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Introduction

When I set out to write this introduction, I thought I might mention my early attraction to the lyrics of West Side Story, the first LP soundtrack I purchased as a teenager. I could have described seeing the motion pictures of Gypsy or Forum back then, but it wasn’t until I saw stage productions of Company and Follies that I really began to take notice of Stephen Sondheim. I was swept away by A Little Night Music and Sweeney Todd, charmed by Into the Woods, and by the early 1990s I was wholeheartedly enthusiastic about anything he created.

Nevertheless, it seemed almost superfluous to “introduce” a volume about the best known and most admired composer and lyricist of musical theater in the final quarter of the twentieth century. So I’ll say little more than to express my hope that The Stephen Sondheim Encyclopedia helps others ascend the same path of admiration for his shows and his many collaborators.

In assembling this reference volume, I’ve kept in mind Sondheim’s three mantras (prominently displayed on the end papers of his two-volume set of lyric studies, Finishing the Hat and Look, I Made a Hat):


Content Dictates Form. Within the standard alphabetical format of an encyclopedia, I have endeavored to provide meaningful entries about Sondheim’s eighteen major musicals and other items of creative output. I’ve also explored people who were part of his “universe”—book writers, directors, designers, actors, and musicians. The contents of Sondheim’s life are organized herein.

Less Is More. This might seem a strange guideline for a volume of this length. Nevertheless, I have done my best to offer factual details with a minimum of opinion. The entries about each show do that, with a bit of reporting about critical reception. But frequent revival and periodic reinvention of Sondheim’s shows is testament enough.

God Is in the Details. This was a tough one, given the longevity and variety of Sondheim’s creative career. There are plenty of resources—articles, features, book-length, and biographical works—where more details (and opinions) can be found. But The Stephen Sondheim Encyclopedia is intended as a fundamental go-to source for information about the scope and scale of his presence in, impact on, and legacy to the world of musical theater.



A few points about what’s included: All of his shows, revues, and contributions to the works of others are covered. Major topics are located in the alphabetized entries; many more subjects—especially performers—can be located via the comprehensive index.

Special note should be made of ten entries about songs that give deep insights into Sondheim’s creative process. Each of these has been derived from much more extensive “Biography of a Song” essays by Mark Eden Horowitz that were published in The Sondheim Review, between 2005 and 2008. He graciously permitted their distillation here.

Many other songs are discussed—in less detail, I should quickly add—in the entries about shows in which they originated.

You’ll also see discussions of Sondheim’s “Musical Likes (and Dislikes),” his “Favorite Films” (as well as his opinions about “Movie Musicals”), and his assessment of “Opera”—including whether any of his works should be so categorized.

There is a modicum of repetition when a song is discussed beyond the show it was written for, or a performer is profiled individually but also discussed in the context of a specific production. I do not imagine that anyone will read these entries in order from A to Z; rather this encyclopedia is intended for looking up a specific show, performer, designer, or topic. Each entry can be considered a separate essay or study unto itself. (At the end of the references for each entry is an indication of “See also,” pointing readers to further material in other entries.)




Praise for The Stephen Sondheim Encyclopedia

“We Sondheim fans tend to hop around through his extraordinary body of work, one day wondering who else was in Evening Primrose (Dorothy Stickney) or how many Tonys were won by the actors who played Pseudolus on Broadway (all of them)—and now Rick Pender has given us the perfect book to find all the answers. Although it is a resource encyclopedia, it’s hard not to start at the beginning and read every word like a novel. Rick has done an amazing job—it is always readable and is chock-full of interesting tidbits. No matter how much you know about Sondheim and his work, you will learn new things in this book. I certainly did!”—Ted Chapin, author, Everything Was Possible: The Birth of the Musical “Follies”; cofounder, Encores! at City Center; chairman, American Theatre Wing, 2008–2012; president, Rodgers & Hammerstein Organization

“Rick Pender did it right. If you were to go to anyone else’s work to check on, say, Jerome Robbins, you’d probably find a quick reference to three musicals on which he and Sondheim collaborated. But Pender goes the extra nineteen yards and also tells you all about Robbins before and after Sondheim. Yes, this is an encyclopedia, and a damn fine one, but it’s delicious reading, too. Don’t be surprised if you go to it for a fact only to stay around to read for the next few hours or even days. It’s that entertaining—a term one doesn’t usually associate with an encyclopedia, but one that must be used here.”—Peter Filichia, theater critic emeritus, Newark Star-Ledger; theater historian; author, Broadway Musicals: The Biggest Hit and the Biggest Flop of the Season: 1959 to 2009 and Strippers, Showgirls, and Sharks; past president, The Drama Desk; head, selection committee for the Theatre World Awards

“Who needs an encyclopedia in the age of the internet? It turns out that when the subject is the inexhaustible career of composer-lyricist Stephen Sondheim, nothing less than a capacious volume will do. Rick Pender, former editor of The Sondheim Review, has compiled a trove of detailed entries about nearly every subject Sondheim touched, bringing to life not only the man’s well-known collaborators and projects but also many names you may have glimpsed in programs or on cast albums, as well as gathering definitive descriptions of lesser-known works and influences that you’d have to search dozens of books to cull. What emerges is an indispensable 360-degree portrait not only of an essential American artist but also of the culture that shaped him and that he in turn helped to shape.”—Rob Weinert-Kendt, editor-in-chief, American Theatre

“A commodious compendium of Sondheimiana. Rick Pender has compiled a mosaic puzzle that will send you off on all sorts of delightfully arcane, sorry-grateful tangents.”—Steven Suskin, author, The Sound of Broadway Music and Second Act Trouble; member emeritus, New York Drama Critics’ Circle

“How to honor a great teacher? In his labor-of-love compendium, Rick Pender invites us to join him—everyone who has been inspired by Stephen Sondheim’s art, and (for those of us who were lucky) his correspondence: I for one go back 51 years—I was 18—when he encouraged my devotion to musical theater. And the best part of this book is the profound reminder embedded in the history: that Sondheim, like all great teachers, pushed us to see life in new and breathtaking ways.”—Bill Rudman, host, SiriusXM’s “On the Aisle”; founder and artistic director, The Musical Theater Project

“I’m having the best time leafing through Rick Pender’s thoughtfully and thoroughly collected volume, discovering a wealth of new facts and stories about our most treasured musical theater composer (and his shows) at every turn. It’s an impressive text that’s at the same time scholarly and great fun. Despite being exhaustively researched, it’s almost less an encyclopedic and more a kaleidoscopic look at the entire world of Steve’s work from a thousand different angles, one that reveals new connections and different perspectives with each turn. It might be the first encyclopedia I can imagine reading cover to cover. But you could just as easily turn to any random page and start reading—and find yourself hours later still thumbing through the wealth of details and stories behind not just the work but the hundreds of collaborators and performers who have been the conveyors of Sondheim’s gifts to the world. It’s a gift to theater lovers on both sides of the footlights, likely to be on the desks of audiences and artists alike. And it’s a gift to future generations someday, who won’t have been as lucky as we have been to live and work in the days of Stephen Sondheim.”—Michael Cerveris, Tony Award winner who played John Wilkes Booth in the 2004 revival of Assassins and the leading role in Sweeney Todd’s 2005 revival



-A-

ABBOTT, GEORGE (1887–1995)

Born June 25, 1887, in Forestville, New York, George Abbott was the first director to stage a show for which Sondheim wrote both music and lyrics, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. Thanks to his extraordinarily long career—he lived to age 107 and was active in the theater for eight decades—Abbott also significantly influenced numerous theater professionals, including several who played key roles in Sondheim’s career: Harold Prince, Jerome Robbins, and Leonard Bernstein.

Abbott’s father was twice elected mayor of Salamanca, New York. When George was 11 years old, the family moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming, and he worked as a Western Union messenger boy and a ranch hand. When they moved back East to live near Buffalo, New York, teenaged Abbott began to attend nearby theater productions. He graduated from the University of Rochester in 1911. Afterwards he took a course in playwriting at Harvard University.

Abbott made his Broadway acting debut in 1913, playing a drunken college student in The Misleading Lady. Around 1915 he worked as an assistant to producer John Golden, whose own career as a lyricist, composer, producer, director, and playwright was perhaps a model for Abbott. In 1923 Abbott played Tex, a roistering cowboy in Zander the Great, and was named one of the ten best Broadway performers of 1923.

Despite his modest success as an actor, writing was his goal. In 1925 he made his playwriting debut with The Fall Guy, the first of many comedies, melodramas, and musical librettos that he created and staged. He quickly took on the responsibilities of director; his first production was Love ’Em and Leave ’Em in 1926. His first hit, the melodrama Broadway, which he cowrote and codirected with Philip Dunning, opened later in 1926 and ran for 603 performances. In 1935, he staged his first musical, Jumbo, Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart’s circus extravaganza. Abbott’s directing career continued until 1983, totaling more than 120 productions. He often had three hits running simultaneously; on a few occasions five of his shows were on Broadway stages at the same time.

Abbott was tireless, frequently moving on to a new project the moment he finished the previous one. He drank very little and ate three square meals a day. He typically worked until he was tired, then went home and slept. He believed that burning the candle at both ends was a clear path to a nervous breakdown.

At 6 feet, 2 inches, he cut an imposing figure and was always addressed as “Mr. Abbott.” He never removed his tie and seldom said anything more than was absolutely necessary. By his own admission, he was “puritanical, exacting, and intolerant.”1 He was known for his skillful use of material, his mastery of pacing and humor, and his ability to maintain effective action onstage. He summarily handled excitable theater artists, often taking the steam out of heated arguments by quietly but firmly telling everyone to get back to the work at hand. Abbott was the first to have actors audition for parts by reading from the script; previously they had simply been interviewed by the producer.

His career was already noteworthy in 1954 when he staged The Pajama Game, a show based on Richard Bissell’s 1953 novel, 7½ Cents. Bissell coauthored the musical’s book and more or less shadowed Abbott during the production. Bissell subsequently wrote Say, Darling, a 1957 novel about Broadway featuring a character obviously based on “tough-as-bullets” Abbott.

Not long after the success of The Pajama Game, Gilbert Millstein wrote in the New York Times, “on the basis of sheer frightening volume alone, an easily defensible argument can be drummed up that no living individual, or possibly even dead, has contributed more to the Broadway theater in the capacities of actor, director, producer, co-producer, author, co-author, and play doctor, than George Abbott.”2 Abbott, of course, actively worked on Broadway for three more decades.

Abbott’s multifaceted career put him among the first inductees to the American Theatre Hall of Fame when it was established in 1972. New York City bestowed its Handel Medallion on him in 1976. He twice received lifetime achievement recognition from the Tonys, in 1976 and again in 1987, the year he turned 100. He was recognized with a Kennedy Center Lifetime Achievement Award (1982) and a National Medal of the Arts (1990).

