
 
 

 

1776 
[director’s cut] 

& 

 Ballad For Americans   

“Ballad” will be played both before and after the showing of “1776.” 

This musical, “1776,” is a depiction of the momentous events out of which 
sprang the document known as “The Declaration of Independence”.  Many 
specifics of the day-to-day interactions among the members of the Second 
Continental Congress are less than historically accurate.  But the competing 
positions underlying the disputes that had to be resolved between 
representatives of the disparate  thirteen British colonies (they had not yet 
become “States”) are fairly presented.    
The New England and mid-Atlantic colonies had different economic interests 
and societal values than those in the South.  With each side holding fast to 
their initial positions, little progress toward reaching any consensus had been 
made since they had first convened the previous year.  Those differences are 
made clear to us through the actions of the three main protagonists in our 
drama:  John Adams (portrayed by William Daniel), Benjamin Franklin (Howard 
da Silva) and Thomas Jefferson (Ken Howard).  All are spot-on, as is the 
depiction of the features of the host city of Philadelphia. 

1776: Runtime: 168 minutes • Filmed by Columbia Pictures Corp •  Released  in 1972; 
DVD Restored/released by Sony 2002  • MPAA PG (LANGUAGE) • ASIN: B000067D1R 

Ballad For Americans: 10 minutes • lyrics © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC 
Audio Recording Remastered/released 1990 on Vanguard • ASIN: B000000ECS 
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When our story begins, the battles of Lexington and Concord (April 1775) were 
history. Months passed since George Washington had traveled to 
Massachusetts to lead the rag-tag volunteers comprising the army fighting the 
British Red-coats, and things looked bleak, especially since King George had 
recently brought 25,000 Hessian soldiers across the Atlantic to battle 
Washington’s forces, whose  number was barely one-fifth that number. 
The central figure in our drama is John Adams, who is depicted as the principal 
gad-fly who would not let matters rest until the revolution (which to some 
members of that Congress was synonymous with ‘treason’).  The thread 
running thru his relationships with other members is that he was “obnoxious 
and disliked”.  (Not true.  But he was certainly rigid and stubborn to a fault.) 
Ben Franklin, however, is faithfully portrayed as the wise and witty elder 
statesman that he was, and his was an important voice in determining how it 
all went down.  The third man of the trio, Thomas Jefferson, was younger (33), 
had been married only briefly, and was anxious to get back to his native 
Virginia. He was successfully bullied into staying since he was by far the most 
elegant writer of the three, and as everyone knows, drafted the Declaration.  
You may find, as I did, that the idea most particularly well portrayed is the 
strength that Adams derived from his long-lasting (and well-documented) love 
affair with his wife Abigail.  Here it is done by a series of virtual conversations 
between them, though they actually  were hundreds of miles apart.  And the 
most appealing element of the play, is its central message that the members 
were not monuments, but real men, with all that that description entailed.    
The story demonstrates clearly that the workings of that Continental Congress 
reflected the essence of the democratic process: namely, only through 
compromise can real progress be made.  (Would that members of our current 
congress could emulate them.)   
At every step along the way, the author lets us know of the depths of the 
members’ feelings, but always shows their tolerance of one another. And in the 
end, of course, they displayed the courage required to make the decisions they 
ultimately made, thereby placing ‘their lives, their property, and their sacred 
honor’ at risk. 
The final stage of the movie depicts how the most divisive issue of all (slavery) 
almost sank the goal of declaring independence.  We all know that it required 
the Civil War to resolve that issue three generations later.  But in 1776, the 
necessary accommodation was made to allow it to remain, as the price for the 
South’s signing on to the Declaration, by which was expunged from Jefferson’s 
draft the paragraph calling for its elimination from the future nation.  
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But all that history would not support this great musical were it not for the 
many truly great songs to which you will be treated.  It is a tribute to their 
importance that the tension of human interactions contributes to a successful 
operatic experience.  As your impresario of this series, I tell you that this show 
ranks with the best of that genre which I will not list here… but, trust me ! 

     
 ADDITIONAL NOTES GENE FOUND 

1776 
“The 2002 DVD release of 1776 offers the 168-minute "director's cut" version 
of the film, … Among the additions (to the film) are … more balance to the 
(views of the) conservative Southern bloc of the Congress, especially in the 
musical number "Cool Considerate Men," which, according to Hunt and screen-
writer Peter Stone… was initially removed at the request of President Nixon 
and supposed to have been destroyed.”  [AMAZON ITEM WEB-PAGE] 

Ballad For Americans 
Originally titled "The Ballad for Uncle Sam", the cantata was written for the 
Federal Theatre Project production, Sing for Your Supper [several months 
before Congress abolished the Project in 1939.  Producer Norman Corwin had 
Robeson sing “Ballad of Uncle Sam” for the CBS brass.  CBS was impressed 
and hired Paul Robeson to perform the song. Corwin retitled it “Ballad for 
Americans.” …On Sunday, November 5, 1939, on the 4:30 pm CBS radio show 
The Pursuit of Happiness, Robeson sang “Ballad for Americans.” 

“Victor Records decided to record and release the song. Robeson 
recommended the American People’s Chorus for the recording and he re-
rehearsed them in his preferred key.  By the end of 1940, the album had sold 
more than 40,000 copies.” (a ‘hit’ in those days) 

“On July 6, 1940, Bing Crosby recorded the song for Decca. MGM included the 
song as the finale of the 1942 movie Born to Sing… sung by Douglas McPhail. 
Jules Bledsoe, James Melton and others also performed the Ballad. Lawrence 
Tibbett performed it on NBC for the Ford Hour. The British premiere was in 
September 1943 with the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Hugo 
Weisgall.” 

“Many performers of the Ballad have made minor changes in the lyrics. For 
example, the NYC Labor Chorus changed "Negro" to “African," substituted 
"Jamaican" for “Litvak" and added "Moslem" to the list of religions.” Robeson 
added “lynchings” to “cheating,” “shouting,” and murdering” near the end. 
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“In the 1940 presidential campaign it was sung at both the Republican National 
Convention (by baritone Ray Middleton) and that of the Communist Party.  Its 
popularity continued through the period of World War II … in autumn 1943, 
200 African American soldiers performed the piece in a benefit concert at 
London's Royal Albert Hall.  After the war, Robeson transferred from Victor to 
Columbia Records. Victor responded by withdrawing Robeson’s Ballad from 
their catalogue. In 1966, Vanguard Records released Robeson’s recording on a 
33 1⁄3 rpm record.   It has been periodically revived, notably during the United 
States Bicentennial (1976). There is also a well-known recording by Odetta, 
recorded at Carnegie Hall in 1960. Robeson's recording is currently available 
on CD.  The Ballad was inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame in 1980.           
[edited wikipedia article] 

NEXT WEEK 
A week from now, on July 14, we will present Lakme.  Get out your ohrwurm 
(“earworm”) protection!  —Then, let me know what that protection is!—  We’ll 
also feature Manon Lescaut this month and the first of two performances of A 
Masked Ball, both with Pavarotti in the lead role at the Met. 
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