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Mamma Mia! – World Wide 
Sensation  

(With excerpts from our interview with 
director/choreographer Monica Kapoor) 

This jukebox musical, set in the early 2000’s, 

would become one of the most successful 

musicals of all time.  With ABBA’s supergroup 

music leading the charge, it seemed there was 

no end to Mamma Mia’s reach. With over 54 

million people having seen the musical in over 

40 countries on six continents, the show is 

greatly considered a worldwide sensation.  

 

Mamma Mia! is the story of Sophie, a young 

woman on a journey to discover her roots, and 

Donna, her mother’s journey to confront her 

own past. It is the story of the bonds of 

sisterhood, the love between a mother and 

daughter, what it means to be a family, and 

finding love and happiness in every occasion.  

 

“The music never gets old. I could hear ABBA 

songs every day of my life. I love the dancing, 

of course. I love the representation of 

friendships and, most of all, I love the mother 

daughter relationship. It pulls at your 

heartstrings.”  

 

 

 

 

From the West End to Broadway and then to 

the films, this Tony-nominated musical has not 

slowed down  one bit.  

 

But what was the impact of Mamma Mia!? 

With the musical premiering right after 9/11, it 

offered something people were in desperate 

need of: hope.  

 

“New York was, obviously, going through such 

an unprecedented and difficult time. People 

were walking 

around in a daze. 

Many of the 

original cast 

members would 

talk about that 

time and how a 

show like Mamma 

Mia! was so 

needed; it was so 

healing.”   

 
(More of Kapoor’s 

interview on page 4) 

 

 

 

Photo credit: Gus Stewart ABBA 
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The Visionary Super Troupers 

ABBA: (Artists, Lyricists) The Swedish band 

from Stockholm, consisting of Agnetha Fälts-

kog, Björn Ulvaeus, Benny Andersson, 

and Anni-Frid Lyngstad formed in 1972 and is 

one of the most successful groups of all-time. 

ABBA’s music would go on to be the founda-

tion of this incredible musical. With eight con-

secutive number-one albums in the UK over 

their career, and record sales estimated to be 

between 150 million to 385 million sold world-

wide, ABBA’s reach has had a stronghold 

internationally.  

 

Before the Band: 

Before there was “ABBA”, Benny Andersson 

was part of a different band, “The Hep Stars,” 

also known as the “Swedish Beatles”. He 

played piano and wrote songs for the band, 

several of which became hits. Björn Ulvaeus 

was part of the “Hootenanny Singers”, began 

writing English songs, and even had a brief 

solo career. The Hootenanny Singers and the 

Hep Stars sometimes crossed paths while 

touring. It wasn’t until 1966 that the two would 

write a song together. Benny and Björn 

wouldn’t write real hits together until 1969.  

 

Anderson’s spouse, Ann “Frida” Lyngstad 

sang from age of 13 with various dance 

bands, and worked mainly in a jazz-oriented 

cabaret style, forming her own band, the Anni

-Frid Four. In the middle of 1967, Lynstad 

won a national talent competition, securing a 

recording contract with EMI Sweden and per-

forming live on the most popular TV shows in 

the country. Andersson began to produce her 

recordings in ‘71, with Frida’s first number-

one single, "Min egen stad" ("My Own 

Town"), written by Benny and featuring all the 

future ABBA members on backing vocals.   

 

Agnetha Fältskog sang with a local dance 

band headed by Bernt Enghardt who sent a 

demo tape  of her singing, "Jag var så kär" ("I 

Was So in Love") written and sung by Ag-

netha. Lundkvist was convinced she would be 

a star. This led to Agnetha at the age of 18 

having a number-one record in Sweden. She 

was soon noticed by the critics as a talented 

singer/songwriter.  
 

“Hej Gamble Man” would be the band’s first 

song together and the beginning of their jour-

ney as ABBA.  
 

Eurovision Invasion  
At this point, the Swedish band comprised of 

two married couples, was fighting to make 

themselves known, not only as musicians but 

also as songwriters. After auditioning in 1973 

for Melodifestivalen, (the Swedish Selection 

for Eurovision), with their song “Ring Ring” 

and failing to make the mark, the band imme-

diately began to prepare for Eurovision 1974. 

After winning their country’s heart, they quali-

fied for the international Eurovision competi-

tion.  

 

In 1974, ABBA would go on to win Eurovision, 

the first Swedish band to do so.  Their win-

ning song “Waterloo” has the honor of being 

ranked the best song to come out of the Euro-

vision competition at the festival’s 50th anni-

versary in 2005.  