Other noteworthy Abbott productions included Chicago (1926), a play subsequently adapted as Kander and Ebb’s 1975 hit musical; Twentieth Century (1932), later adapted as the 1978 musical On the Twentieth Century; Three Men on a Horse (1935, and revived by Abbott in 1942, 1969, and 1993); Rodgers and Hart’s On Your Toes, working with choreographer George Balanchine (1936); The Boys from Syracuse (1938), based on Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors and the first musical that Stephen Sondheim ever saw, at the age of 8; Pal Joey (1940); On the Town (1944), working with composer Leonard Bernstein, lyricists Betty Comden and Adolph Green, and choreographer Jerome Robbins; High Button Shoes (1947), working again with Robbins and composer Jule Styne; Where’s Charley? (1948); Call Me Madam (1950), starring Ethel Merman; A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1951), with some uncredited help from Robbins; Wonderful Town (1953), again with Bernstein, Comden, and Green; Damn Yankees (1955, for which Abbott cowrote the book and directed); Once Upon a Mattress (1959), by Richard Rodgers’s daughter, Mary Rodgers, and starring Carol Burnett; Flora, The Red Menace (1965), the first musical by Kander and Ebb, featuring Liza Minnelli in her Broadway debut; How Now, Dow Jones (1967), earning him a Tony nomination for his directing. Abbott also staged many revivals of his original shows including The Pajama Game (1973), Where’s Charley? (1974), On Your Toes (1983), and Damn Yankees (1994, when he was 106). He had a singular reputation as a show “doctor” and was often recruited to help a new production that was floundering in rehearsal.

Between 1926 and 1958 he wrote or directed approximately forty films. Many of them were screen adaptations of his plays, ranging from a cinematic rendition of Love ’Em and Leave ’Em (1926) to onscreen versions of The Pajama Game (1957) and Damn Yankees (1958), both of which he also produced.

In 1948, Abbott hired Harold Prince as a production assistant and rehired him soon after the aspiring producer completed two years of military service. He mentored Prince, supporting and teaching him the ins and outs of Broadway. Prince recalled, “I learned discipline from Abbott; the lesson that there is not time in theatre for nonsense or self-indulgence; his own absolute professionalism taught me that the theatre is a place to work to get the job done and to respect one’s colleagues.”3

Abbott’s approach—stern direction blended with a talent for clear, rapid narrative momentum—came to be known as the “Abbott touch.” His methods influenced Prince and many other directors of the next generation. Abbott was not the most adventurous theater professional, and he was full of contradictions, according to Seymour Hirsch. “He is a man without any apparent theatrical temperament who is the dean of Broadway showmen,” Hirsch wrote, calling him “a shrewd business man with acute artistic instincts, a director of breezy entertainment who demands realism from his actors; a writer with no patience for poetry who has created a vernacular poetry in some of his best work; a comic writer whose conversation has more gags and one-liners than his plays, in which comedy grows out of character and situation; a celebrated womanizer with a Puritan façade.”4

When Prince and another Abbott protégé, Robert Griffith, became production partners in 1954 and took on The Pajama Game, Abbott supported the show financially and, as its director, developed it into a hit. After Prince produced Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum in 1962, Abbott encouraged him to pursue a career as a director.

Although Abbott staged Forum, Sondheim’s first show as a composer and lyricist, and was key to the show’s success, Sondheim found him mundane: “Well, everybody thinks Abbott is terrific. I don’t. What he was great at was running a ship, but I found him to be a completely humorless person. Burt [Shevelove] and Larry [Gelbart] had to explain jokes to him. … But, you know, can you argue with statistics? He made his reputation directing some of the most successful farces and musicals in history.”5

Abbott was the producer Bernstein and Robbins sought for West Side Story, but he passed, feeling the score too much resembled the sound of composers he called “avant-garde,” such as Prokofiev and Stravinsky. Sondheim recalled Abbott’s judgment in “Opening Doors,” a song he wrote for Merrily We Roll Along about an aspiring theater composer and lyricist being turned down by a curmudgeonly producer: “Why can’t you throw ’em a crumb?/What’s wrong with letting ’em tap their toes a bit?/I’ll let you know when Stravinsky has a hit—/Give me some melody.”6

In its final tryout in Washington, DC, Forum was faltering, and audience response was unenthusiastic. Abbott directed Sondheim to provide a series of opening numbers, but he wasn’t happy with any of them, especially “Invocation to the Audience”—because he couldn’t hum it. Abbott’s famous ability to rescue plays was not working. According to Sondheim, the only funny thing he ever heard Abbott say was, “I dunno. You had better call in George Abbott.”7 At the last minute, Jerome Robbins provided the solution, prompting Sondheim to write “Comedy Tonight,” a song that “George Abbott could hum.”8

Abbott was married three times: in 1914 to Ednah Levis (she died in 1930; they had one child), to Mary Sinclair in 1946 (they divorced in 1951), and to Joy Valderamma in 1983 (who was forty years his junior). He died on January 31, 1995, in Miami Beach. In his 1963 autobiography, Mister Abbott, he expressed his desire to have no one be sad. “Later on,” he wrote, “if some of my friends should talk about me or remember something funny or interesting that happened to us, that will be all the obsequies I desire.”9

References
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ALLEGRO (1947)

Although Rodgers and Hammerstein are considered the gold standard of mid-twentieth-century Broadway musicals, they had a major failure with Allegro in 1947, their most boldly experimental show, termed by some the first “concept musical.” Hammerstein was mentoring Sondheim as the show was developed over the summer of 1947, and he offered the aspiring teenager the chance to be a gofer on the production. The show, playing between Carousel (1945) and South Pacific (1949), told a universal story about an idealistic doctor who gets distracted by success.

Joseph Taylor Jr.’s story begins with him as a shy child whose father, a small-town doctor in the Midwest, pushes his son into a career in medicine. Joe marries Jennie, his childhood sweetheart, and sets up practice in his hometown, but Jennie is ambitious and avaricious. They move to Chicago, where he finds success treating wealthy, neurotic people. He rises to a position of authority and respect, but he’s unfulfilled. Jennie is bored and cheats on him. Shocked by her unfaithfulness and realizing his own hypocrisy, he returns home and opens a small-town practice, supported by his devoted nurse Emily.

Unlike in previous shows, Hammerstein wrote an original libretto for Allegro rather than adapting an existing story. The expansive production used a Greek-style chorus to comment on the action to the audience and the actors, resembling the Stage Manager in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. Scenes were presented abstractly and flowed cinematically, using projections, voices, moving curtains, sliding platforms, and treadmills. These innovations were not well received, and the sprawling show had didactic moments that felt “preachy and dull.”10

Sondheim worked on Allegro for twenty-five dollars a week, typing scripts, fetching coffee, and listening “to [director and choreographer] Agnes de Mille maltreat the singers.”11 (She continued as choreographer, but was eventually replaced by Hammerstein, who staged scenes while Rodgers took on musical staging.) Sondheim attributes his interest in the show to his attraction to experimental musicals.

“Allegro had a very big effect on me,” Sondheim told Frank Rich. “What Hammerstein reveals in Allegro is huge vision and a limited amount of technical ability to carry it out. Except that the total vision is huge and imaginative and exploratory and opens new paths to everybody.”12 In 2000, Sondheim said, “It’s really about Oscar, who as a result of Oklahoma! and Carousel became very much in demand as a flag bearer for good causes.”13

Sondheim called Allegro’s failure “a seminal influence on my life … it showed me a lot of smart people doing something wrong.”14 The show’s failure made a long-lasting impression on him. He recalled that British producer Cameron Mackintosh once told him, “I’ve spent my life trying to fix the second act of Allegro. The more I think about the shows I’ve worked on … the more I suspect he was right.”

Allegro was far ahead of its time, and neither critics nor audiences warmed to it. Sondheim never forgot the negative reaction to the show. People found it “baffling … and pretentious. These are all adjectives that came to haunt me in my own, as we say, career: pretentious and incoherent and unfeeling and whatever.”15 That identification led Sondheim, at least subconsciously, to write shows that endeavored to overcome Allegro’s problems.

Sondheim identified echoes of the challenges faced by Allegro in several of his shows. Anyone Can Whistle “tried to present something off-center in mainstream musical theater. It was my first direct inheritance from Allegro, and like Allegro, it didn’t work.”16 He described Company as resembling Allegro, “an observational musical, told at a dry remove from beginning to end.”17 He explained that Merrily We Roll Along, even though it was Prince’s idea, appealed to him because “I was trying to fix Allegro.”18

Allegro has seldom been revived, other than in a 1994 Encores! concert staging in New York City. However, a two-disc studio recording (Sony Music Entertainment 88697–41738) was produced and released by the Rodgers & Hammerstein Organization in 2009. The recording’s cast included Patrick Wilson, Liz Callaway, Laura Benanti, Norbert Leo Butz, Audra McDonald, and Nathan Gunn. Stephen Suskin observed, “Now that we can hear Allegro in all its glory, I expect it retains its place in the sixth or seventh slot on the list of the nine stage musicals of R&H. The problem, it seems to me, is not in the writing, but in the conception. Allegro is loaded with music, but too much of it is music for ballet; Ms. De Mille seems to have insisted in illustrating the action, every step of the way, in dance.”19
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ANYONE CAN WHISTLE (1964)


Original Production

Music and Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Arthur Laurents

Director: Arthur Laurents

Producers: Kermit Bloomgarden and Diana Krasny

Scenic Designers: William and Jean Eckart; Costume Designer: Theoni V. Aldredge; Lighting Designer: Jules Fisher; Choreographer: Herbert Ross; Orchestrator: Don Walker; Vocal Arrangements: Herbert Greene; Dance Arrangements: Betty Walberg; Musical Director: Herbert Greene

Original Cast: Cora Hoover Hooper (Angela Lansbury); Fay Apple (Lee Remick); J. Bowden Hapgood (Harry Guardino); Comptroller Schub (Gabriel Dell); Treasurer Cooley (Arnold Soboloff); Chief Magruder (James Frawley); Dr. Detmold (Don Doherty); The Boys (Sterling Clark, Harvey Evans, Larry Roquemore, and Tucker Smith); Baby Joan (Jeanne Tanzy); Mrs. Schroeder (Peg Murray); numerous dancers and chorus members

Anyone Can Whistle opened on April 4, 1964, at Broadway’s Majestic Theatre, following twelve previews there. It closed on April 11, 1964, after nine performances.

AWARDS AND HONORS: Tony Award nomination for Best Choreography (Herbert Ross, 1964).



Overview

Sondheim’s fourth Broadway musical was his third collaboration with Arthur Laurents, who previously wrote the books for West Side Story and Gypsy. Laurents also directed Anyone Can Whistle. This 1964 musical, first called The Natives Are Restless and then Side Show, was an experimental (some even said avant-garde) work. It’s the story of a corrupt mayoress who fakes a miracle to revitalize her bankrupt town through the resulting tourism. A rational nurse is the only pragmatist; she works at the local sanitarium, where the patients are nonconformists rather than mental patients. She has a romance with an easygoing man believed to be a doctor but who is actually a prospective inmate who thrives on chaos. Anyone Can Whistle offers a message about the importance of the individual in a conformist society—but not before taking shots at government, religion, science, and anything else that gets in the way.
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Harry Guardino (J. Bowden Hapgood) and Angela Lansbury (Cora Hoover Hooper).

Photofest

For a variety of reasons—especially its chaotic, absurdist story that was more satirical social commentary than mainstream entertainment—the show lasted for only nine performances, the briefest run of any of Sondheim’s Broadway productions. Several songs from the score have become familiar numbers in revues and cabarets, but the show has had few subsequent productions. Some describe Anyone Can Whistle as the production that proved Sondheim could survive rejection.

Synopsis

Act 1

The cacophonous prelude establishes the show’s pace and tone, followed by the arrival of Cora Hoover Hooper, the ruthless, corrupt mayoress of a small, bankrupt town, on a litter. She’s surrounded by sycophants and cronies and scorned by the town’s citizens for their dire predicament. She senses she’s disliked, but she yearns to overcome her unpopularity (“Me and My Town”).

