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Wayne Brady Will Step Into ‘Kinky Boots’ 
 
By Michael Paulson 
 
Billy Porter, who won a Tony Award for playing Lola in Cyndi Lauper and Harvey Fierstein’s hit 
musical “Kinky Boots,” will leave the production on Nov. 20, and be succeeded by the actor and comedian 
Wayne Brady, producers announced Thursday. 

Mr. Brady, 43, has one previous Broadway credit: He played the manipulative lawyer Billy Flynn in “Chicago” 
for three months in 2004. He has won Emmy Awards for “Whose Line Is It Anyway” and “The Wayne Brady 
Show,” and he currently hosts the game show “Let’s Make a Deal.” 

The role of Lola, a drag queen who helps save a British shoe factory from extinction, is a high-energy song-and-
dance showcase. Mr. Porter has been in the part since the show’s 2013 opening, a long time for a Broadway 
headliner these days. He did take time away to direct another show, and he worked on “While I Yet Live,” an 
autobiographical play, which had an Off Broadway run last year. 

Mr. Porter is leaving for another solid opportunity: He has been cast alongside Audra McDonald in “Shuffle 
Along, Or, The Making of the Musical Sensation of 1921 and All That Followed,” which is scheduled to open 
on Broadway in April. 

 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/05/theater/reviews/kinky-boots-the-harvey-fierstein-cyndi-lauper-musical.html?pagewanted=all&module=Search&mabReward=relbias%3Ar%2C%7B%221%22%3A%22RI%3A7%22%7D&_r=0�
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/28/theater/billy-porter-tells-his-own-story-in-while-i-yet-live.html�
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/28/theater/billy-porter-tells-his-own-story-in-while-i-yet-live.html�
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Biff Liff, Broadway Manager and Powerhouse Agent, Dies at 96 
 

By James Barron 

When “My Fair Lady” opened on Broadway in 1956, there was Alan Jay Lerner’s book, and there was Biff 

Liff’s book. Mr. Liff’s book, the log he kept as the production stage manager, swelled to several volumes over 

the show’s long run, and the entries were not just about each performance. 

“Rex insisted on shower in his dressing room,” Mr. Liff wrote in one entry, referring to Rex Harrison. “Never 

uses it.” 

In another entry, Mr. Liff wrote: “Pickpocket Julie Andrews clipped my tie clip while talking to me. Returned it 

after the performance. This girl has a future.” 

And when Mr. Harrison left the cast in 1957, Mr. Liff declared, “Harrison never did use that shower.” 

Mr. Liff — whose given name was Samuel, and who died on Monday at his home in Yorktown Heights, N.Y., 

at 96 — went on to become an associate producer in the 1960s under Broadway showmen like David Merrick. 

Then, in the 1970s, he became a theatrical agent whose clients included Ms. Andrews, Jane Alexander, Angela 

Lansbury, Agnes de Mille and Chita Rivera. But it was backstage, with titles like production stage manager, 

that he first made his mark. 

“If the producers and the directors were the kings of Broadway, the production stage managers were the 

princes,” said the veteran producer Emanuel Azenberg, who worked for Mr. Liff on “Oliver!” The production 

stage manager’s job involved being the eyes and ears of the producer and the director when the producers were 

showmen like Merrick and the directors were Broadway titans like Gower Champion and Joshua Logan. 

Mr. Liff was a towering presence in the theater — literally. A barrel-chested man with an enormous head, he 

also had a voice that, at least in the good-natured imitations of friends, could project the absolute authority of a 

bass-baritone. He could be the deep, reassuring source of calm in the frenzied, cutthroat world of Broadway, 

where powerhouses like Merrick considered actors “unruly children.” 

“He could move mountains,” Ms. Rivera said on Wednesday. “I was never in any of those rooms where he 

probably roared like a lion, but I always felt as though my reputation would be O.K. as long as he handled me.” 

She added: “He would say, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.’ And he did.” 

Mr. Liff apparently acquired the nickname Biff as a child, and most theater people called him that. But Mickey 

Rolfe, who was his assistant in the late 1980s before becoming a theatrical agent on his own, said at least one 

client called him Sam because “Biff Liff” sounded too much like “Topsy Turvy.” 
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http://www.nytimes.com/packages/pdf/theater/86548580.pdf


 

 

Mr. Liff was born on April 14, 1919, in Boston, the youngest child of Morris Liff, a restaurateur, and Rose Liff. 

He graduated from the Carnegie Institute of Technology, now Carnegie Mellon University, in Pittsburgh in 

1939 with a degree in theater. 

