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Hairspray  
Welcome to this introduction to Hairspray. The book was written by Mark O’Donnell and Tony Meehan with Music by Marc Shaiman and Lyrics by Scott Wittman and Mark Shaiman. The choreography is by Drew McOnie and the director is Paul Kerryson.

The VocalEyes audio described performance at Curve Theatre Leicester will be on Friday 9th October. The introductory notes will start at 2.00 and the performance itself at 2.15pm. The production lasts for approximately 2 hours and 40 minutes including a 15-minute interval. The live audio description will be given for Vocaleyes by Nadine Beasley and Tony McBride.

Patrons wearing masks will be welcomed to the Covid-Safe touch tour starting at 12:45pm, where latex gloves will be supplied to help ensure everyone’s safety.
The following introduction includes information about Hairspray, together with descriptions of the set, characters, and costumes

Hairspray, winner of Best Musical at the 2008 Olivier awards, is based on the highly successful foot tapping cult film of the same name, written by John Walters. It is set in the early 60s, in the city of Baltimore, on the east coast of America, when there was still racial segregation, but when teenagers came into their own, with their own kind of music. 

There’s no attempt at realistic scenery. Locations such as living rooms, bedrooms, and a record store, slide in from the back and sides. Walls glide up and down revealing or hiding the school, and streets, and projections onto a screen at the back give an idea of a school corridor, billboards, and the Hideaway store. The school gym fills the space, but at times whole rooms are suggested by a bed or an ironing board, isolated in a spotlight.
There’s a cast of about 20, including dancers and singers, and we’ll describe the twelve main characters. Hairspray centres round Tracy Turnblad, 16 years old, bouncy, energetic and entrancing, with big hair and an even bigger heart. The Turnblad family lives in a fairly run down area of Baltimore.

We first meet our heroine, in her bedroom. She’s tucked up to her chin in bed, with just her face and big smile picked out in a spotlight. The rest of the room is lost in darkness, only the bed and a small bit of faded rosy-pink carpet are visible. For a brief moment it seems we’re looking down on her from overhead - an effect achieved by optical illusion. Her coverlet is white with a yellow and pink check. There is just enough space next to the bed head for a Dancette record player, her 60’s style vinyl records strewn about. 

Tracy desperately wants to dance on the Corny Collins Show, Baltimore’s most popular TV dance show where teenagers are given the chance to perform on live TV. Every year the girls compete for the title Miss Hairspray, a competition sponsored by a manufacturer of a popular hair product.

But Tracy can only dream. She’s no Twiggy, and will never be considered suitable to take part. She has a round, rosy-cheeked face with a button nose and a beaming smile. In spite of her generous figure, she adores dancing to the new music of the 60’s, and she loves putting on hairspray, making her shoulder length, flicked up, back combed, dark brown hair, as big and as stiff as paper. 

Tracy wears a pale blue and white blouse with short sleeves, sweetheart neckline and blue bow, a tight blue skirt, white bobby socks and sneakers. Later she dons a tartan pleated skirt and an even frillier blouse. She carries her schoolbooks in a satchel.

The Turnblads’ living room glides on to the stage from the left. It’s a square platform a metre across and less than a half a metre high. There’s just room for three or four characters to stand, squat, or squeeze past each other on the tatty, stained, light brown carpet.  An old square TV set sits with its back to us at the front of the space. An ironing board and laundry basket stand just behind it. 

It’s at the ironing board that we find Tracy’s mother Edna Turnblad, who is played by a man, weighing in at a good 17 stone.  Edna is shy and retiring, conscious of her size, her lank hair and her lack of dress sense. She tries to camouflage her ample chest and abundant girth in a series of shapeless flowery housecoats, a pair of drab leather slippers on her feet. 

But later, Edna undergoes a transformation. Still an outsize woman, she wears wonderful blowsy dresses in brilliant colours, perky little hats and white gloves. She takes to make-up like a duck to water and her lank hair suddenly blossoms into auburn curls over dimpled cheeks.

Edna Turnblad towers over her husband Wilbur, a short chap with brown hair, and a round, cheeky face. Wilbur may look unremarkable, but he wears the colourful eccentric clothes that befit the owner of the local joke shop: loud multi coloured blazers over zany patterned shirts and bow ties. He sports a pork-pie hat, white socks and two tone shoes.  

Tracy’s best friend is Penny Pingleton, a skinny geeky girl, with shoulder length brown hair worn in two plaits.  Penny wears a long sleeved white blouse under a pink and white checked pinafore dress, bobby socks and two tone sneakers. She is bossed about by her prim and domineering mother, Mrs Pingleton, who in her horn rimmed specs and neatly tailored suits, loudly disapproves of Tracy and her family. 