Cora visits a large rock on the edge of town where an odd child is licking it, seemingly causing a gush of water. A miracle is proclaimed, providing a much-needed attraction as tourists flock to the town to see the sainted child and sample the water’s supposed curative powers (“Miracle Song”). Cora learns that the miracle is the fraudulent work of Comptroller Schub, with the flow of water controlled by a pump hidden inside the rock.

The only place in town that’s succeeding is the local asylum, Dr. Detmold’s Sanitarium for the Socially Pressured, referred to by locals as “The Cookie Jar.” Its inmates seem healthier and happier than the disgruntled townspeople; in fact, they are committed nonconformists rather than mental patients.

Fay Apple, a skeptical young nurse from the Cookie Jar, doubts the miracle of the rock. Nevertheless, she brings the sanitarium’s forty-nine residents to partake of the water, convinced they won’t be cured, thus exposing the hoax. Prevented from drinking, they mingle among the pilgrims and become impossible to distinguish.

Fay secretly hopes for a personal miracle, the arrival of a hero who will deliver the town from the madness (“There Won’t Be Trumpets”). Fay has confiscated the records that would identify the inmates; Dr. Detmold suggests a new assistant might sort out the confusion.

A stranger, J. Bowden Hapgood, appears (with a clap of thunder and trumpet calls), seeking directions to the Cookie Jar. It’s assumed he is Detmold’s new assistant. Asked to separate the Cookies, he randomly questions people and divides them into Group A and Group One but refuses to divulge the criteria for each segment. Cora’s team can’t get straight answers; in fact, Hapgood questions them until they begin to doubt their own sanity.

After an extended musical sequence (“Simple”), the stage darkens except for a spotlight on Hapgood, who tells the audience, “You are all mad!” When stage lights are restored, the set has vanished, and the cast is revealed in theater seats, holding programs and applauding the audience.

Act 2

The chaos continues as the citizens cheer for Hapgood (“A-1 March”). Another stranger appears, a redheaded French woman in dark glasses and a feathered coat. It’s actually Fay, disguised as a “Lady from Lourdes,” claiming to be a professional miracle inspector. She and Hapgood romance one another in the style of a French romantic film (“Come Play Wiz Me”). He sees through her disguise but won’t help her expose the false miracle. Fay confesses to him that her costume is the only way she can escape her rigid, cynical ways. She hopes Hapgood might help her learn to be free (“Anyone Can Whistle”).

Groups A and One remain at large, and Hapgood is still their hero, much to Cora’s displeasure (“A Parade in Town”). He urges Fay to destroy the Cookie Jar records so everyone can stop pretending. When she rejects his suggestion, he bristles against naysaying (“Everybody Says Don’t”). Hapgood confesses that he’s not a doctor, but rather the fiftieth Cookie, a practicing idealist who’s weary of heroic crusading and ready to retire to the Cookie Jar. Moved by his revelation, Fay destroys the records.

Act 3

Cora and her team decide to shut down the Miracle Rock and blame Hapgood for its failure. They take comfort in their collaboration planning (“I’ve Got You to Lean On”). The town turns on Hapgood, so he and Fay, still disguised, seek refuge under the rock, where they discover the fraud.

Cora is informed that if the Cookie Jar’s quota of forty-nine inmates is not restored quickly, she will be impeached. She and Schub decide to arrest people randomly to meet the quota. Fay again implores Hapgood to help her expose the fraud, but he says everyone yearns for a miracle and no one will accept the truth. Despite her reticence to reveal her identity, Fay swears to go it alone (“See What It Gets You”).

Efforts begin toward meeting the quota (“The Cookie Chase”). Fay is captured and her identity is exposed. She proclaims the miracle to be a hoax, but no one believes her. She is forced to identify the inmates from memory but omits Hapgood, saying, “You’re the hope of the world.” He tries to persuade her to leave town with him, but she can’t break free. They reflect on what they’ve briefly shared (“With So Little to Be Sure Of”).

A new miracle appears in a nearby community, and everyone suddenly leaves to witness it. Schub and Cora conspire to turn their town into one big Cookie Jar. As Fay returns to work, the real assistant arrives, a woman who is even more pragmatic, rigid, and disbelieving. She marches the Cookies off to the next town to disprove the new miracle. Horrified at this vision of her own future, Fay seeks Hapgood at the rock. Not finding him, she tries to whistle and fails. Her second effort produces a shrill, ugly sound. Hapgood appears and says, “That’s good enough.” They embrace, and the rock emits an enormous spout of water.

Source and Book

Based on their previous collaborations on West Side Story and Gypsy, Sondheim and bookwriter Arthur Laurents decided to undertake a new work of their own devising. Laurents called their effort glorious, and Sondheim said they “made a wonderful team. We thought very much alike and stimulated one another creatively. We were able to finish each other’s sentences and thoughts.”20

Both men were fond of whimsy, “and Anyone Can Whistle was an attempt at sociopolitical satire in a free-wheeling form,” according to Sondheim. “It might generously be considered one of the first absurdist (with commercial intentions) musicals. Certainly it exhibits both the strengths and the dangers of the genre: imagination and cleverness which too often, instead of enriching each other, draw attention to themselves.”21

In retrospect, Sondheim observed that he and Laurents wrote, “as if we were the two smartest kids in the class (in the back row, of course), wittily making fun of the teacher as well as our fellow students, demonstrating how far ahead of the established wisdom we were.”22

As in much absurdist theatre, their “musical fable” (the same description they had applied to Gypsy) portrayed the Cookie Jar inmates as the only sane people in the story. Laurents’s and Sondheim’s fundamental message was about an individual’s duty to identify his or her potential. But they took aim at so many targets, ranging from political corruption to psychiatry, Madison Avenue, racism, the military-industrial complex, and stereotypical sex roles, that their criticism was spread far, wide, and thin. The result was “a loony show, filled with reckless shenanigans”23 according to Ethan Mordden.

A musical with an original book is typically hard to sell to backers. In addition to writing the script, Laurents also served as Anyone Can Whistle’s director. His limited experience in this role was evident. He had staged his play The Home of the Brave (1945) and one musical, I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1962), in which Barbra Streisand made her Broadway debut. After the fact, Sondheim observed that the temptation for self-indulgence by a playwright/director can be too great. Indeed, juggling his writing duties and managing a company of actors was too much for Laurents, especially when the show’s out-of-town tryouts in Philadelphia met with negative reviews and hostile audiences.

Staging any musical is risky business, but when it’s an original scriptbook with a very unorthodox story, the challenge is compounded. Conservative Broadway audiences in the 1960s did not seek innovation; they preferred tried-and-true stories, and Anyone Can Whistle was anything but that. Even for theatergoers ready for something new, the scattershot approach of Anyone Can Whistle had limited appeal. Everything about the show was different, including its use of three acts, perhaps the last musical to do so.

There were more complications: Lansbury as the mayoress and Remick as the crusading nurse disliked one another. Appearing in her first musical, Lansbury was especially insecure, and Laurents and Sondheim considered replacing her early on. In Philadelphia, just weeks before opening, an avalanche of challenges descended. Actor Henry Lascoe, playing Comptroller Schub, had a heart attack and died. A dancer fell into the orchestra pit, injuring a string player, who was hospitalized and then died from a stroke. A fire broke out in the ladies’ room one day, filling the Forrest Theatre with smoke.

Nevertheless, Sondheim said, “The fault was not in our stars but in ourselves. Still, Anyone Can Whistle was a perfectly respectable attempt to present something unconventional in the commercial musical theater.”24

The inordinate amount of time spent fundraising far exceeded the length of the show’s run. “We were lucky to get it produced at all,”25 Sondheim recalled, describing his participation in thirty-three backers’ auditions to raise the money. Laurents said Sondheim had more stomach for such events than he did, including one when the deep-pocketed head of a movie studio fell asleep: “I would have walked out but for Steve, singing and playing the whole show as though he enjoyed it.”26 Sondheim realized that such events were not Laurents’s cup of tea and did many more on his own. With producers Kermit Bloomgarden and Diane Krasny, the show ultimately recruited 115 investors to back the $350,000 production—including Richard Rodgers and Sondheim’s father, Herbert.

Critic Joanne Gordon called Laurents’s book “a confused surrealistic satire whose primary thesis asserts the sanity of madness and the virtue of nonconformity” and suggested that Anyone Can Whistle “tried far too hard to do far too much. … Yet out of this potpourri, Sondheim’s work emerges as experimental and provocative—a tantalizing foretaste of the talent that later work would reveal more strikingly.”27

Writing about the show in 1999, musical theater authority Sean Patrick Flahaven said, “The Achilles’ heel of Anyone Can Whistle is both its glib (and sometimes nasty) approach toward certain social attitudes and the dichotomy between Cora’s madness and Hapgood and Fay’s romance. The audience’s attention is pulled in too many directions. Add to this the manic quality of much of the show, and it becomes difficult to grasp at first viewing or listening. Nevertheless, Anyone Can Whistle is more than a cult favorite—it’s a fine score that points to the even finer work to follow.”28

Cast and Characters

Ethan Mordden hit the nail on the head: Anyone Can Whistle’s “villains are cartoons, while the heroine is shaded nicely but the hero is a mystery. He is smart and magnetic, if nothing else, but he is nothing else.”29 Recruited to play these roles were three film actors with limited theatrical experience: Angela Lansbury as Cora Hoover Hooper, Lee Remick as Fay Apple, and Harry Guardino as J. Bowden Hapgood.

Laurents invited Lansbury to consider their project in a letter. “I opened it and it said, ‘Dear Miss Lansbury, My friend Stephen Sondheim and I have written a musical and we wondered if you had ever thought of appearing on the musical stage. Have you ever done any singing? Would you be interested in talking to us about it? Sincerely, Arthur Laurents.’” She agreed to read the book. “I really didn’t know what to make of it. I thought it was nuts, crackers. But there was something about it that sort of appealed to me.”30

But Cora’s characterization and the songs Sondheim created for Lansbury proved challenging. About a week into rehearsals, she told him she wanted to leave the show. “Cora, she had discovered, was more a cartoon than a character,” Sondheim said, “and she didn’t know how to play a cartoon. I murmured diplomatically that, being the discerning and intelligent actress that she was (and is), she surely must have recognized that fact when she agreed to play the part.”31 He pointed out that all of the show’s characters were exaggerated. She was hoping for some warm emotion to play, but Sondheim said Cora then would not be “a cartoon of venality and narcissism.” Finally, she confessed that Remick’s Fay had five songs and Cora only four.

“As good a reason to write a song as any,” Sondheim later observed. “I wrote ‘A Parade in Town,’ and Angela was happy, or at least until we got to Philadelphia.”32

Sondheim suggested that the show was about maintaining idealism and romanticism, as well as their dangers.