As an Army officer during World War II in Chicago, he oversaw what amounted to the opposite of an assembly 

line: a disassembly line, whose purpose was to examine damaged gear sent back from the front and salvage 

parts or materials, like tubes in radios. He had been promoted to captain by the end of the war. 

Peter Webb, a playwright and director who interviewed Mr. Liff for a potential biography, said he worked for 

the producers Herman Levin and Melvyn Douglas on a national tour of “Call Me Mister,” a musical that was 

about what Mr. Liff was at that moment in his life, a veteran. The troupe included Bob Fosse and Carl Reiner. 

Mr. Liff’s first show as a stage manager was “Along Fifth Avenue,” which ran 180 performances from January 

to June 1949. It overlapped with “Admiral Broadway Revue,” a show on the new medium of television that 

originated from a converted theater in Columbus Circle. 

Mr. Liff was also the stage manager on that show, broadcast live on Friday evenings with Sid Caesar and 

Imogene Coca as the stars and Mel Brooks as one of the writers. Mr. Webb said Mr. Liff had to cut it close, 

week after week. He had a taxi waiting outside the studio so that he could dash to the theater where “Along 

Fifth Avenue” was playing. 

Caesar, Coca and the director Max Liebman, who created “Admiral Broadway Revue,” went on to work on the 

groundbreaking “Your Show of Shows” in 1950. But by then, Mr. Liff was working as the stage manager on 

“Gentlemen Prefer Blondes,” produced by Mr. Levin and Oliver Smith. It starred Carol Channing, who later 

became a client of Mr. Liff’s. 

For “By the Beautiful Sea” in 1954, Mr. Levin was given a better title: production stage manager. And it was 

that title that he held on “My Fair Lady,” which opened on March 15, 1956. 

In the 1960s, he was listed as associate producer when Merrick introduced Woody Allen to Broadway as a 

playwright in “Don’t Drink the Water” and as an actor in “Play It Again, Sam.” Mr. Liff held the same title on 

“Promises, Promises,” “Cactus Flower” and “The Roar of the Greasepaint, the Smell of the Crowd.” 

His last credit was as associate producer on “Tricks,” a musical comedy produced by Mr. Levin that ran for five 

previews and eight performances in January 1973. He then joined the William Morris Agency as the head of its 

legitimate theater department. 

He is survived by his wife, Lisette. 

Mr. Liff was a longtime member of the Tony Awards nominating committee and received a 2006 Tony honor 

for excellence in theater. The marquees of Broadway theaters will be dimmed in his memory for one minute at 

7:45 p.m. Friday.  

“What Biff was known to do was figure out ways to cut through the problems and get the show on,” Mr. Webb 

said. “He could recognize the emotions of these people — he was an emotional guy himself — but he was able 

to detach himself from all the emotions and figure out a way to get the show on.” 

Or keep a performance from falling apart. 

Mr. Webb said Mr. Liff was rehearsing a road company of “My Fair Lady” one afternoon while a matinee 

performance was going on in the Mark Hellinger Theater, several blocks away. Jerry Adler, the stage manager, 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/w/world_war_ii_/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/theater/theaterspecial/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.broadway.com/photos/its-tony-time-at-tavern-on-the-green-annual-honors-awarded/53868/photo-op-2006-tony-honors-luncheon-biff-liff-chita-rivera/
http://www.broadway.com/photos/its-tony-time-at-tavern-on-the-green-annual-honors-awarded/53868/photo-op-2006-tony-honors-luncheon-biff-liff-chita-rivera/


 

 

called from the Mark Hellinger at intermission and said that Rex Harrison was so angry, he might not go on 

with Act II. 

It seemed there had been a problem at the end of Act I. The chandeliers on the set were supposed to fly up as 

Mr. Harrison and Ms. Andrews made their exit. But a stagehand made a mistake and sent the chandeliers down. 

The stagehand quickly reversed course, but as the chandeliers rose, one of them took Mr. Harrison’s toupee 

along for the ride. 

Mr. Liff left the road-company rehearsal and raced to the theater, Mr. Webb said. Mr. Liff, who usually worked 

to smooth things over, stormed into Mr. Harrison’s dressing room and thundered that the stagehand would never 

work in the theater again. 

