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Notes on The Rebecca Luker Oral History Project

Most people who follow theater know of Rebecca Joan Luker as a three-time Tony
nominated soprano who starred in Broadway musicals during the 1990s era of Golden Age
revivals, including Show Boat, The Sound of Music, and The Music Man. She also created roles
in the child friendly Broadway musicals, The Secret Garden and Mary Poppins, and she was in
the original Broadway company of Phantom of the Opera as the Christine understudy. In

addition, she came in as a replacement in Nine, Cinderella, and Fun Home, a slightly unusual
though not completely unprecedented — choice for someone of her stature in the theater
community.

But it wasn’t really an unusual choice for Becca because she was all about supporting
that theater community. Her stellar soprano voice may have gotten her into.the room but the
reason that her colleagues loved working with her, and that audiences fell.into her thrall, had as
much to do with her collaborative spirit, her deeply empathic heart, her lively, vivacious sense of
humor, and her fierce desire to make the world a better place through her art.

There is much to appreciate about how Beccamoved through the world as a human
being, and the way that she interacted -with such kindness. She saw the good in people, and who
people could be. There are so many lessons to learn from her, in addition to how you raise your
soft palate to sing a high note or how long to sustain a musical phrase. There are so many human
lessons about Becca that I hope people remember.

That is what I think has compelled me to want to do what I can to help preserve her
legacy as a friend, a colleague, a mentor, a teacher, a collaborator, a human being, to help keep

the memory of her multifaceted personhood alive.

And so, I decided to create an oral history project to celebrate Becca’s legacy — in
particular, the impact that she had upon the theater community. Over the course of eighteen
months, [ interviewed more than a hundred of her friends and colleagues who graciously agreed
to share their stories, tributes, and memories for the purposes of this project. The majority of the
interviews, which took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, were held over Zoom, with some

additional follow up phone calls to clarify specific parts of certain conversations. (While I edited
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and condensed the interview transcripts for clarity, each interviewee had the opportunity to
review their quotes throughout this process.)

Every participant in this project worked with Becca at some point over the course of her
35-year career in the theater — whether in a long running Broadway show, or a studio recording
session, or a concert, or a 29-hour reading. Some of the participants are performers; many others
are theatrical crew or creative personnel. Whether actors, dressers, stage managers, directors,
songwriters, choreographers, prop supervisors, or conductors, the participants were all deeply

inspired and affected by their interactions with Becca.

Because this project focuses on how Becca impacted the theater community,,. it is not
intended to be a biography of her life. Nor is it a definitive assertion of who she was. That said,
there are certain recurring facets of Becca’s values and behavior that can be traced throughout
her many shows.

One can follow a clear thread from her difficult experience as an understudy in Phantom
to how she graciously treated her own understudies on later shows. One of her Music Man
understudies, Cynthia Leigh Heim recounted how Becca welcomed her into her private
rehearsals and even let Cynthia wear her wig when she went on in the role. Lauren Blackman,
Becca’s cover on Little Dancer, remembered how “Becca made it our role, always,” keeping
Lauren looped into the rehearsal process and comingto watch her understudy rehearsals to show
her support.

Becca’s intense work ethic is'evident from Phantom and Show Boat right up to the final
show that she did in New York, a one act titled Scaffolding (from a larger musical evening called
Inner Voices). In Phantom, Becca understudied the role of Christine, which required her to dance
en pointe — a feat that is notoriously difficult for someone who is not a trained ballerina. Several
of the dancers in that company recalled how fastidiously Becca would practice that
choreography, showing up early to the theater every night to do a ballet barre even when she
knew she wouldn’t be going on as Christine for that performance. Even the crew noticed, with
propman Victor Amerling commenting that she “worked her ass off in order to get that
choreography down,” and giving her a lot of respect for doing so.

More than 25 years later, Becca would rigorously train at a ballet barre again when she

played the older version of the title role in Little Dancer, where she was adamant that she wanted
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to have the look and technique of a former ballerina. In addition, she learned how to play the
guitar for Show Boat; a skill that she used again when she did Sound of Music.

Her colleagues also remembered with awe how unbelievably prepared she always was,
singing the score fully from the very first day of rehearsal on both new musicals like the
Broadway production of Secret Garden and revivals like Where’s Charley? at Encores! Music
director Rob Berman described her as “the A plus student who knew all the answers,” and who

always came prepared with a plan in place for where to breathe and how to phrase a song.

Becca also served as an impactful mentor and role model to many young women in the
business. An entire generation of theater kids were raised on the musicals that Becca performed
in the 1990s, especially The Secret Garden, but she didn’t treat her starstruck young colleagues
with any hint of condescension or derision. She made herself available to answer their questions
and share advice. Alexandra Socha fondly remembered how Becca brought her makeup brushes
because she had been putting makeup on with her fingers. “That was a very sweet moment,”
Alexandra recalled. “She didn't make me feel stupid at all for not knowing how to put makeup
on.”

When Becca’s Nine co-star Sara Gettelfinger was struggling with some of the career
challenges inherent in going from performing in the ensemble to playing a principal role, she
turned to Becca for support. Sara still appreciates how Becca helped her focus on her “sense of
worth, as well as ethics” during an-everwhelming time professionally.