Our two principal characters were an idealist who turns out to be a cynic and a cynic who turns out to be a romanticist. The mayoress wasn’t a real character—she represented the venal side of society. The show also dealt with the need for miracles in people’s lives. The hero and heroine tried to expose the miracle for what it was, out of different motives. Though organized religion may be dead, there is an enormous need in people to think that something beyond them and not explainable in terms of ordinary human activity is going on … which is another form of idealism or romanticism, contrasted with that of the two characters.33




MUSICAL NUMBERS
Overture–Orchestra

Act 1


	“I’m Like the Bluebird”–Company

	“Me and My Town”–Cora Hoover Hooper and Boys

	“Miracle Song”—Cora, Treasure Cooley, Townspeople, Tourists and Pilgrims

	“Simple”–J. Bowden Hapgood and Company



Act 2


	“A-1 March”–Company

	“Come Play Wiz Me”–Fay Apple and Hapgood

	“Anyone Can Whistle”–Fay

	“A Parade in Town”–Cora

	“Everybody Says Don’t”–Hapgood



Act 3


	“I’ve Got You to Lean On”–Cora, Comptroller Schub, Treasurer Cooley, Chief Magruder and Boys

	“See What It Gets You”–Fay

	“The Cookie Chase”–Cora, Dr. Detmold, Schub, Fay and Company

	“With So Little to Be Sure Of”–Fay and Hapgood

	“Finale”–Orchestra





Score

The score for Anyone Can Whistle represented “a major advance over the music for Forum.”34 Sondheim’s concern for a comprehensive musical structure distinguished the work from its immediate antecedent. Sondheim told his biographer Meryle Secrest that Anyone Can Whistle was “the first time I ever got to write the music I most like to write, which is highly romantic; for example, the title song and ‘With So Little to Be Sure Of.’”35

Theater producer Jack Viertel said Sondheim’s score for “the unworkably experimental Anyone Can Whistle” nevertheless “established the musical voice that is now instantly recognizable.”36 Sondheim himself suggested that the show represented the moment his musical voice truly began to appear. “If you listen to the music of Anyone Can Whistle, it doesn’t really sound like anybody else who was writing at that time. … for all its messiness, [Whistle] is of a piece; there are a lot of extended numbers and extended song forms in that show.” Just as the show was experimental, so was his songwriting.37

“Me and My Town” was Sondheim’s “first attempt to use musical comedy pastiche as a means of characterization. … an attempt to convey Cora’s heartlessness through the use of a slick, jazzy showbiz style … [that] became the musical language for Cora and her cohorts throughout, in contrast to the more personal musical language of the other characters. Much of the time Cora sang, she was accompanied vocally and physically by the four Pageboys.”38

Sondheim and Laurents had such enthusiasm for the show that they generated considerably more material than a production, even with three acts, could reasonably contain. The song “The Lame, The Halt and The Blind” was cut when they realized they were amusing themselves “for far too long with repeating the same satirical point,” according to Sondheim.39

Another number, the rueful “There Won’t Be Trumpets,” was cut just before the Broadway opening. As Fay Apple, Remick performed a “virtuoso monologue which preceded it and got such a huge hand that the song became an anticlimax,” Sondheim observed.40 In an effort to reduce the show’s length, the song was dropped and not included on the original cast recording. (It was later included when the recording was issued as a CD.) It’s been used in subsequent productions licensed by Music Theatre International.

Sondheim and Laurents clearly enjoyed working together. Laurents recalled a day when Sondheim “came running down here and played ‘Everybody Says Don’t.’ I cried. I still think it’s so moving. It’s what the show is about.”41

Two elaborate musical-dramatic sequences are the show’s most unusual compositions. “Simple,” a thirteen-minute musical scene that concludes the first act, was the product of ambitious collaboration between Laurents and Sondheim. The “amalgam of spoken word, chant, and song” composed by Sondheim, rather than by the dance arranger, is one of the longest in any of his shows.42 It was “devised by sitting together at a piano and combining Sondheim’s lyric syllogisms with Laurents’s paradoxical sketches.”43

Sondheim recalled this effort with singular affection: “One of the best times I had was working out ‘The Interrogation’ [‘Simple’], the scene at the end of the first act. It mingles dialogue, dance, and music in a kind of surreal stew and there was even some vocalise,” meaning a vocal work without words. He mapped out musical techniques, then Laurents read what he had written and would “ad lib dialogue with me at the piano, and I’d start ad libbing lyrics to try to make a sort of seamless whole.”44 The song quite extraordinarily “combines dialogue, song, chant, themes and counterpoint, small-minded characters, and big ideas into a tour de force unlike anything that preceded it in the musical theater.”45

The second unusual extended sequence they created was Act 3’s “The Cookie Chase,” a rare example of unsung music by Sondheim. Martin Gottfried suggested that Sondheim’s “musical voice … thoughtful in its melodic and harmonic character,” was “strong and clear in this dance music.”46

Dance, in fact, was the only generally admired element of Anyone Can Whistle: “… dancing was a positive talking point for reviewers, even those who didn’t like the show as a whole.”47 Choreographer Herbert Ross was responsible; his work earned him the show’s only Tony nomination. He believed they were breaking the mold for choreography with the extended sequences, advances he felt were ignored when he later worked with Sondheim and Laurents on Do I Hear a Waltz?Ross’s contributions were enhanced by dance arrangements devised by composer, arranger, and pianist Betty Walberg.

The show was a musical satire, “but librettist Arthur Laurents’s targets were not clear—though audiences were made to feel that they were among them.”48 Sondheim suggested that “the first act has a glib, smug tone that is sometimes funny and often clever, but more often irritatingly arch. There’s a very thin line between smart and smart-ass, and we overstepped it. The second and third acts were a better mix of satire and feeling.”49

The show’s title number has been seized upon as autobiographical. Sondheim complains, “Ever since I performed this song at a benefit concert in 1973, musical theater rhapsodists have appropriated it as my personal statement. … [there is] a trap of ascribing the character of the art to the character of the artist. … To believe that ‘Anyone Can Whistle’ is my credo is to believe that I’m the prototypical Repressed Intellectual and that explains everything about me. Perhaps being tagged with a cliché shouldn’t bother me, but it does.”50 Even Arthur Laurents said, “I always thought that song would be Steve’s epitaph.”51 But as critic Ethan Mordden pungently observed, “writing a theme song for an introvert doesn’t mean you are one.”52

Reception

It’s something of a miracle that Anyone Can Whistle made its Broadway debut. As noted, obtaining the production budget of $350,000 was an arduous and lengthy process. But producers weren’t the only hard sell. Attracting audiences was an uphill battle. Lansbury pointed out that a musical with absurdist aspirations was difficult to promote. “Arthur’s premise that the ‘cookies’ in life are the only sane members … was rather heavy for a certain kind of audience. They weren’t about to be made asses of.”53

The show wasn’t ready to open on the scheduled date, and Laurents lobbied futilely with the producers to postpone opening night. Most of the major critics hated the show, and it was quickly evident that the run would be cut short. Sondheim and Laurents each put $1,500 toward an ad in the New York Times, desperate to keep the show running. It was money down the drain; after nine performances, it closed.

A few reviewers found it refreshing. In the World-Telegram and the Sun, Norman Nadel wrote, “You have no idea how many breathtaking surprises are in store for you. … At a time when even the good musicals look like something out of a recent season, it is exciting to encounter one so spectacularly original. … There’s a merry abundance of theatrical ingenuity.”54

Unfortunately, most critics failed to be charmed. In the New York Times, Howard Taubman said, “There is no law against saying something in a musical, but it’s unconstitutional to omit imagination and wit. In an attempt to be meaningful, it forgets to offer much entertainment. … They have taken an idea with possibilities and pounded it to a pulp.”55

Walter Kerr called Anyone Can Whistle “an exasperating musical comedy” in the Herald Tribune, adding, “It isn’t very musical, and it isn’t very comical.”56 Richard Watts, Jr. called it “an unfortunate let-down of an evening” in the New York Post, saying that while it was “paved with the highest of intentions,” it came across as “ponderously heavy-handed and clumsily vague in its presentation of a somewhat obscure thesis.”57

Whitney Bolton was slightly more charitable in London’s Morning Telegraph, calling the show “a bright first step toward a more enlightened and cerebral musical theater.” While he suggested it had “no whistleable song in it,” Bolton added, “Mr. Sondheim is a good, resourceful, sound musician, and his score has musicianship redolent in it.”58

Columbia Records producer Goddard Lieberson recognized Sondheim’s achievement and insisted on a planned cast recording, conducted the day after the show closed, on April 12, 1964. The recording ensured the score’s reputation and allowed it to be appreciated by future audiences.

A few years after the show’s truncated run, Sondheim found himself on an airplane seated next to Peter Shaffer. The Amadeus and Equus playwright told him that Anyone Can Whistle “was among the most brilliant and original theater pieces I’ve ever been to.” But he quickly added that its condescension to the audience also made it “one of the most annoying.”59

Sondheim took pride in the show. “I don’t mind putting my name on a flop, as long as we’ve done something that hasn’t been tried before.”60 He later added,


Anyone Can Whistle was my first commercial failure and, after reading the mostly dreadful notices, I expected to feel devastated. Instead, I felt only disappointment … that the show would close almost immediately and therefore that more people who might enjoy it would not have the chance to see it. I was buoyed by the realization that I had loved writing it and that I was happy with the result. Smart-ass though it may have been, Whistle was unconventional and inventive and, above all, playful. It gave me my first chance to write extended song forms involving dialogue, as in ‘Simple,’ and allowed me to use pastiche for comment on character and style, as in Cora’s songs and ‘The Cookie Chase’—devices I continued to experiment with in subsequent shows. It was a laudable attempt to program something off-center in mainstream musical theater.61



Burt Shevelove, Forum’s bookwriter and Sondheim’s friend, cited West Side Story, Gypsy, and Forum, observing that “Steve was very, very lucky. He had written … quite an impressive group of hits.” Before Forum Shevelove told Oscar Hammerstein, “Steve won’t really be a member of the working theater until he has a flop.” Shevelove maintained that Sondheim “learned more about theater from Anyone Can Whistle than from any of the other shows.”62

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout. Forrest Theatre, Philadelphia (March 2–21, 1964).

Concert Presentation. Carnegie Hall, New York City (April 8, 1995) as an AIDS benefit, generating $600,000 for the Gay Men’s Health Crisis. The performance was staged by Herbert Ross, the original production’s brilliant choreographer. The American Theatre Orchestra, conducted by Paul Gemignani, provided musical accompaniment, using Don Walker’s original orchestrations, supervised by Jonathan Tunick. Heidi Landesman provided the set design; costumes were designed by Theoni V. Aldridge and lighting by Jules Fisher, who both worked on the original production. Angela Lansbury narrated the one-night-only performance; the cast included Madeline Kahn (Cora Hoover Hooper), Bernadette Peters (Fay Apple), Scott Bakula (J. Bowden Hapgood), Chip Zien (Treasurer Cooley), and Walter Bobbie (Comptroller Schub). Two original cast members, Harvey Evans and Sterling Clark, reprised their roles as Cora’s “boys.” All members of the cast, chorus, and crew donated their time and services. The principal artists, including Sondheim, waived all their fees, and the producers also donated their time and services.



Recordings


1964 Original Cast Recording. It was made on April 12, 1964, the day after the show’s Broadway closing. Produced by Goddard Lieberson and recorded at the CBS 30th Street Studios in New York City, it was released on the Columbia label on April 17, 1964. Lieberson championed the show, calling it “a brilliant new effort, genuinely original.” He was not discouraged by its commercial demise. “If the same situation came up again,” he told the New York Times in 1964, “I’d buy it again.”63

2003 Remastered and Expanded CD. In May 2003 the Sony Legacy label released this recording (86860) with liner notes by Richard Ridge; it contained the same songs as the 1989 CD release (which had insightful liner notes by Didier C. Deutsch) but split “Prelude” and “Me and My Town” into two tracks and added five demos sung by Stephen Sondheim.

