
 
 
Super troupers 
The touring cast of 'Mamma Mia!' will bring 28 ABBA hits to life next week 
in Thousand Oaks 

By Karen Lindell 

Thursday, January 9, 2014 

The 1974 Eurovision Song Contest was a glittery ball of ’70s pop kitsch. 

Olivia Newton-John, enrobed in what looked like a long electric-blue nightgown, 
sang the U.K.’s entry, “Long Live Love,” with the perky lyrics “Just a band of 
happy people/Teachin’, preachin’ love is equal.” 

And then Napoleon showed up. Yes, conductor Sven-Olof Walldoff dressed as 
the French emperor to lead musicians who performed with ABBA as the Swedish 
pop group sang its country’s entry, the English-language “Waterloo.” 

When singers Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad (the two “As” of ABBA) 
— all ’70s satin, sequins and space boots — teamed with musician-songwriters 
Björn Ulvaeus and Benny Andersson (the two “Bs”) to belt out “Waterloo,” they 
captured us forever with the song’s timeless hooks and lyrics. 

Waterloo — I was defeated, you won the war 

Waterloo — Promise to love you forevermore 

Waterloo — Couldn’t escape if I wanted to 

Couldn’t escape, indeed. 

ABBA, which won the 19th annual contest with “Waterloo” (beating No. 2, Spain’s 
“Si,” and No. 4, “Long Live Love”), went on to become an international pop 
powerhouse, topping charts in Europe and other foreign lands with its catchy, 
cheery, potent tunes, eventually luring in U.S. listeners, too. 

Multiple chart-topping songs and albums, numerous greatest-hits collections, 
cover bands like Björn Again, books, videos, movies, a musical, and most 
recently a museum, all followed. 



ABBA The Museum opened in Stockholm in May. Closer to us, the musical 
“Mamma Mia!,” which opened in 1999 in London and has been playing around 
the world ever since, returns to Thousand Oaks on Tuesday. 

We cannot resist you, ABBA. 

ABBA’S IMPACT 

Forty years after 1974, with ABBA about to celebrate the anniversary of its 
Eurovision Song Contest win in April, songs like “Dancing Queen” (the band’s 
only No. 1 hit in the U.S.), “Super Trouper,” “Take a Chance on Me,” “S.O.S.” and 
“Lay Your Love on Me” are burned in our brains, whether or not we were around 
in the 1970s, and even if we aren’t fans of the music. 

Be honest, now. Such diverse folks as Sen. John McCain, Kurt Cobain of 
Nirvana, Nelson Mandela and Bono of U2 all have pledged allegiance to ABBA. 

Consider some ABBA-solutely interesting numbers. The Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame, which inducted ABBA in 2010, estimates the band’s worldwide sales at 
350 million records. In May, England’s Daily Mail reported that “Gold,” Abba’s 
greatest-hits collection, moved ahead of The Beatles’ “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely 
Hearts Club Band” to become the U.K’s second-biggest selling album of all time 
(Queen’s 1981 greatest hits album is No. 1.) 

In the U.S., according to the Recording Industry Association of America, ABBA’s 
“Gold” has sold 6 million copies, on a par with greatest-hits compilations by The 
Cars and Tim McGraw, and such albums as Bruce Springsteen’s “Born to Run” 
and Taylor Swift’s “Fearless.” 

ABBA is doing just fine digitally, too. On a just-released list of “viral tracks,” 
based on the number of people who listened to the song from Dec. 30 through 
Jan. 5 on Facebook, Tumblr, Twitter and Spotify, ABBA’s “Happy New Year” (not 
surprising, considering the timing) was No. 1 in the U.K. 

ABBA broke up in 1982, but breaking up wasn’t bad for business. In the early 
1990s ABBA enjoyed a big comeback, especially in the U.S., with the release of 
“deluxe” album editions and retrospectives, and in 1999, the initial success of 
“Mamma Mia!,” a “jukebox” musical based on the band’s songs that was later 
turned into a 2008 hit feature film (and soundtrack) starring Meryl Streep, Pierce 
Brosnan and Amanda Seyfried. 

MY, MY — A MUSICAL 

“Mamma Mia!,” which opened in London’s West End on April 6, 1999 (the 
anniversary of ABBA’s Eurovision win) and on Broadway in 2001, still is playing 



at both locations. 

It’s become the 10th longest-running show in Broadway history. According to 
Playbill, as of December the Tony-nominated “Mamma Mia!” had run for 5,048 
shows, compared with 10,784 for No. 1 “The Phantom of the Opera” and 5,125 
for No. 9 “Rent.” 

The musical can’t be confined to London and New York. Every city wants its 
ABBA. 

“Mamma Mia!” has been performed at more than 400 cities around the world in 
14 languages, seen by more than 50 million people. The A-to-Z global roster runs 
from Athens to Shanghai and Zurich. Several U.S. or North American tours of 
“Mamma Mia!” have taken place since 2001, and next week the musical is back 
in Thousand Oaks. 