   

The success of “Waterloo” spanned far and 

wide. Despite Waterloo’s warm reception, the 

Band’s UK Label re-released their song “Ring

-Ring” instead of their new song “Honey, Hon-

ey” and the song failed to reach the top 30 in 

the UK.  There became growing concern by 

record label companies speculating ABBA 

may only be a one-hit-wonder. That growing 

skepticism shrouded the band, increasing the 

pressure to deliver another hit song.  After a 

mild reception on their tour, and a few shows 

cancelled due to low attendance, ABBA was 

sending out their own “SOS”. “SOS” would 

top the charts in Germany, Australia, France. 

The release of their song “Mamma Mia”, their 

first number 1 hit in the UK, as well as other 

places, would go on to solidify their place as a 

chart-topping band. 

 

The End and the Beginning 

ABBA never officially announced the end of 

the group or an indefinite break, but it was 

long considered dissolved after their final 

public performance together in 1982. Except 

for a TV appearance in 1986, the foursome 

did not come together publicly again until they 

were reunited at the Swedish premiere of 

the Mamma Mia! movie in 2008. The individu-

al members' endeavors shortly before and 

after their final public performance, coupled 

with the collapse of both marriages, and the 

lack of significant activity in the few years 

after that, widely suggested that the group 

had broken up. They would reunite in 2016.  

 

Catherine Johnson: (Bookwriter) A British 

playwright and screen-

writer of television 

programs, Johnson 

grew up near Wickwar 

near Wotton-Under-

Edge. Expelled from 

school at 16, married 

at 18 and divorced by 

24, Johnson  moved to 

Bristol, where she 

found herself unemployed, with one child to 

support and another on the way. Her saving 

grace came in the form of a playwrighting 

contest in the local paper. Johnson entered 

her play, Rag Doll, under the pseudonym 

Maxwell Smart, and  won the competition. 

The play was then staged by the Bristol Old 

Vic. Johnson would go on to produce shows 

for television and meet her greatest success 

with Mamma Mia! The show began as an 

idea from the mind of musical theatre produc-

er Judy Craymer, who approached Benny 

Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus about a story 

involving several songs by ABBA. It was the 

song "The Winner Takes It All" that convinced 

her that the songs could be used theatrically. 

In 1997 Craymer commissioned Johnson on 

the production and the musical premiered in 

London on April 6, 1999.  

Information sourced from Wikipedia 

Reunion, Voyage event, 2016 

ABBA at Eurovision 1975, Waterloo Performance 
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Striking Movie Musical Gold 

With the film of Mamma Mia! touting such celebrities as Meryl 

Streep, Pierce Brosnan, Colin Firth, Stellan Skarsgård, Julie 

Walters, Christine Baranski and Amanda Seyfried, the film would 

go on to be the fifth highest grossing film of 2008, the highest 

grossing film in the UK for its time and the highest grossing 

jukebox movie musical to date (2022).  The film would also be 

the highest grossing in DVD sales in the UK with over 1,669,084 

sold on the first day of it’s release (Official UK Charts Company). 

 

It was filmed mostly on the Greek Island Skopelos, in Thessaly, 

and the seaside Hamlet Damourchari in the Pelion area of 

Greece.  

The impact of the Broadway production was far-reaching. Meryl 

Streep having taken opera lessons as child and having sung in 

previous films to her credit, saw the Broadway production of 

Mamma Mia in 2001 and found the show to be an affirmation of 

life in the midst of the destruction of 9/11.  

 

Casting: Casting is everything when it comes to a production 

and many options were considered for this fun-loving movie 

musical. In fact, both Olivia Newton-John and Michelle Pfeiffer 

were considered to play the role of Donna. Meanwhile, Mandy 

Moore, Amanda Bynes, Rachel McAdams and Emmy Rossum 

were in the running to play Sophie. Cher was initially offered the 

role of Tanya in Mamma Mia. However, she had to decline the 

role due to concert tour commitments. Bill Nighy almost played 

one of the 'father' roles and Donny Osmond was also in the 

frame for Sam, played by Brosnan. Brosnan also stated that he 

would do the movie when he found out Meryl Streep was cast, 

West End to Broadway: 

The musical opened in the West 

End at the Prince Edward 

Theatre on April 6, 1999, and 

transferred to the Prince of 

Wales Theatre on June 9, 2004, 

where it played until September 

2012, when it moved to 

the Novello Theatre (closing in 

2020 due to COVID and 

reopening in 2021), playing for 

five years. On Broadway, it 

became the 9th longest-running 

Broadway show and the longest 

-running jukebox musical ever 

with 5,772 Broadway 

performances grossing over 

$624,000 (Playbill).  

 

 
(Judy McLane in the Broadway Production) 

What makes Mamma Mia so popular?  