Becca was very open about her. own career struggles and willing to share her experiences
in the hopes that they would prove useful for her younger friends and colleagues. She gave
Megan Osterhaus (her Mary Poppins understudy and subsequent replacement) advice on filling
out taxes when she moved from the ensemble to a principal role. They also spoke about
navigating the inevitable struggles of being a woman in the business, such as aging and trying to
manage a work/life balance to make time for one’s family. “She would even talk about the
mistakes she made when she was younger and want to pass that on to somebody else as a
learning experience,” Megan said, adding that Becca “celebrated that time in your life when

you're young, and a little bit wild, and trying to figure yourself out.”
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Not only was Becca a mentor to the generations who came up after her in the theater, but
she was also a strong supporter of and cheerleader to her peers. “Rebecca was always for other
women,” as Kristin Chenoweth put it. When Cass Morgan was in Ring of Fire, she received a
complimentary note from Becca, completely out of the blue. They hadn’t even worked together
yet, and really didn’t know each other, but Cass said that Becca “did things like that a lot. She
was so kind and generous to people.” And Victoria Clark said that when she directed Becca in
the musical Scaffolding, Becca helped to empower her to “gain a lot of confidence as a director
because she was so supportive.”

I had expected to encounter numerous stories of Becca supporting and encouraging
young women who were looking to follow in her footsteps; one of the biggest surprises for me
was the extent to which Becca’s peers considered her to be a role model too. Actresses are often
assumed to view each other through an envious, antagonistic lens, but that couldn’t have been
further from Becca’s reality. Ruth Williamson, who typically dislikes going backstage after a
show, recalled how she went to the Secret Garden stage door to tell Becea that she thought her
voice was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard. Randy Graff, who had already won a Tony
Award, was similarly moved by Becca’s performance in Secret Garden and began to look

closely at Becca’s work to see what she could learn from her.

Any sort of analysis of Becca’s career inevitably reveals some of the challenges inherent
in being a soprano ingenue around-the turn of'the 21% century, when that style of singing was no
longer considered to bein vogue. And yet;, as this project endeavors to assert, there is still very
much a place for sopranos like Becca, who are leaders and touchstones, in the theater
community.

Sopranos are often labeled as sweet and amenable and bland. Becca could be sweet or
amenable when she wanted to be, but she was anything but bland. A strong-willed woman to her
very core, she knew her worth, and she knew what she stood for; she had no trouble speaking out
about the issues that mattered to her. Becca was very open about her politics, especially the fact
that she’d had an abortion. She even wrote an essay for the pro-choice organization 4 is For...,
discussing her experience and why she was so upset by her home state of Alabama’s anti-

abortion legislation.


https://www.aisfor.org/blog/2019/5/17/i-was-born-in-alabama-and-im-ashamed-of-my-home-state
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But Becca didn’t just talk or write about her political beliefs; she attended rallies, helped
register voters, and canvassed both in the tri-state area and by her lake house out in the Poconos.
She campaigned for Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, but she also went to the mat for smaller
races; she understood the nuances of how the government worked and the importance of
supporting candidates in the state and national chambers.

Becca’s political activism, her strong convictions, and her firm refusals to tolerate
injustice, are even more extraordinary when one considers the political climate in which she
grew up. Becca was a toddler living in Birmingham when Martin Luther King wrote his Letter
from a Birmingham Jail. She was just shy of four years old on Bloody Sunday, which took place
at a bridge less than two hours away. And yet, as Norm Lewis states, Becca always “‘felt and

knew that people were people.”

None of us can ever be truly unbiased, but I have tried my utmost to be sensitive to how
Becca would likely have wanted to be remembered, and to-present these transcripts in the way
that corresponded with how she would have likely wanted those-aspects of her life story to be
told. I very much appreciate how her friends — especially-her best pal Sally Wilfert — helped me
in that regard.

Although Becca’s husband Danny Burstein, her (step)sons Alex and Zach, and her family
in Alabama are occasionally referenced when the context is appropriate, the inevitable
complexities and nuances of family-dynamics.are beyond the scope of the project. I am deeply
grateful to Danny for kindly permitting me to pursue this oral history, and I hope that the
memories shared in this archive will help to reinforce the knowledge of how beloved Becca was

— and is — by her community, as well as by her inner circle of immediate family and friends.

If I'm being truly honest, part of the reason why I was so driven to create this project was
because it felt like a way of keeping a little piece of Becca alive at a time when I simply could
not process the notion of a world without her in it. Perhaps a part of me thought that if I could
keep her memory burning brightly, I could try to help to keep that piece of her alive for all of us
who were grieving this loss. During a time when people could not really come together
collectively to mourn (because of the pandemic), this project was a way to compile tributes and

offer a space in which people could share their recollections.
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But I also recognized Becca’s profound accomplishments and contributions to the theater
community, and [ wanted to acknowledge that as well. Several of the women performers who
viewed Becca as a mentor figure spoke to me about how much they’ll miss being able to turn to
Becca for advice during the next phase of their careers, and their lives. As Jill Paice said, “When
we lose our mentors, those of us who are left behind lack information. We don't get to hear the
stories from those particular women whom we have loved and idolized.”

I hope that these transcripts contain at least a little bit of a guide for how to find the
information that the next generation lacks, that the combined memories from Becca’s colleagues
have woven together a tapestry illuminated by the grace, grit, and integrity with. which she led

her life.

Becca's guidance, friendship, and support had a huge impact on'me when I was a college
student at Vassar, and I strongly wanted to continue to pay it forward. It's my fervent wish that
this archive will serve to keep Becca's light shining brightly for college students at her alma

mater, helping to shine the way for many future generations of theater makers.

Sarah Rebell
December 2022
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The Rebecca Luker Oral History Project was developed in collaboration with Dean Steven
Peters, Carey Heatherly, and Sheila Brandt at the University of Montevallo (Rebecca’s alma
mater). The university has built the multimedia Rebecca Luker Tribute Archive in order to honor
the memory of Rebecca Luker ‘84 and to preserve tributes to Rebecca’s legacy, through written
transcripts, photos, and additional video footage.
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