Presented by Theater League, the show will run Tuesday through Jan. 19 at 
Civic Arts Plaza. It will make its way back to SoCal in April for a run at the 
Segerstrom Center for the Arts in Costa Mesa. Plus, the musical is scheduled to 
return to Las Vegas for an open-ended engagement at the Tropicana this spring, 
and the Royal Caribbean cruise line will host a full-length production of “Mamma 
Mia!” on its newest ship in November. 

“Mamma Mia!” features music and lyrics by Andersson and Ulvaeus, and a book 
by Catherine Johnson. 

Julie Craymer, the show’s original creator-producer, said she came up with the 
idea for “Mamma Mia!” while working with lyricist Tim Rice (“Joseph and the 
Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat,” “Jesus Christ Superstar” and many more), 
who was collaborating at the time with Andersson and Ulvaeus on the musical 
“Chess.” 

The “theatrical” lyrics of ABBA’s song “The Winner Takes It All,” she said, 
inspired the idea for a musical based on ABBA’s works. 

Craymer said she told Andersson and Ulvaeus that “the project I had in mind 
would focus on a new and exciting story; it wouldn’t be a tribute show, or the 
‘ABBA Story.’ ” 

The duo “weren’t 100 percent convinced at the time,” Craymer said, but when 
they finally agreed, she told playwright Johnson that “no lyrics could change” and 
that “the story should be a contemporary, ironic, romantic comedy.” 

The story is the stuff of soap-opera simplicity. 



Set on a beach resort in Greece, “Mamma Mia!” tells the tale of Sophie, a bride 
who wants her long-gone father to walk her down the aisle. She’s not sure who 
Dad is, however, and sends invitations to three potential men after reading her 
mother’s diary. 

Her mother, Donna, is an independent woman who’s happy she’s made it 
through life without a husband. Confusion, romance and musical blasts from the 
past take place when the guys arrive for wedding duty. 

You know the soundtrack already, with 28 songs covered including “Honey, 
Honey,” “Money, Money, Money,” “Thank You for the Music,” “Chiquitita,” 
“Dancing Queen,” “Lay All Your Love on Me,” “Super Trouper,” “Gimme! Gimme! 
Gimme!,” “Knowing Me, Knowing You” and “Take a Chance on Me.” “Waterloo” is 
part of a rousing mega-mix encore at the end. 

When “Mamma Mia” premiered, critics were not wowed by plot intricacies or 
emotional depth, but found they liked the show nevertheless. 

Ben Brantley of The New York Times wrote in 2001 that “Mamma Mia!” 
“manipulates you, for sure, but it creates the feeling that you’re somehow a part 
of the manipulative process. And while it may be widely described as a hoot by 
theatergoers embarrassed at having enjoyed it, it gives off a moist-eyed sincerity 
that is beyond camp.” 

HE’S LAID DOWN HIS LOVE 

Actor Chris Stevens, who plays Sky, Sophie’s fiancé, in the touring production, 
said the tour is his first time performing in “Mamma Mia!” 

Stevens, laughing, said he initially thought “Mamma Mia!” was “fun, but not my 
style of show. I’m into a deep complex story. I was looking for more of an issue, a 
problem to be solved.” 

That opinion changed the second time he saw the musical. 

“It’s very much fluff, but reality: a single mother raising a daughter,” he said of the 
plot. “The second time, I got it. And when I saw the way the audience reacts to 
the show and music, I just fell in love with it during the rehearsal process.” 

Besides being used to tell a coherent story, how are ABBA’s songs different in 
the musical than as stand-alone hits? According to Stevens, “They’re not.” 

When ABBA “agreed to allow the producers to put the musical on, they said OK, 
as long as it was made the way they created it,” Stevens said. “In rehearsals, we 
had to listen to their biggest hits, and our music director worked with us to create 



that sound.” 

Stevens’ big number in the show is “Lay All Your Love on Me,” so of course that’s 
his favorite one to sing, but “the whole show is one big blockbuster, and the 
music is genius,” he said. “People say it sounds a little futuristic, electronic. I think 
it’s the energy on the vocal and instrumental side.” 

The members of ABBA, alas, have never seemed amenable to a reunion. But in 
November rumors arose of a potential get-together for 2014. Singer Fältskog told 
the German weekly Welt am Sonntag that “of course (a reunion) is something 
we’re thinking about. There seem to be plans to do something to mark this 
anniversary in some way. But I can’t say at this point what will come of them.” 

If you change your mind, ABBA, lots of people will be first in line to see you. 

‘Mamma Mia!’ 

The musical, featuring the songs of Swedish pop group ABBA, opens Tuesday 
and runs through Jan. 19 in the Kavli Theatre at Civic Arts Plaza, 2100 E. 
Thousand Oaks Blvd., Thousand Oaks. Showtimes for the Theater League 
production are 7:30 p.m. Tuesday through Thursday, 8 p.m. Jan. 17, 2 and 8 
p.m. Jan. 18, 2 and 7:30 p.m. Jan. 19. Tickets, $34-$89, are available in person 
at the box office, or through Ticketmaster at 800-745-3000 or 
http://www.ticketmaster.com. For more information, visit 
http://www.mammamiaontour.com. The touring show will return to SoCal April 8-
13 at the Segerstrom Center for the Arts in Costa Mesa; visit 
http://www.scfta.org. 
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