Mamma Mia! has the elements of the iconic feel-good music 

of ABBA, transporting older audiences back to the nostalgic 

moments of their childhoods. But the musical also takes us on 

a journey into the world of a middle-aged, single mom, which 

is not the typical storyline that was seen as “marketable” at 

the time and it was considered a risk when first produced. 

However, the character of Donna was highly relatable and 

spoke to the many mothers who have been in similar 

situations. The 

“marketability 

risk” paid off, of 

course,  and has 

left audiences 

hungry for more 

story lines that 

follow women 

over the age of 

40.  

 

 

From Fame to Film and Acclaim  
In 2008, Universal Pictures released the film of Mamma Mia!, and took a chance on a hit jukebox musical. That film, and the prequel/

sequel, Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again, would go on to be the 3rd most profitable musical franchise to date, grossing over four bil-

lion dollars. It is safe to say, Mamma Mia’s commercial success would set the standard for future jukebox movie musicals.  

 

Photo: Original Broadway Cast on the Rosie O’Donnell Show 
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(Jason Orlenko—Costume Designer) 

An Interview with the Dancing Queen 

Skylight’s Artistic Director, Michael Unger and Mamma Mia’s Director and Cho-

reographer, Monica Kapoor, sit down for an interview.  

MICHAEL UNGER: We’re here with Monica Kapoor, the director and choreog-
rapher of Mamma Mia! Welcome to Milwaukee. We're so glad you're here. You 
performed in the show on Broadway, right?  

MONICA KAPOOR: “Yes, this show was my Broadway debut. I did 
the show for seven years. I did the show before I was pregnant, while 
I was pregnant, and after I had my baby. It’s such a significant part of 
my life and holds a very special place in my heart.” 

Mamma Mia! is obviously a household name. Many people have seen the show, 
either on Broadway or touring or regionally or at a high school, temple, or 
church – and the movies, of course. So, what puts the Monica Kapoor stamp on 
the show? 

“Being South Asian I had to sneak some Bollywood moves into the 
choreography! I'm from the Chicago suburbs so I’ve visited a couple 
times but I have never spent this amount of time here. I have to say, 
I’m really impressed with Milwaukee.”  

Yes, we grew up very near each other. And I agree about how impressive Mil-
waukee is. Any words you want to share with us about the cast—most of whom 
are local? 

“The cast is so much fun!  I would definitely want to take a vacation 
with them to Greece! They all shine in their own way. We have incred-
ible actors, singers and dancers. We also have Victor Wallace who 
played Sam on Broadway!” 

You did the show with Victor on Broadway, right? And by coincidence, he's 
living in Wisconsin now. 

“What are the chances? I cannot believe he's here in Wisconsin. 
What a gift! This audience is in for a treat!” 

Why do you think Mamma Mia! is such a beloved, universal story that is done 
everywhere and all the time? 

“Honestly, I think it's the music. I think Abba music transcends not 
only generations, but cultures. You could go anywhere in the world 
and people will know Dancing Queen. That's just a fact.” 

Why do you think Mamma Mia! is still relevant? 

“I think now, as we do our best to come out of COVID, 
it’s like our country has been in a Twilight Zone. Having 
something like this to simply spend a couple of joyous 
hours not thinking about anything but this story is a 
great escape. No matter what you're going through in 
your life, it's important to laugh. Laughing is healing.” 

You may come for the music, but you’ll stay for the story. This 
show has so much heart. Especially with the mother/daughter 
relationship – and trying to find family. Because family isn't always 
defined by the conventional roles. 

    “I think everyone underestimates the power of the show 

    until you've either performed in it or seen it. And then  

    you think, “Oh, ok, I get it.” There’s so much more depth 

    than people expect. That’s the true beauty of Mamma  

    Mia!”  

“What I love about clothing is that it 

tells us intrinsically about the hu-

man beings wearing it.  Clothing 

tells us time and place, genre, occu-

pation, among many other 

things.  The clothing in Mamma Mia 

does that for us in spades, whether 

it’s Donna’s worn overalls that we 

meet her in while she’s fixing up her 

taverna or the sequin and spandex 

jumpsuit she wears to re-form her 

girl group The Dynamos.  The 

clothes tell us what she’s about in 

that particular place in the story. “  

“I am so excited for audiences to 

see what we’ve come up with for 

Mamma Mia, it’s such a joyful show 

and gives us so much room to play, 

whether it’s wetsuits, beachy dress-

es, fanciful spandex performance 

costumes or wedding gowns.”  

        -Jason Orlenko 

A Note from Costume Designer Jason Orlenko 

Written by Selena Deer Leonard for ENLIGHTEN,  Skylight Theatre’s Education Program—Edited by Michael Unger 


