GREAT PERFORMANCES 
“Liza With a ‘Z’”

– Minnelli Magic Via Bob Fosse –

In the tradition of “Rodgers & Hammerstein’s Cinderella,” with the luminous young Julie Andrews, and Barbra Streisand’s early tours de force “My Name Is Barbra” and “Color Me Barbra,” GREAT PERFORMANCES returns to the vaults of classic TV spectaculars with a show that not only dazzled critics, but turned a star into a legend. “Liza With a ‘Z,’” the 1972 concert conceived, directed and choreographed by the inimitable Bob Fosse, offers a glamorous young Liza Minnelli (26 at the time) in the performance of a lifetime. Now fully restored and digitally remastered, “Liza With a ‘Z,’” encores on PBS as part of the August 2006 pledge drive (check local listings).

Fresh from their success with the film Cabaret, the Minnelli-Fosse combination proved as irresistible on the small screen as it did on the large. “Liza With a ‘Z’” incorporates the film’s title song and well as several others from Kander & Ebb’s score, plus standards like “Bye, Bye, Blackbird,” “My Mammy” and “Son of a Preacher Man.” Among the new songs Kander & Ebb wrote for the special were Minnelli’s trademark “Ring Them Bells” and “Say Liza (Liza with a ‘Z’).”

Reviewing the show’s triumphant September 10, 1972, premiere on NBC, Kay Gardella wrote in the New York Daily News, “Liza with a ‘Z’ was sensational with an ‘S.’ She has something handed down from all the truly great performers from the past — her whole-hearted desire to entertain you and her determination to give all and then some. It’s been a long time since we cried at the end of a television show.”

The program was recorded before a live audience at New York’s Lyceum Theatre and captured with eight 16mm cameras by Academy Award-winning cinematographer Owen Roizman, a first for network television.

“We were really taking a chance, and we didn’t know how people would respond,” the singer/actress told the New York Times earlier this year, discussing the restoration’s April premiere on Showtime. “At the end of the night,” she recalled, “I turned to Bob and said, ‘Was I all right?’ And he said, ‘Yeah, I think so.’”

Apparently others thought so, too. In addition to spawning a best-selling album, the show won a Peabody Award and four Emmy Awards, including the Best Direction nod that completed Fosse’s unprecedented Triple Crown: an Emmy, two Tonys (for the musical Pippin) and an Oscar (Cabaret).

GREAT PERFORMANCES has long served as a showcase for both Minnelli and Fosse. She most recently headlined “My Favorite Broadway: The Leading Ladies,” having earlier starred in “Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall” and “Celebrating Gershwin.” The choreographer/director (1927-87) was the subject of Dance in America’s Emmy Award-winning “Bob Fosse: Steam Heat,” while “From Broadway: Fosse” brought viewers the sizzling 1999 self-titled Tony Award-winning Best Musical built around the legacy of his works.  
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