1995 Concert Performance at Carnegie Hall. The one-night concert on April 8, 1995, raised $600,000 for the Gay Men’s Health Crisis. The event featured Madeline Kahn, Bernadette Peters, and Scott Bakula with narration by Angela Lansbury. A seventy-five-minute recording of the live event (supplemented with material recorded during the dress rehearsal) was produced by Tony McAnany and Joel Moss, with liner notes by David Foil. It was released in July 1995 by the Columbia label on CD and cassette (Columbia 67224).



Arthur Laurents asked Barbra Streisand to record a song or two from Anyone Can Whistle when it was about to open on Broadway. She declined, but years later she recorded several numbers by Sondheim—including “Everybody Says Don’t” for her Back to Broadway album, released in 1993—much to the composer’s delight.64
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ARONSON, BORIS (1898–1980)

A scenic designer for Yiddish theater and Broadway, Boris Aronson was born on October 15, 1898, one of ten children of the Grand Rabbi of Kiev, Russia. As a teenager (1912–1916), he enrolled in a Kiev art school where he met theater and art veterans who influenced him: directors Vsevolod Meyerhold and Alexander Tairov and Alexandra Exter, Tairov’s chief designer. They were advocates of Constructivism, an imaginative alternative to realism, which they considered stifling. Aronson embraced their Constructivist style.

As a young adult, Aronson lived and worked in Moscow, Berlin, and Paris. He exhibited his art in several important exhibitions and wrote two books, one about Jewish graphic art and another about his friend, painter and theater designer Marc Chagall (1887–1985), whose work profoundly influenced Aronoff’s 1964 designs for Fiddler on the Roof, a show he lobbied to design.

In 1923 Aronson emigrated to the United States, where he lived in New York City’s Lower East Side and began to design sets and costumes for the city’s Yiddish theaters, particularly Maurice Schwartz’s Yiddish Art Theatre. His work was quickly noticed, especially Schwartz’s 1926 revival of The Tenth Commandment by Abraham Goldfaden. But by 1930 he stepped away from Yiddish productions to work on Broadway. His first design was for Vernon Duke and Yip Harburg’s Walk a Little Faster: He designed several innovative curtains, one shaped like an iris lens, one that unzipped from top to bottom, and another that covered the performers’ bodies except their dancing feet. Aronson’s first hit was George Abbott’s Three Men on a Horse (1935). Throughout the 1930s he was associated with the Group Theater, designing sets for works by Clifford Odets (Awake and Sing! 1935) and Irwin Shaw (The Gentle People, 1939).

Throughout his five-decade career on the American stage, Aronson designed scenery, costumes, and lighting for numerous plays and musicals on Broadway. Frank Rich suggested that Aronson’s “art became more fashionable the older he got, as he waited for history to catch up with him.”65 He was considered a master artist of the stage for his designs for Arthur Miller’s The Crucible (1953), William Inge’s Bus Stop (1955), and Frances Goodrich and Albert Hackett’s The Diary of Anne Frank (1955). He had memorable success working with producer Hal Prince on Fiddler on the Roof (1964), Cabaret (1966, Tony Award), and Zorba (1968, Tony and Drama Desk Awards).
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Designer Boris Aronson.
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Aronson is perhaps best remembered for the four shows he created in the 1970s with Harold Prince and Sondheim. He was fond of the “collective” nature of theater, and his work with Prince especially demonstrated this. For Company (1970, Tony and Drama Desk Awards), Follies (1971, Tony Award), A Little Night Music (1973), and Pacific Overtures (1976, Tony and Drama Desk Awards), Aronson distilled each show’s essence, the concept of what it should look like. His designs inspired Prince: “It is likely no author has engaged my mind, lit a fuse which ignites my imagination, tempted me to inch ahead more than Boris.”66

In a catalog for a Lincoln Center exhibition of his work, Aronson wrote, “I strongly believe that for each play you first and foremost must create a space, which, inherent in its design, already holds the mystique of the entire event.” Company posed the challenge of capturing New York City onstage. He studied the metropolis and perceived its lack of privacy. Envisioning the city as stacks of glass cages, Aronson created a set of chrome, Plexiglas, and plastic cubes connected by two elevators. (Sondheim recalled composing a drawn-out lyric line—the word “love”—in the show’s opening number that he composed according to Aronson’s estimate that fifteen seconds were required for the elevator to travel from top to bottom.)

For Follies Aronson turned a crumbling theater permeated with the air of disintegration into “Loveland,” an overstated romantic image of a glittering Victorian valentine, calling it a “flash of color amid the doom.” He set A Little Night Music amid birch trees painted on transparent plastic. To evoke the Orientalism of Pacific Overtures he conjured a nineteenth-century Japan with suspended screens made of rice paper, origami, kites, and bamboo, as well as a curtain of kimonos.

He also designed sets for the Metropolitan Opera and several ballet companies. His final design was for American Ballet Theater’s 1976 production of The Nutcracker, choreographed by Mikhail Baryshnikov. Aronson, who also worked as a painter and sculptor, was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 1979.

Aronson was often ahead of his time with innovations, including unusual curtains and projections. Throughout his New York years he expressed disappointment that theater was not more adventurous. Nevertheless, he was always hopeful. “The very impermanence of theater makes for its vitality,” he said. “Despite everything, Broadway remains vital—it lacks only continuity because it is constantly awaiting a fresh spark to set it off again.”67

Lisa Jalowetz, Aronson’s wife, worked on many shows as his assistant. She was born in Prague in 1920; her father, Heinrich Jalowetz, was a noted orchestral conductor. He came to America to head the music department at Black Mountain College in Asheville, North Carolina, where teenaged Lisa studied after escaping from Nazi-controlled Vienna. After graduating, she moved to New York City, where she sketched theater scenes for magazines and worked with several scenic designers. She and Boris Aronson were married in 1945, after which she worked with him exclusively. He died on November 16, 1980; she lived until 2013.
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ASSASSINS (1990/2004)


Playwrights Horizons Production

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: John Weidman, based on an idea by Charles Gilbert Jr.

Director: Jerry Zaks

Choreographer: D. J. Giagni

Producer: Playwrights Horizons, Artistic Director: André Bishop

Scenic Designer: Loren Sherman; Costume Designer: William Ivey Long; Lighting Designer: Paul Gallo; Sound Designer: Scott Lehrer; Orchestrator: Michael Starobin; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani; Hair Designer: Angela Gari

Playwrights Horizons Cast: Proprietor (William Parry), Leon Czolgosz (Terrence Mann), John Hinckley (Greg Germann), Charles Guiteau (Jonathan Hadary), Giuseppe Zangara (Eddie Korbich), Samuel Byck (Lee Wilkof), Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme (Annie Golden), Sara Jane Moore (Debra Monk), John Wilkes Booth (Victor Garber), Balladeer (Patrick Cassidy), Emma Goldman (Lyn Greene), Lee Harvey Oswald (Jace Alexander)

The first production of Assassins was off-Broadway at Playwrights Horizons. It opened on December 18, 1990; after seventy-one performances, it closed on February 16, 1991.




Broadway Production

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: John Weidman, based on an idea by Charles Gilbert Jr.

Director: Joe Mantello

Musical Staging: Jonathan Butterell

Producer: The Roundabout Theatre Company

Scenic Designer: Robert Brill; Lighting Designers: Jules Fisher and Peggy Eisenhauer; Costume Designer: Susan Hilferty; Sound Designer: Dan Moses Schreier; Orchestrator: Michael Starobin; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani; Conductor: Nicholas Archer

Broadway Cast: Proprietor (Marc Kudisch), Leon Czolgosz (James Barbour), John Hinckley (Alexander Gemignani), Charles Guiteau (Denis O’Hare), Giuseppe Zangara (Jeffrey Kuhn), Samuel Byck (Mario Cantone), Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme (Mary Catherine Garrison), Sara Jane Moore (Becky Ann Baker), John Wilkes Booth (Michael Cerveris), Balladeer/Lee Harvey Oswald (Neil Patrick Harris), Emma Goldman (Anne L. Nathan)

The original Broadway production of Assassins began previews at the Roundabout Theatre Company’s Studio 54 on March 31, 2004. It opened on April 22, 2004; after 101 performances, it closed on July 18, 2004.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 2004 Tony Awards (6): Best Revival of a Musical, Best Direction, Best Orchestrations, Best Featured Actor in a Musical (Cerveris as Booth), and Lighting Design. Additional nominations: Best Featured Actor in a Musical (O’Hare as Guiteau) and Scenic Design. 2004 Drama Desk Awards (5): Outstanding Revival of a Musical; Orchestrations, Lighting Design, and Sound Design. Additional Drama Desk nominations: Director, Set Design, and Featured Actor (Kudisch as the Proprietor). 2004 Theatre World Award: Alexander Gemignani.
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Assassins at Signature Theatre, Arlington, Virginia (September 2019).
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Overview

Assassins was Sondheim’s fourteenth Broadway musical, but it had an off-Broadway start and then a long hiatus before it arrived in New York City’s theater district. Sondheim partnered with book writer John Weidman, and they populated the show with nine of the thirteen individuals who attempted to kill an American president, four of whom succeeded. The assassins interact onstage, performing songs that typify the music of their eras. Sondheim called the audacious ninety-minute show “a book musical masquerading as a revue.” With no plot, it painted “a potent portrait of dissatisfaction in a land of plenty.”68

Assassins debuted at Playwrights Horizons, a noncommercial venue, in 1990 and early 1991. Admired by some, the musical offended many others. In the midst of its run, the United States launched Operation Desert Storm in the Persian Gulf, invoking a frenzy of intense American patriotism. The military action was favorably received, causing a groundswell of chauvinistic pride and clamor for war. That made it the wrong moment for a show that questioned the impact of the American Dream. Assassins was not presented on Broadway until 2004.

Synopsis

The Proprietor of a sinister carnival shooting gallery greets the various assassins who enter, one by one—Leon Czolgosz (1873–1901), a sullen immigrant laborer in his late twenties, drawn to the speeches of anarchist Emma Goldman; John Hinckley (b. 1955), a nondescript twenty-one-year-old obsessed with actress Jodie Foster; Charles Guiteau (1841–1882), a deluded political aspirant convinced he deserved to be named ambassador to France; Giuseppe Zangara (1900–1933), an angry bricklayer from Italy with stomach pains; Samuel Byck (1930–1974), an unemployed tire salesman in a dirty Santa suit; Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme (b. 1948), a disciple of mass murderer Charles Manson; Sara Jane Moore (b. 1930), a distracted radical wannabe; and John Wilkes Booth (1838–1865), a Confederate sympathizer and disgruntled actor. The Proprietor urges them to solve their problems by picking up a gun and using it to shoot a president (“Everybody’s Got the Right”).

A folk-singing Balladeer enters to tell Booth’s story (“The Ballad of Booth”). Throughout Assassins, he sings about tragic historical events from an almost first-person perspective. He observes Booth hiding in a tobacco barn in rural Virginia just hours after Lincoln’s assassination. About to be captured, Booth justifies his actions politically, but the Balladeer suggests his motives were more selfish. As Booth dies, the Balladeer points out the irony that his assassination of Lincoln will elevate the president to legendary status.

Zangara, complaining of stomach pains, decides to shoot President Franklin Roosevelt at a political rally in Miami in 1933. After his failed attempt, onlookers describe their impressions, each one certain he or she personally prevented the president’s death (“How I Saved Roosevelt”). Zangara is executed in the electric chair as the crowd ignores his explanations.

