Marcus Dagan
On Land
And On Sea
By Barbara Leavy
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being a singer. A week later, a triumphant
Laurie Beechman announced to her friends
that she had auditioned for Annie and was
now part of the cast.
Dagan’s October show at the Beechman
made obvious his own significant gifts as a
performer. Accompanying himself on the
piano, with an electronic drum box for
additional rhythm, he made familiar songs
seem new (for example, “Look to the
Rainbow” from Finian’s Rainbow, and Noël
Coward’s “Sail Away”). He achieves novelty
within the familiar by employing original and
unexpected phrasing—unusual but never
seeming contrived. He also provides subtle
and equally unexpected shifts in rhythm.
As a singer, Dagan is in the tradition of
such songsters as Barry Manilow and
Neil Diamond (he does a Diamond show
on cruise ships). His voice is versatile,
ranging from smooth and strong, to slightly
husky and earthy.
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inger, songwriter, memoirist,
Marcus Dagan, deliberately chose the Laurie
Beechman Theatre for his show Short Stories:
Songs with a Twist, which would be his reintroduction to New York cabaret, and New
York cabaret’s to him. He counted Laurie a
friend, referring to her in his memoir, Songs
and Their Stories, as a “lovely person and a
GREAT singer.” In 1979, Marcus was
performing at a club called Good Times, and
Laurie worked there as a waitress. He
remembers that on Saturday nights she would
“stop” the place when she sang three or four
times and that the owner “wouldn’t even
allow the register to ring when she was on
stage.” Still, being a singing waitress was
hardly her goal; she compared it to being a
mere soldier in an army. If she couldn’t be a
general, she would quit. According to
Marcus, a song came to him, “We Are All
Soldiers (in the Army of Song).” Its lyric
defines the joy but also the frustration of
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found in selections on his CDs). Some of the
people he has known are likely to be very
familiar to his readers, others will not be.
Other songs are about love affairs, two of
which ended in marriage and then, to his
expressed regret in the book, divorce. His
two daughters, Michelle and Courtney, and
his son, Matthew are, along with the
audiences that have been moved by his
songs, the dedicatees of Songs and Their
Stories. And in what is thematically almost
a signature song, “Passing Through,”
Dagan begins with a tribute to
his father and the love he
received from him.
Ideally, the lyrics in Songs and
Their Stories would be
accompanied by Dagan’s
recordings, for the book points
up a potential shortcoming of
any songbook. It is rare that
the lyrics of a song stand
alone as a piece of poetry,
just as it is rare that poems
translate into good lyrics.
With lovely melodies and
imaginative arrangements,
an ordinary image can take on freshness;
without these, the image or phrase stands
revealed in its weakness. Some of the lyrics
in Songs and their Stories will have the
appeal of a good poem; others require the
experience of listening to Dagan himself.
This may be especially true when the lyrics
appear close to free verse and the music
and rhythms are necessary to create the
total song. This being said, Dagan’s book
emphasizes what is clear from his
performances: songs for him are vehicles
for storytelling.
Given Cabaret Scenes’ frequent reporting
on performers who take gigs on cruise ships,
what Dagan has to say on this subject is very
interesting. (My husband, Peter, and I met
him on a NCL cruise last year, watching him
perform in the shows and enjoying the late

Jennifer Durkin

What best characterizes Dagan is that he
can be named a master of medley. His
combinations, like his phrasing, are often
unusual, such as the joining of “Broken
Bicycles” by Tom Waits with “My Funny
Valentine”; and “Try to Remember” with
“Heart of My Heart.” Unlike medleys heard
in other cabaret shows, in which songs with
similar themes are joined one after the other,
Dagan’s medleys are interwoven tapestries of
music and lyrics created by his thoughtful
conceptions, unique arrangements, and
piano playing. Two examples from his
Beechman show involved
powerful musical experiences.
Ervin Drake’s “It Was a Very
Good Year” was combined with
Janis Ian’s “This Train Still Runs,”
Dagan combing the potential
mournfulness of autumn with
exuberant optimism. The medley
can be heard on his latest CD,
This Train Still Runs. Three songs
were woven together when he
delivered Jacques Brel’s “Ne me
quitte pas” (which Dagan sang like
a seasoned performer of French
chansons); “Hey, That’s No Way to
Say Goodbye” by Leonard Cohen; and “The
Last Thing on My Mind” by Tom Paxton.
Dagan’s appearance at the Laurie
Beechman Theatre was also the occasion for
a book signing of the newest edition of
Songs and Their Stories. It is a highly
readable, laid back memoir, with his musings
on life, politics, his career as a performer,
and people he has met. The emphasis is on
the occasions and relationships that led to his
writing a song. Dagan is very much the
servant of his muses, waiting for their
inspiration to strike. Most of his songs have
been recorded; some in the book have not.
His wanderlust is the subject of the real and
symbolic roads he has traveled, about the
places he has been (he considers Bermuda
his second home and island rhythms can be

evenings during which he was a lounge
pianist and singer.) In his book, Dagan
describes how he at first reacted negatively
to a chance to play on a ship, as if he were
being booked into a middle-range,
Midwestern hotel hoping to draw in some
customers. He was to learn how wrong he
was. Today he believes that cruise ships not
only supply an extraordinary array of
talented performers, from dancers to singers
to comedians, but also that without the ships,
they would have little chance to be seen. The
world, he says, needs entertainment, but
“land-based clubs just don’t get it.” Some of
his words on this subject are worth quoting in
full: they will interest cabaret fans concerned
about the future of high-level live
entertainment, and also reveal the intellectual
quality of the book’s content. On land, he
writes, “there’s karaoke, some rock clubs
and, of course, comedy clubs, but because of
short attention spans and a general
degrading of intellect, apart from a very few
hotels in some major cities, cabaret and
places to listen to music have become
anachronistic and that’s a loss for everyone.”
Cruise ships, he believes, still offer such
opportunities. (As a frequent cruiser,
however, I would encourage Cabaret
Scenes readers to carefully check out the line
and the ship, for there are some that
specifically tailor their entertainment to that
short attention span.)
Dagan told his Beechman audience that
he had not performed in New York for ten
years. In the immediate future, out-of-town
audiences and cruise ship passengers will
have the pleasure of his live shows.
Hopefully, however, New York will welcome
him back soon. Meanwhile, there is the book
and there are his CDs. H
Editor’s Note
Marcus Dagan will be reprising his show,
Short Stories, at the Laurie Beachman
Theatrer on Saturday, March 14, at 7 p.m.
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