REPORT

MM! FRANCE

by Yvon Jouandon

Mamma Mia! The Musical of the Year in Paris – at Last
Mamma Mia! first opened in Paris in 2008
in the classy Palais des Congrès, one of the
largest halls in Paris. It was just a visit by the
international tour, and everything was therefore
performed in English, with French subtitles on
the sides of the stage. A possible second run
of performances was mentioned, hinting that
it had been a success, but nothing happened.
As the years passed by, with the movie on the
silver screen and the DVD in shops, we slowly
lost hope that Mamma Mia! would ever get a
proper French staging in Paris.
When a casting call was published on the
internet, it suddenly sounded as if we were
getting a full production but when the new
season came, nothing more happened and
other musicals were still performed on the
stage of the Stage Entertainment’s Mogador
Theatre. Weeks and even months passed by,
and we were wondering if MM! would ever
become a hit in France.
The first promotional announcement was
pretty unusual: Mamma Mia! would have its
own float in the Parisian Gay Pride parade
in June. The float itself was in the shape of
a giant white and blue wedding cake - it was
strange to see that this symbol of marriage was
chosen for the Gay Pride event in a country
where gay marriage is still not permitted, and
there is also no cake in MM!, of course. At the

same time, we learned that 30,000 tickets had
been sold in just two months, but this already
impressive figure would quickly be topped.
The next big step was a press preview on
October 8 and the announcement that by
then 100,000 tickets had been sold, and that
were selling more tickets every day than the
theatre could hold on one single show. Four
more previews were to take place, each with
a special theme: one for fans, including a
meeting with the artists, one for women, one for
future brides (preferably wearing their wedding
dresses) and one for gays and lesbians, as a
major gay magazine is partnering the show.
Fortunately, you did not have to be a lesbian
ABBA-fan about to get married to attend all four
shows; you just had to pay for four tickets...
If you had attended other Mamma Mia!
productions before, there was of course not
much to discover as the show is more or less
always the same. However, there were still a
few unanswered questions:
- How powerful and talented would each
singer be?
- How would they translate some of the
more difficult song titles?
- Would there be any difference from other
productions?
- How would the audience and the media
react?
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The stage set has changed slightly over
the years, and this one seemed a little more
modern; simple but still efficient. However,
without the revolve and the elevated walkway,
I could not blame the journalists who thought
that it was too simplistic, almost poor.
The first surprise however came from
the spoken parts. No traces of Molière (our
‘French Shakespeare’) here - instead, rather
surprisingly, some slang words were used.
The author later told me that it was not much
different from the original English production.
Of course, nothing like that appeared in
the song texts as there are no strong words
in ABBA’s original lyrics. The person who
had translated the song lyrics said that he
had worked closely with Björn. I am not sure
whether Björn knows enough French to have
supervised each word, but it seems that he was
still careful about the sounding of the words as
well as the rhymes.
While it seemed rather natural that Dancing
Queen and Chiquitita kept their titles, it
was more surprising when it came to Super
Trouper which does not make any sense in
French. Other titles, of course, were translated:
Knowing Me, Knowing You became Qui Je
Suis, Qui Sommes-Nous [Who am I, who are
we] and I Do, I Do, I Do became Dis Oui, Dis
Oui, Dis Oui [Say yes, say yes, say yes], and
Money, Money, Money became Monnaie,
Monnaie, Monnaie which means the same.
With regards to the translations, it is a funny
coincidence that Waterloo, during the reprise,
was the only song sung in English although it
was the only song that ABBA had ever recorded
in French.
The cast itself was a discovery for everybody
in the audience as none of them was a star.
The producer had hinted, long ago, that he
would favour real entertainers over famous
names, but still something strange happened
in the process. It was first announced that
Donna Sheridan would be played by Sophie
Delmas, a singer that had done some small
shows before but just a few weeks before the
premiere, it was announced that she was to be
replaced by Claire Guyot. Claire has done a lot
of French vocal overdubs for films and TV, like
for The Little Mermaid, or for stars like Wynona
Ryder, Sarah Michelle Gellar (Buffy) and Teri
Hatcher (Desperate Housewives). She was
quite suddendly included in the cast when

rehearsals proved that Sophie Delmas’ acting
was not as good as her singing. Officially, they
will eventually share the role.
France has always been a special market for
ABBA. With about 55 millions inhabitants during
the 70s, it was certainly not a small market.
Promoting their records, ABBA came to France
for television shows more than once, and the
French always kept ABBA in their hearts. I am
proud to say that ABBA Gold already in 1999
had sold a million copies, giving ABBA a rare
diamond award.
However, unlike in many other countries, the
media never paid any positive attention to the
four Swedes; in a country full of strong writers,
you could not be considered a serious singer if
your lyrics did not include a strong message.
It was therefore surprising to see that,
suddenly, everything seemed to have changed.
With so many celebrities coming to the premiere
of Mamma Mia!, we realised that France is
ready to embrace ABBA again - at last.
For us fans, it is exciting to see new products
released:
- ABBA Generation, a small book, written by
a French journalist;
- ABBA Une Légende Nordique, a beautiful,
large and totally new book written by JeanMarie Potiez;
- a new edition of The Definitive Collection
with a stangely blueish, more Mamma-Miaesque slipcase.
More than one newspaper (in some cases
on the front page) and a few TV-shows
have of course covered the show but, more
surprisingly, the very much rock-orientated
weekly magazine Les Inrockuptibles gave
a front page to ABBA, devoting 6 pages to
a so-called exclusive interview with Björn.
Unfortunately, with the journalist knowing little
about ABBA, the questions were not very
imaginative and the answers hardly revealing.
Still, it was a notable effort, the whole thing
was done with much respect and, thus, greatly
appreciated.
With Christmas time approaching, we got
one more surprise when Galeries Lafayette, a
large department store, revealed two windows
with puppets and teddy bears completely
dressed in Mamma Mia! costumes, dancing
along to the strongest hits from the musical.
Dozens of parents and children crowd the
pavement, enjoying the sight.

The show has now proven its ability to crack the
French market, exactly in the same way as it has done
all over the world, and we now just have to wait and
see how long it will run. The ultimate jewel in the crown
would be a CD with the French cast, of course.
A full premiere report was published in the December
issue of the Fan Club magazine.