Fromme meets Moore in a park. They smoke a joint and contemplate their attempts to gain recognition by shooting President Gerald Ford. Fromme is obsessed with Charles Manson; Moore rambles on about supposedly working for the FBI, having amnesia, and other disconnected issues. They use a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken for target practice.

“Gun Song” begins with Czolgosz contemplating the power a pistol gives him. Booth, Garfield’s assassin Charles Guiteau, and Moore join him. They harmonize and consider both the labor involved in manufacturing a gun and how the weapon enables one person to change the world.

At the Pan American Exposition in Buffalo in 1901, Czolgosz joins a receiving line of admirers seeking to shake hands with President William McKinley. He hears fairgoers sing the president’s praises. Reaching the head of the line, he shoots McKinley. The Balladeer sings “The Ballad of Czolgosz.”

Disheveled Byck, wearing a Santa suit, sits on a park bench and records a message to Leonard Bernstein, begging him to save the world with love songs. He angrily concludes that Bernstein is too much of a celebrity to help him.

Hinckley plays his guitar and moons over Jodie Foster. Fromme mocks him. He orders her to leave, then says he intends to prove his worth to Foster with a daring act. In a duet, they sing of their misguided passions, his for Foster and hers for Manson (“Unworthy of Your Love”).

After giving Moore tips on shooting while trying unsuccessfully to win her affections, Guiteau carries out his plan to assassinate President James Garfield. Fast-forwarding to his execution, we find him at the foot of the gallows, reciting a jaunty religious poem, “I Am Going to the Lordy,” of his own composition. As the Balladeer describes the deluded man’s trial (“The Ballad of Guiteau”), the assassin struts up and down the gallows steps. Fromme and Moore botch their attempts to assassinate Ford.

Byck, on his way to the airport, intends to hijack a plane and crash it into President Richard Nixon’s White House. The assassins review their motives and expect to be rewarded for their actions. The Balladeer tells them no prize awaits, and they reply in unison with “Another National Anthem,” convinced they have been undeservedly ignored.

At the Texas School Book Depository in Dallas on November 22, 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald plans to kill himself. Booth interrupts and suggests that he shoot President Kennedy instead. Guiteau, Czolgosz, Zangara, Fromme, Moore, Byck, and Hinckley join in the persuasion. They believe Oswald’s act will give them historical importance, replacing the perception that they are isolated maniacs. The disturbed young man hesitates, but Booth emphasizes the potential for fame. Oswald goes to the window and shoots.

American citizens from various eras in history express their shock at a president’s assassination, recalling where and when they heard the news (“Something Just Broke”). The assassins reassemble, still expressing a desire for recognition (“Everybody’s Got the Right”–Reprise). They regard the audience and shoot their guns simultaneously.

Book, Sources, and Story

In 1979, Sondheim was considering scripts for the Musical Theatre Lab and came across Charles Gilbert Jr.’s Assassins. The title immediately struck him as a great idea for a musical. Gilbert’s script was a story about a fictional Vietnam veteran who became a presidential assassin. It opened in a carnival shooting gallery.

Ten years later when Sondheim and John Weidman, his previous collaborator for Pacific Overtures, sought another topic, the composer recalled Gilbert’s script. As a teenager, Weidman was deeply affected by the Kennedy assassination, and he immediately warmed to the idea. They sought out Gilbert and negotiated his permission to appropriate his idea. (He received a credit line and a modest royalty payment for performances of Assassins.)

Sondheim and Weidman first thought to include assassins from throughout world history, but that provided too many characters. Even when they narrowed their scope to America, the field was too crowded. Eventually they focused on disgruntled people whose targets were American presidents. They removed several who were lesser known or resembled one of the better-known assailants. That left them with nine subjects: Booth, Guiteau, Czolgosz, Zangara, Byck, Fromme, Moore, Hinckley, and Oswald.

Assassins did more than simply present a rogues’ gallery of criminals. Weidman’s script, a single act of about ninety minutes, actually sought to analyze the individuals. It was more than a history lesson, especially with the surreal twist of assassins coexisting, despite the fact that their deeds spanned more than a century, 1865 to 1981.

To explore assassination as the flipside of the American Dream, Weidman and Sondheim discarded traditional, linear storytelling. Recalling the revue form that had worked for Pacific Overtures and Company, they started down that path, but it was challenging. Sondheim recognized that a revue needed to build, with each scene and song requiring more appeal than its predecessor. Without a story to create narrative tension, they lacked a mechanism to draw the audience along.

Assassins used commentary songs instead of integrated book songs. With previous shows, Sondheim typically read his librettist’s work after a few scenes had been developed and was inspired to write songs. With Assassins, he waited until Weidman completed a draft of the entire book. Along the way they discussed scenes and characters, as well as where songs would occur.

“The structure of the show,” Sondheim said, “was to be a dreamlike vaudeville, skipping backward and forward in time (a hundred years’ worth) and would incorporate a number of different theatrical modes, from burlesque comedy to melodrama, with a few straightforward stops in between.”69

They originally intended to set the opening scene in Dallas with Oswald contemplating suicide. James Lapine, another Sondheim collaborator, suggested they save Oswald and the depository until the show’s climax. “This was as valuable a piece of theatrical advice as I’ve ever had,” Sondheim said. “When Oswald and the depository did finally appear … the audience gasped.”70 Because many people seeing the show had experienced the emotional impact of Kennedy’s death, the scene had a powerful impact.

People who attempted to kill presidents were stalkers with a grievance, according to Sondheim’s biographer Meryle Secrest, each one convinced he or she had a right to happiness, not just to its pursuit. They needed to blame someone for being denied, and a president who epitomized the pinnacle of the American Dream became an obvious and tempting target.

That did not mean that this was an expected topic for a musical. Sondheim said, “There are always some people who think that certain subjects are not right for musicals.”71 He cited a letter of protest about Rodgers and Hammerstein’s show South Pacific being a “musical about miscegenation.”

Sondheim said he and Weidman were not attacking the essence of America. “It seemed to me we were doing quite the opposite. This is an American show about Americans. It’s an attempt to examine the darker side of what’s referred to as the American Dream. But I would hope it would not be perceived as anti-American.”

Nevertheless, Sondheim knew the material had an edge. He recognized that they were being audacious, “and audacious is an inch away from smart-ass, as Anyone Can Whistle proved.” But Weidman was confident and, according to Sondheim, “on a white-hot roll. All the scenes were assured: where they were supposed to be funny, they were hilarious; where they were supposed to be surprising, they were jolting; where they were supposed to be straightforward, they were touching.”72 Despite Weidman’s continued sense of loss regarding the Kennedy assassination, he and Sondheim underestimated the broader trauma of that event for many Americans. It wasn’t so much that a musical about assassins seemed inappropriate, as that the impact of Kennedy’s murder was still raw. Sondheim did not create a “Ballad of Oswald.”

The show had its first audience in a private reading at Playwrights Horizons in New York City on June 19, 1989, using a first-draft script and two of its anticipated songs. The reaction was positive, and Sondheim and Weidman were elated.

Eighteen months later they returned with a full production at Playwrights Horizons, staged by veteran director Jerry Zaks. It began on December 18, 1990, in the company’s 139-seat theater, with Victor Garber playing Booth, Jonathan Hadary as Guiteau, and Patrick Cassidy as the Balladeer. By the time it closed on February 16, 1991, seats for all seventy-three performances had been sold out.

Unfortunately, on January 17, 1991, the United States launched Operation Desert Storm in the Persian Gulf, a military effort that ignited a wave of jingoistic patriotism. Emotions were so strong and critical opinions so divided about the show that it became apparent that it would be ill advised to transfer a musical about presidential assassins to Broadway.

After the show opened, Weidman wrote:


Assassins suggests that while these individuals are, to say the least, peculiar—taken as a group they are peculiarly American. And that behind the variety of motives which they articulated for their murderous outbursts, they share a common purpose: a desperate desire to reconcile intolerable feelings of impotence with an inflamed and malignant sense of entitlement.

Why do these dreadful events happen here, with such horrifying frequency, and in such an appallingly similar fashion? Assassins suggests it is because we live in a country whose most cherished national myths, at least as currently propagated, encourage us to believe that in America our dreams not only can come true, but should come true, and that if they don’t, someone or something is to blame.73



Subsequent productions of Assassins happened the following year, including one at the relatively new Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia (August 20–October 3, 1992), staged by Eric Schaeffer, the first of many works by Sondheim musicals he would stage, establishing his theater as a major proponent of Sondheim’s works. Shortly thereafter at London’s Donmar Warehouse, director Sam Mendes staged Assassins (October 29, 1992–January 9, 1993), in a well-received production that added the song “Something Just Broke.”

Despite these successes, it took nearly a decade before a Broadway production was planned. The Roundabout Theatre Company assembled a production, directed by Joe Mantello, set to begin previews at Broadway’s Music Box Theatre on November 1 and open on November 29, 2001. However, in an eerie echo of past events, the terrorist attacks of September 11 led to another decision to abandon the production in the near term.

Finally, in 2004, with Mantello still directing, a production finally opened at the Roundabout’s Studio 54. It began previews on March 31 and opened on April 22, closing on July 18 (26 previews, 101 performances). Although it had not been previously presented on Broadway, the Tony Awards Administration Committee deemed the production a revival and eligible for the 2004 Tonys. Assassins was recognized as the year’s best musical revival by both the Tonys and the Drama Desk.

Creative Team

The creative team for the initial production of Assassins at Playwrights Horizons in 1990 was led by veteran director Jerry Zaks (a Tony Award winner for Lend Me a Tenor in 1989, Six Degrees of Separation in 1991, and the 1992 revival of Guys and Dolls) and choreographer D. J. Giagni. Because the show was fully produced, it had professional scenic design by Loren Sherman, lighting design by Paul Gallo, and costume design by William Ivey Long. Having previously orchestrated Sunday in the Park with George (and winning a Tony Award for his work), Michael Starobin took on the same role for Assassins, but budget limitations meant the musical support was extremely limited: Paul Gemignani played drums and percussion, Paul Ford played piano, and Starobin filled in on synthesizer.

When the cast recording for the Playwrights Horizons production was assembled in March 1991, Starobin expanded his orchestration to utilize thirty-five musicians. He subsequently provided an eight-piece, reduced orchestration for the 1992 Donmar Warehouse production in London, which included the added song “Something Just Broke.” That reduction is the one provided for productions licensed by Music Theatre International.

In 2004, the Roundabout Theatre Company’s production at Studio 54 was staged by Joe Mantello, the director of numerous noteworthy shows including Angels in America in 1993, the Tony Award–winning Take Me Out in 2003, and Wicked in 2004. (He won the 2004 Tony Award for direction of a musical for Assassins.) Choreographer Jonathan Butterell handled musical staging. Robert Brill was the scenic designer, Jules Fisher and Peggy Eisenhauer designed the lighting (winning individual Tony and Drama Desk Awards), and Susan Hilferty was the costume designer.

Paul Gemignani again served as music director, and Starobin created another set of orchestrations for thirteen musicians. At Gemignani’s suggestion, the players were split between two sides of the stage. Dan Moses Schreier designed the sound (and received a Drama Desk Award). Starobin’s ongoing work on Assassins’ orchestrations earned him Tony and Drama Desk Awards in 2004.

Cast and Characters

With the exception of the invented characters of the Proprietor and the Balladeer, all characters in Assassins are rooted in all-too-real, well-documented historical individuals and situations. Adding to their believability is the fact that the songs Sondheim created for them put them in their historical eras, even though they do come together in several surreal scenes that abandon any actual timeline.

