brings.  
Identify four or five songs from artists you know that speak of coming of age, growing up, and chang-
ing.  What lyrics stand out or ring true to you?  What makes these lyrics have a realistic connection 
with life experiences?  Next, research human growth and development from a cognitive/psychological 
point of view, and look for links between the ideas and emotions expressed in music and the com-
mon developmental hallmarks teens and young adults experience.  In a presentation with music and 
other media or resources, share with your classmates both the scientific theory and the personal, 
artistic (musical/lyrical) expression of life experience that connect with one another.   
 
3.  Examine the genesis of rock and roll music as it became its own genre in the 1950s.  What types 
of music formed the roots of early rock and roll?  Who were some of the artists and what were the 
songs that could be considered “breakthrough” in forming the genre?  What role did radio disc jock-
eys play in connecting musicians and listeners at the dawn of the rock era?  Create a presentation for 
your class either of the business behind a DJ’s promoting a new musical style or artist or an audio 
comparison of early rock and roll music with the styles and genres that influenced its development.   
 
4.  Rock, blues, and jazz musicians are familiar with two important chord patterns known as the I-IV-
V and the I-vi-IV-V patterns.  Using an online tutorial or the assistance of a musician, listen to the two 
different chord patterns, and look at several well-known songs that use these chord progressions.  
(An example for each:  “La Bamba” for the I-IV-V pattern, and “Heart and Soul” for the I-vi-IV-V pat-
tern.)  Once you hear the patterns, try to find other songs from the 1950s and ‘60s that utilize these 
chord progressions.  Play samples for your classmates, or learn one of the patterns on piano or guitar 
and sing several segments of songs to your class using that chord pattern as your accompaniment.  In 
addition to the examples you found from the 1950s and 1960s, can you identify any contemporary 
songs that use these patterns?  Are there any contemporary artists who made remixes of songs that 
use the patterns?   
 
5.  Visit a diner or coffee shop and interview an employee (or several employees) regarding the con-
cept of the restaurant’s being a “community center” or a familiar hub for regular customers.  Does 
the employee know certain customers by their names or by their usual order?  Do certain customers 
prefer to sit in a particular location?  If possible, identify customers who are regulars at the diner and 
interview them about the appeal of the restaurant.  What brings them back time and time again?  Are 
there relationships that have developed among people in that place?  What would these customers 
and employees say that this diner has that another restaurant does not have?  If the business were to 
close, what would be lost?  Share your findings with your classmates and discuss the concepts of “a 
home away from home” and “a community center.” Why is a place like this important to the people 
in the area?   
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Why Go to the Theatre? 
State and National Education Standards Addressed Through 

Taking Your Students to a Live Theatre Production 
 
When your students view live theatre, they are taking part in a learning experience 
that engages their minds on many levels.  From simple recall and comprehension 
of  the plot of  a play or musical to analysis and evaluation of  the production  
elements of  a show, students receive and interpret messages communicated 
through words, movement, music, and other artistic devices.  Beyond “I liked it; it 
was good,” students learn to communicate about the content and performance of  
an artistic piece and to reflect on their own and others’ emotional, aesthetic, and 
intellectual points-of-view and responses.  And the immediacy of  live theatre--the 
shared moments between actors and audience members in the here-and-now--
raises students’ awareness of  the power and scope of  human connection.   
 
 

The following educational standards are addressed in a visit to a performance at Dela-
ware Theatre Company along with a pre-show DTC classroom presentation and post-
show talkback session at the theatre.  (Additional standards addressed through the use of the study 
guide or through further classroom study are not included here.)   
 
Common Core English Language Arts Standards:   
Reading:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, 6 
Language:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, and 5 
 
National Standards in Theatre Education (AATE/ETA): 
Grades 5-8:  CS 6a, 6c, 6d; 7a, 7b, 7c; 8a, 8c; 8d 
Grades 9-12:  CS 6a, b; Adv. 6b; 7a, 7b, 7c, 7d; Adv. 7e, 7f; 8a, 8c, 8d 
 
Delaware Standards for English Language Arts  (DOE): 
Standard 2:  2.2a, 2.4bl, 2.5b, 2.5g, 2.6a 
Standard 3:  3.1b, 3.3b1, 3.3b2 
Standard 4:  4.1a, 4.1b, 4.1c, 4.2f, 4.3a, 4.4b  
 
Delaware Standards for Visual and Performing Arts—Theatre (DOE):   
Standard 6:  6.4, 6.5 
Standard 7:  7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.6 
Standard 8:  8.3, 8.4 
 

 

 
 
     Compiled by Johanna Schloss, Associate Director of Education &  
     Community Engagement, Delaware Theatre Company, 2012  
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