“Rex says, ‘Biff, old boy, wait, it’s not that serious,’ ” Mr. Webb said 
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Plenty of emotion backstage as 'Mamma Mia!' nears the end 

August 31, 2015 
By Mark Kennedy  

 
Judy McLane appears during a performance of the musical "Mamma Mia!" On Sept. 12, 2015, the 14-year run of "Mamma Mia!" ends, marking the final dance party for the 

ABBA-fueled feel-good musical and 8th longest-running show in Broadway history. (Joan Marcus/Boneau/Boneau-Brown via AP) Photo: Joan Marcus, AP 
 
NEW YORK (AP) - The end is near. Every day it's a little closer: The day the disco beat goes silent on Broadway. 
 
On Sept. 12, the 14-year run of "Mamma Mia!" ends, marking the final dance party for the ABBA-fueled, feel-good musical 
and eighth longest-running show in Broadway history. 
 
Few are feeling the bittersweet emotions as hard as actress Judy McLane, the show's super trouper. She's been in it for 
some 11 years, the last three years playing the heroine, Donna. 
 
"I'm not sure what life will be like after 'Mamma Mia!'" she says in her dressing room. "I'm sure that I'm going to have to 
have a grieving period. I don't doubt it." 
 
"Mamma Mia!" has endured plenty during its long life - wars, hurricanes, the 2008 financial meltdown, the move to a 
smaller theater and critics, who never warmed to the show's high-energy sweetness. 
 
A hit in London, it opened in New York just a few weeks after the 2001 terror attacks and there was anxiety. But New 
Yorkers turned out to be like everyone else. The show featuring more than 20 classic ABBA hits, including "Dancing 
Queen" and "Waterloo," has been a smash in dozens of countries, including South Korea, Italy, Denmark, South Africa 
and Spain. 
 



 

 
 

"When everybody says, 'Why does this show work?' I say, 'It's an antidepressant,'" says McLane. "Don't take Zoloft. Come 
see our show." 
 
Over the years, couples backstage have formed, married and had kids. The wardrobe supervisor was able to send her 
child to college thanks to the stability of the job. 
 
The cast and crew have marked the time with baby showers, birthdays and parties. During the Olympics, they host their 
own competitions backstage, and every year there's a door decorating contest with a celebrity judge. 
 
"This show is not like any other show I've ever done. It's more of a family than I've very had in any other show," says 
McLane. "It's the day-to-day stuff that I'm going to miss." 
 
McLane's dressing room at the Broadhurst Theatre features a humming espresso machine, family photos and a letter 
board sign with the slogan "Love what is ahead by loving what has come before." Over her mirror are three photos she 
took in Africa of a hippo, a red-winged blue-billed crane and lion. 
 
Before every performance she helps hand out little cards with one-word inspirational messages to everyone backstage. 
"It's my way as a leader of this company to touch base with everybody," she says. 
 
McLane initially came to the show in 2004 at a low point personally. She had to miss her first rehearsal because she was 
needed downtown at divorce court. But the musical helped her buy her ex-husband out of her apartment and spread her 
wings. 
 
"Because of this job I started a new life," she says, choking up. "Honestly, I'm so grateful for it for that reason. I got back 
on my feet and found out who I was again." 
 
She started as the character Tanya, a wealthy friend of the heroine, and played her for 7 1/2 years. Three years ago, she 
took over the principle role of Donna. Altogether, she's done over 4,000 shows. 
"I have always prided myself on going out there and making every night feel like it's the first show," she says. "I have 
become a better actress because of it." 
 
Nina Lannan, the show's general manager, attributes the show's success to the joy it gives audiences, a killer soundtrack, 
its embrace of second chances and its setting on a Greek island. 
 
"I think the most successful musicals always take an audience member out of their daily world and into a kind of fantasy 
place," she says. "'Phantom' is definitely a fantasy place. 'Wicked' is that. 'The Lion King' certainly is that. To a certain 
extent, 'Mamma Mia!' is that, too." 
 
After the show closes, McLane has plans for a long-overdue vacation. She also wants to reconnect with friends and 
family. "I need to go out and have dinner at 8 o'clock and have a glass of red wine," she says, laughing. 
 
The punishing Broadway schedule has taken its toll. McLane gets weekly physical therapy, goes to pilates classes and 
stretches after every show. She's also discovered the power of a 20-minute nap. "I'm a napper. I didn't know I was one," 
she says. 
 
Though she doesn't have her next job lined up yet, McLane is hoping to put together a CD of new songs and standards: 
"I'm looking forward to being able to sing other music for a little bit." 
 
But first she and the cast are preparing for the final "Mamma Mia!" show, a mostly private affair for alumnus that promises 
to be an emotional roller coaster. 
 
"I can't even imagine the energy that's going to be in this theater," she says. "I don't know how we're all going to handle it 
without our heads popping off." 
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