Weidman humanized the assassins in many ways, making them less villains than victims of a system that has failed to enable or ennoble their lives. Critic Bob Mondello suggested that the more we learn about them, the less weird they seem: “As depicted, they’re only a twist or two away from the rest of us—maybe a little more depressed, a little more lonely—but recognizable.”

Nevertheless, as Frank Rich wrote in his 1991 New York Times review, “These are the lost and underprivileged souls who, having been denied every American’s dream of growing up to be president, try to achieve a warped, nightmarish inversion of that dream instead.”74

As noted, Weidman pointed to the assassins’ yearning to assuage their feelings of impotence by exercising a powerful but poisoned sense of entitlement. When the American Dream fails to materialize for them, they seek someone to blame: the ultimate American, the president.

Knitting together the assassins’ stories and their misguided responses are the Proprietor and the Balladeer. The former is an embodiment of the nation, dangling that American Dream before the disgruntled subjects, stoking their fury with twisted motives and suggesting a way to address their grievances: “C’mon and shoot a president.”75

The Balladeer is more complex. Eager to oversimplify issues and happy to see matters in black and white, this twentieth-century folksinger with an accordion and a harmonica represents the optimistic American people, presenting an upbeat textbook version of the nation’s history. As the show progresses, he becomes more and more overt in his sunny positivity, finally irritating the assassins, who drive him off the stage as they sing “Another National Anthem.” Mondello suggests that, in this moment, they belt their song “straight to the audience as if we were a crowd of delegates at a political convention for lost souls.”76

In the production at Playwrights Horizons, the Balladeer and Lee Harvey Oswald were portrayed by two separate actors. When the show was presented at Studio 54 in 2004, Neil Patrick Harris played both roles. (That choice is still an option in contemporary productions licensed by Music Theatre International.) That juxtaposition means the Balladeer shifts from being the exponent of traditional American values to the antithesis of them, a man persuaded by the other assassins that his only course of action is the horrific deed in Dallas in 1963. The assassins come together to convince Oswald to act: “Without you, we’re a bunch of freaks. With you, we’re a force of history.”77

Sondheim insists that it was the characters of the assassins that intrigued him rather than their notorious actions. “What I hope we’ve done with Assassins is put the character in the forefront, with all the political and social implications around them.”78 He suggested that his and Weidman’s real subject was the events of the assassins’ lives that moved them to the moment of their historic actions.

The smoothly persuasive and passionately committed Booth—portrayed by Victor Garber in 1990 and Michael Cerveris in 2004 (the latter won the Tony Award for Best Featured Actor in a Musical)—is the closest thing to a central character in the show. The other assassins refer to him as “our pioneer.” He does not come across as a deranged misfit, even as his final moments come closer and closer to the madness of Sweeney Todd.

Samuel Byck, the lesser-known assailant who hoped to drop an airplane on the Nixon White House, has a pair of monologues but no song. He is a manic stand-up comic, dictating a tape-recorded message to Bernstein, then deciding that the composer with a “hotshot lifestyle” probably could not care less. “Who do we believe?” he asks. “What do we do? (A beat) We do what we have to do. We kill the president.”79 Those words could be assigned to any of Assassins’ characters. “I’m history,” he exclaims.80 In fact, they all truly are.


Musical Numbers


	“Everybody’s Got the Right”—Proprietor, Czolgosz, Guiteau, Fromme, Byck, Booth, Zangara, Hinckley, and Moore

	“The Ballad of Booth”—Balladeer and Booth

	“How I Saved Roosevelt”—Zangara and Ensemble

	“Gun Song”—Czolgosz, Booth, Guiteau, and Moore

	“The Ballad of Czolgosz”—Balladeer and Ensemble

	“Unworthy of Your Love”—Hinckley and Fromme

	“The Ballad of Guiteau”—Guiteau and Balladeer

	“Another National Anthem”—Proprietor, Czolgosz, Booth, Hinckley, Fromme, Zangara, Moore, Guiteau, Byck, and Balladeer

	“Something Just Broke”—Ensemble

	“Everybody’s Got the Right” (reprise)—Moore, Byck, Czolgosz, Zangara, Fromme, Hinckley, Oswald, Guiteau, and Booth





Score

Assassins is more a collection of songs, according to Sondheim, than a traditional score. He called it “eclectic—different kinds of styles, reflecting the periods and reflecting the characters.” The melody of “The Ballad of Booth” resembles music by Stephen Foster. When Guiteau struts up the scaffold to his execution, it’s a jaunty cakewalk. A song about guns is performed a cappella in the style of a barbershop quartet. Zangara’s shots at President-elect Franklin Roosevelt are set to upbeat, patriotic marches by John Philip Sousa (tunes actually played during the 1933 event in Miami where the failed attempt occurred). When John Hinckley and “Squeaky” Fromme intersect, they intone a mellow, counterpointed ballad that evokes the 1970s sound of the Carpenters. Providing narrative linkage from scene to scene, the Balladeer comes across as a good-natured folksinger with a guitar and harmonica.

But Sondheim’s variety of catchy melodies belies a more serious intention. New York Times critic Frank Rich called the show “an anti-musical about anti-heroes.” Assassins’ musical numbers taken together comprise a theatrical song cycle. They initially sound appealing and melodic, but comic sarcasm and darker themes are just beneath the surface. “Melody and message are purposefully, defiantly at odds,” said critic David Richards. “Watching Assassins is rather like receiving a death notice in the form of a singing telegram.”81

Sondheim used pastiche (crafting tunes in the style of an era or a composer, as he did in Follies) for songs that portrayed anger at being denied the American Dream. In the show’s opening number, the Proprietor sings—tongue-in-cheek—that “Everybody’s got the right to be happy.” When his simplistic advice falls short, his next suggestion is the sinister invitation “C’mon and shoot a president,” the individual who most explicitly epitomizes the American Dream.

Multiple commentators suggest that America’s Constitution guarantees the pursuit of happiness, not its actual achievement. Results are not assured, especially for the nine troubled individuals in Assassins, all chafing at being denied what they consider their due. Their illogical—in fact, irrational—jumping-off point is that they can overcome their own discontent with a gunshot.

Each assassin except for Byck has a song. The most colorful—suave Booth, an articulate actor; Czolgosz, an embittered working man; and Guiteau, a self-promoting religious fanatic—are memorialized with numbers sung by the Balladeer that begin with seeming praise but devolve into criticism and humiliation.


“The Ballad of Booth” uses a musical theater–style that assures audiences of entertainment. “Why did you do it, Johnny?” the Balladeer intones, then speculates on what might have been the handsome actor’s motivation—vocal problems, drinking, jealousy, even “bad reviews.” Although he “lived with grace and glitter,” Booth died, we learn, “in a barn, in pain and bitter.” But the Balladeer concludes with the assurance that stability always returns: “Hurts a while,/But soon the country’s/Back where it belongs,/And that’s the truth.”82

“How I Saved Roosevelt.” The response to Zangara’s shots at Roosevelt is reflected in words from bystanders who believe their actions diverted the attempt. Sousa marches played that day underscore this scene. Dividing the witnesses’ simplistic observations, we see the furious, fuming Zangara, strapped in the electric chair, offering his own explanation in broken English—years of denial, agonizing stomach pain, and perceived unfair treatment. He is ignored to the very end: “Who care?/Pull switch!/No care/No more/No—.”83

“Gun Song.” In an early scene Czolgosz, at a labor rally in Chicago, listens to activist Emma Goldman, whom he’s followed from city to city. She is coy about his romantic advances. In a later scene, he examines an empty pistol and sings about all of the unappreciated, disregarded labor involved in manufacturing such a weapon. Then Booth joins in with an insidious suggestion: “All you have to do/Is/Move your little finger … and/You can change the world.”84 Guiteau chimes in with a cheerful assessment of what you can do with a gun, and then Moore comes along, rummaging through her purse for her gun: “Even if you fail./It tells ’em who you are,/Where you stand.” As a harmonious quartet, they underscore the sentiment that with a gun you can change the world. Czolgosz is a man who recognizes that manual laborers such as he are low on the totem pole and readily disregarded.

“Unworthy of Your Love.” The melodious duet composed by Sondheim for Hinckley and Fromme sounds like a 1970s soft-rock hit. When asked about singers she listened to, Annie Golden, who originated the role of Fromme, named Kate Bush, “a quirky English woman who wrote her own tunes … very theatrical, grandiose, perhaps a bit hysterical.”85 Combining Fromme’s fixation on cult leader Charles Manson and Hinckley’s obsession with actor Jodie Foster, the number’s sincerity is both sweet and frightening.

“The Ballad of Guiteau.” Guiteau actually penned his poem, “I am going to the Lordy,”86 on the morning of his 1882 execution. (His request for an orchestra to accompany him was denied.) Sondheim wove this number through the Balladeer’s account of the man who was “bound and determined/He’d wind up a winner.” As he struts up the gallows steps to the hangman, Guiteau sings his jaunty, confident, obviously demented tune.

“Another National Anthem.” The scene begins with all the assassins gathered onstage, each summarizing his or her rationale for attempting to murder a president. First Byck and then the others in unison demand the prize they believe to be their due. The perpetually positive Balladeer responds that their negativity has made no difference, and he’s forced off the stage. In the only song in Assassins that does not use musical pastiche, they sing their own frightening anthem. Set to harsh snare drums, it reflects the assassins’ sense that they are abused, ignored patriots and heroes who have been denied some deserved recognition. They are, in fact, the dark flip side of the American Dream. As their song ends, the scene changes to the Texas School Book Depository where they will coax Lee Harvey Oswald to shoot President Kennedy.

“Something Just Broke.” This song was not part of Assassins’ original production at Playwrights Horizons. Sondheim had intended to write a number to represent the shock and grief of average Americans, but he ran out of time. He had expected a transfer to Broadway when such a number could be added. In 1992, when Sam Mendes staged Assassins in London at the Donmar, the director expressed the feeling that something was missing from the latter part of the show. Sondheim’s song expresses “the chain of grief,” as he calls it.87 The number consists of the voices of ordinary Americans from various eras—a housewife, a clerk, a farmer, a factory worker, a schoolteacher—recalling where they were and what they were doing when they heard the news of a president’s death.



Reviewing Assassins’ original cast recording in 1991, New York Times critic Stephen Holden said, “What emerges on disc is a cohesive song cycle on a theme that is as unpleasant as it is American.”88

Reviews and Reactions

The off-Broadway debut of Assassins at Playwrights Horizons in late 1990 and early 1991 received mixed-to-negative reviews. Frank Rich admired its intentions in the New York Times but felt the score lacked coherence. He cited too little humor as well as serious intention, and he said that Jerry Zaks’s direction lacked singular style.

Most of the negative criticism was rooted in the show’s political content and the opinion that its satirical tone trivialized tragic events. Joanne Gordon differed, suggesting that Sondheim did not set out to write a political thesis. “His interest has always been on the theatrical event”89 and the characters of the assassins.

But many critics were downbeat. A review in Time magazine said that the show’s “glimpses of looniness” should not have been staged. John Simon suggested, “When the terrible events of the Gulf began, Sondheim & Co.—all affluent folks in no great need of turning a buck—could have done the gallant thing and shut down, or shot down, their not very viable brainchild.”90 Notwithstanding the production’s two-month sold-out run, poor critical notices and fiery public attitudes supporting the Gulf War were hurdles that prevented Assassins from transferring to Broadway.