We move to Motormouth Maybelle’s alternative record shop which is the meeting place of the city’s young black community. A counter representing the shop glides in from the left. Records are in slots at the front and a large till sits in the centre. 
Motormouth Maybelle herself runs the record shop as well as hosting and performing on Black Music Day on the Corny Collins TV show. She is the archetypical big black momma, in her 40’s, and supremely self-confident, striding about with a huge smile, her eyes sparking. She wears a wig, a mass of glossy blondcurls, and her close fitting sequined trouser suits and dresses enhance her curvaceous figure.  

Maybelle has two children. The younger is a petite little girl, Inez; aged about 12 with long gangly legs and frizzy black hair tied in two knots on top of her head. Inez is a natural born dancer. Her brother, Seaweed J. Stubbs, is a lithe, handsome dark eyed boy whose legs seem to be made of rubber when he dances. He wears a purple shirt over black trousers and sneakers. 

The black kids, who hang out at Maybelle’s record store, reflect the fashions of the day. The girls are stylish, wearing sleeveless dresses with little cardigans and pencil slim skirts, or pedal pushers in bright rainbow colours. They wear flat ballerina slippers or high heels and their hair is sugared into a beehive or a flicked up bob. The boys have short cropped hair and wear shirts under sleeveless diamond patterned tank tops, over loose trousers. Like Seaweed, their dancing is fluid and sensuous. 

The Dynamites, a three girl singing group, look like the Motown groups of the 60’s. They’re three black girls with identical flicked-up hairdos wearing slinky, sparkling sleeveless silver dresses with matching stiletto heels. 

All the kids attend the drab and depressing Patterson Co-Ed High School. A classroom is suggested by a blackboard and four desks. Patterson’s is a mixed-race school, but there’s an unofficial segregation within it. The black and white students don’t mix, and congregate in their groups, either side of the yard or  classroom.
The TV studio fills the stage. At the back, is a band, sitting behind tall glittering screens. Overhead, squares of neon lights flash from white to pink.
The Producer and "Queen Bee" of the programme is former beauty queen Velma Von Tussle. Velma has shiny peroxide blond wavy hair and wears a fitted lilac dress with a v-neck and wide purple satin belt. She wears matching purple shoes. The sour expression on her face looks as if she’s sucking lemons, unless she’s talking to a man, at which point she simpers and purrs like a kitten.  

Velma’s teenage daughter, Amber, the reigning Miss Hairspray on the Corny Collins show, is as spoilt and as arrogant as her mother. Amber has a mane of long wavy blond hair, and she wears a green and orange fitted dress with a full tiered skirt trimmed with lace. 
Amber is dating Link Larkin, a handsome dark haired boy who regularly appears on the show, singing like a young Elvis. Like the other white boys on the show Link wears a snappy suits in bright colours over a white shirt and narrow tie. Link is a terrific dancer who has set his sights on a career in show biz.

The white girls wear brightly patterned dresses with tiny waists and big petticoats under the skirts. Some dresses are sleeveless; others have puffed sleeves or are worn with brightly coloured cardigans. Hair is piled high on their heads, or shoulder length and flicked up, sometimes held in place with an Alice band. The girls bat their eyelashes and giggle girlishly, often reaching for their powder compacts to dab shiny noses and check their lipstick. Their dancing is energetic and fun, but rather prim.

Brown haired, slim and good natured, Corny Collins is in his mid-twenties, a good few years older than the kids on his show. He wears bright tuxedos over smart skinny trousers and strides about, showing his perfect teeth in a confident grin.  

There’s also Pinky, the camp owner of a down-town store for the larger lady. Pinky wears a pink blazer, pink trousers and has dyed black hair with a pink flash in the front and horn-rimmed specs. 

There’s a host of incidental characters, such the sport officials, the judges at the Miss Hairspray competition, security guards and cops, teachers, journalists and TV production crew, played by the rest of the company. These characters will be described as they appear. 

The Main Characters and Production credits

Tracy Turnblad is played by Rosie O'Hare

Her mother Edna Turnblad by Matt Rixon

Her father Wilbur Turnblad – Graham MacDuff

Tracy’s friend Penny Pingleton – Annalise Liard-Bailey

Motormouth Maybelle – Brenda Edwards

Her daughter Inez – Raquel Jones

And her son Seaweed J Stubbs - Shak Gabbidon-Williams

Velma von Tussle is played by Lucinda Lawrence

And her daughter Amber von Tussle - Gemma Lawson

Link Larkin by Dan Partridge

Corny Collins by Jon Tsouras

The book was written by Mark O’ Donnell and Tony Meehan

Music by Marc Shaiman

Lyrics by Scott Whitman and Marc Shaiman

Choreographer Drew McOnie

Set and costume design Takis.  

Lighting designer Philip Gladwell. 

Musical supervisor Ben Atkinson

Hairspray was directed by Paul Kerryson

VocalEyes is funded by Arts Council England.