Nevertheless, the cast recording, released in April 1992, sustained interest in the show. Calling Assassins Sondheim’s most important score, an April 1992 review in Gramophone stated, “In nine short songs he has taken on issues that some in the U.S. would rather forget. … Every single word is an indictment; the musical could hardly be pithier, or wittier, or sadder.”91

In 1992 two successful productions demonstrated that the show had considerable potential. Early in his career at the new Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, Eric Schaeffer received warm reviews for his production of Assassins, the beginning of his long-term relationship between his theater and Sondheim. Later the same year, London director Sam Mendes staged Assassins in the renovated Donmar Warehouse, including “Something Just Broke.” British audiences responded warmly and were not offended; critics were almost unanimously positive. In the Independent, Irving Wardle wrote, “One mystery of this work’s off-Broadway failure … was the complaint that it had no viewpoint. From the transatlantic perspective its viewpoint is as clear as a Presbyterian sermon.”92

A planned Broadway revival of the show in the fall of 2001 was postponed after the tragic terrorist attacks on September 11 that year. When the show finally debuted at the Roundabout Theatre Company’s Studio 54 in 2004, it was a critical success.

André Bishop, the artistic director at Playwrights Horizons when Assassins was staged there, reported hearing a conversation between a couple. The man liked the show, but wondered, “Who are you supposed to feel for?” The woman answered, with tears in her eyes, “Us. You’re supposed to feel for us.” Writing an introduction to the published libretto, Bishop said, “That was the power of this show: You went out into the night thinking how much you loved your country despite how troubled it had become, and you felt happy and sad to be an American.”93

Other Significant Productions


Signature Theatre, Washington, DC (August 20–October 3, 1992), directed by Eric Schaeffer. Bob Mondello called it “a howl of frustration made startlingly melodic.”94 Every performance was sold out weeks before it opened, including a two-week extension.

Donmar Warehouse (October 29, 1992–January 9, 1993, seventy-six sold-out performances). Sam Mendes, the new artistic director of the refurbished 250-seat theater, staged Assassins’ London premiere with the added song “Something Just Broke” and an eight-piece musical ensemble using adapted orchestrations by Michael Starobin. The production convinced many that the show was both viable and one of Sondheim’s finest musicals. It won the London Critics’ Circle Award for the year’s best new musical. (It also established the Donmar’s reputation as one of London’s most adventurous theater companies.)



1993–2000. Assassins was frequently produced by colleges, universities, and regional theater companies.


Roundabout Theatre Company (June 2, 2000). Joe Mantello directed a reading featuring Neil Patrick Harris (playing both the Balladeer and Lee Harvey Oswald), Michael Hall, Brian D’Arcy James, Mario Cantone, Stephen Spinella, and John Dossett. The Roundabout subsequently announced a full production at the Music Box Theatre, with a planned opening of November 29, 2001. This production was canceled in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on New York City and the Pentagon.

Roundabout Theatre Company (Studio 54 between March 31 and July 18, 2004, 26 previews and 101 performances). Joe Mantello directed; Neil Patrick Harris and Mario Cantone (as Byck) from the 2000 reading continued in their earlier roles, joined by Michael Cerveris (John Wilkes Booth), Denis O’Hare (Charles Guiteau), Alexander Gemignani (John Hinckley), and others. The production was approved by most reviewers and won seven Tony Awards including Best Musical Revival, Best Director (Joe Mantello), and Best Featured Actor (Cerveris). Although this production was the first on Broadway, it was deemed a revival because of numerous productions, professional and otherwise, between 1991 and 2004.

Encores! Off Center (City Center, New York City, July 12–15, 2017). Directed by Anne Kauffman and featuring Steven Pasquale (Booth), Clifton Duncan (Balladeer), Ethan Lipton (Proprietor), John Ellison Conlee (Guiteau), Alex Brightman (Zangara), Victoria Clark (Sara Jane Moore), Shuler Hensley (Czolgosz), Cory Michael Smith (Oswald), Steven Boyer (Hinckley), and Danny Wolohan (Byck).



Cast Recordings


Original Playwrights Horizons Cast. Recorded (March 6–7, 1991), eighteen days after the show closed in mid-February. This recording is so well assembled that it’s not at all difficult to keep track of who’s doing what to whom or even where characters are standing onstage. Singers were accompanied for the first time with full orchestrations by Michael Starobin. (Original accompaniment was Paul Ford on piano, Paul Gemignani on drums and percussion, and Starobin on synthesizers.) It included the entire book scene with Oswald, almost eleven minutes long and not a musical number. (Full text of this scene is included in the liner notes.)

Broadway “Revival.” Recorded on June 7, 2004. Produced by Tommy Krasker for PS Classics, featuring the cast of the Tony Award-winning production. This recording features some of Weidman’s text as well as Sondheim’s added song, “Something Just Broke.” The booklet accompanying the CD is profusely illustrated with production images; it contains an essay by Weidman about the show’s journey to Broadway as well as extended bios of the characters and the show’s full libretto.
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AWARDS

Stephen Sondheim wrote in Look, I Made a Hat, “I have received enough awards to collapse a mantelpiece and to form some opinions.” In his essay titled, “Awards and Their Uselessness,”95 he stated that awards have three things to offer—“cash, confidence, and bric-a-brac.” He added, “the only awards that have significant value are the ones that come with cash.” (He bought a piano with one of them.)

Sondheim took a dim view of both competitive and honorary awards, saying the former are suspect and too reductive while the latter “are created primarily to raise money for worthy institutions or causes.”

    Even though Sondheim expressed disdain, he was frequently honored. In fact, he nearly qualified as an “EGOT” member, a small set of individuals honored with four prestigious awards—Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony. He was honored with many Tonys and Grammys, as well as an Oscar for a song in a film and the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. As of 2019, Sondheim did not personally receive an Emmy, the television recognition, although a program featuring his music was nominated (Six by Sondheim in 2014), and two were winners (Sondheim: The Birthday Concert with the New York Philharmonic in 2011 and the 2015 concert production of Sweeney Todd that aired on PBS’s Live from Lincoln Center).


ACADEMY AWARDS: At the 1990 Academy Awards ceremony, Sondheim was honored for the Best Original Song for “Sooner Or Later (I Always Get My Man),” composed for Warren Beatty’s film Dick Tracy (1990). It was sung by Madonna as Breathless Mahoney in the movie and at the ceremony.

PULITZER PRIZE: Just a handful of musicals have received the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Sondheim and Lapine’s Sunday in the Park with George did so in 1985.

TONY AWARDS: Sondheim received the following Tony Awards: A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (Best Musical, 1963); Company (Best Musical, Best Original Score, and Best Lyrics, 1971); Follies (Best Original Score, 1972); A Little Night Music (Best Musical, Best Original Score, 1973); Sweeney Todd (Best Musical, Best Original Score, 1979); Into the Woods (Best Original Score, 1988); and Passion (Best Musical, Best Original Score, 1994). In addition, he was nominated for Tonys for the following shows: West Side Story (Best Musical, 1958); Gypsy (Best Musical, 1960); Do I Hear a Waltz? (Best Composer and Lyricist, 1965); Pacific Overtures (Best Original Score, 1976); Merrily We Roll Along (Best Original Score, 1982); and Sunday in the Park with George (Best Original Score, 1984). Additionally, three Sondheim shows have won the Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical: Assassins (2004), Into the Woods (2002), and Company (2007); other Sondheim revivals nominated for this recognition were A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1996), Follies (2001, 2012), Gypsy (2003, 2008), Pacific Overtures (2005), Sweeney Todd (2006), West Side Story (2009), and A Little Night Music (2010). Sondheim was recognized with a Special Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement in 2008.

DRAMA DESK AWARDS: Sondheim received the following awards from the Drama Desk for productions both on and off-Broadway: Company (Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1970); Follies (Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1971); A Little Night Music (Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1973); Sweeney Todd (Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1979); Merrily We Roll Along (Outstanding Lyrics, 1982); Sunday in the Park with George (Best Musical, Outstanding Lyrics, 1984); Into the Woods (Best Musical, Outstanding Lyrics, 1988); Passion (Best Musical, Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1994); Saturday Night (Outstanding Lyrics, 2000); and Road Show (Outstanding Lyrics, 2009).

There were also the following Drama Desk nominations: Pacific Overtures (Outstanding Music and Lyrics); Merrily We Roll Along (Outstanding Music, 1982); Sunday in the Park with George (Outstanding Music, 1984); Into the Woods (Outstanding Music, 1988); Assassins (Best Musical, Outstanding Music, Outstanding Lyrics, 1991); Saturday Night (Best Musical, Outstanding Music, 2000); Road Show (Outstanding Music, 2009); and Sondheim on Sondheim (Outstanding Musical Revue, 2010). The Drama Desk began to honor revivals of musicals in 1993: Winning productions of Sondheim’s works have been Into the Woods (2002), Assassins (2004), Sweeney Todd (2005), Company (2006), and Follies (2012); other Sondheim revivals nominated for Drama Desk recognition were A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1996), Follies (2001), Gypsy (2003, 2008), West Side Story (2009), A Little Night Music (2010), Passion (2013), Sweeney Todd (2017), and Pacific Overtures (2018). The organizers of the Drama Desk bestowed a lifetime achievement award on Sondheim in 2008.

OBIE AWARDS: Sondheim’s Road Show received the 2009 Obie Award for Music and Lyrics. These awards are given annually for off-Broadway and off-off-Broadway productions.

GRAMMY AWARDS: Sondheim earned seven Grammys: Company (Best Score from an Original Cast Album, 1970); A Little Night Music (Best Score from an Original Cast Album, 1973); Sweeney Todd (Best Cast Show Album, 1979); Sunday in the Park With George (Best Cast Show Album, 1984); Into the Woods (Best Musical Cast Show Album, 1988); Passion (Best Musical Cast Show Album, 1994); and West Side Story (Best Musical Cast Show Album, 2010). The latter was for Arthur Laurents’s Broadway revival of West Side Story. Thanks to a broadly popular recording by Judy Collins of A Little Night Music’s “Send in the Clowns,” it earned the 1975 Grammy as Song of the Year.

EMMY AWARDS: The PBS Great Performances’ telecast of Sondheim: The Birthday Concert won a 2011 Emmy for Outstanding Directing for a Variety, Music, or Comedy Special for Lonny Price. James Lapine’s 2014 HBO special, Six by Sondheim, was nominated for Outstanding Direction for a Variety Special. The New York Philharmonic’s production of Sweeney Todd, telecast on PBS’s Live from Lincoln Center and featuring Bryn Terfel and Emma Thompson, won the 2015 Emmy for Outstanding Special Class Program.

LAURENCE OLIVIER AWARDS: The London equivalent of Broadway’s Tony Awards recognized four first-time productions of Sondheim shows as the season’s best new musical: Sweeney Todd (1980), Follies (1987), Sunday in the Park with George (1991), and Merrily We Roll Along (2001). The London debut of Leonard Bernstein’s Candide (1988), with some lyrics by Sondheim, was similarly recognized. London revivals of Sweeney Todd (1994), Pacific Overtures (2004), Sunday in the Park with George (2007), Gypsy (2016), and Follies (2018) were each awarded Oliviers. Additionally nominated were revivals of Into the Woods (1999), A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (2000, 2005), Sweeney Todd (2005, 2013), West Side Story (2009), A Little Night Music (2010), and Passion (2011). In 2011 Sondheim received a special Laurence Olivier Award “in recognition of his contribution to London theatre.”



During his long career Stephen Sondheim was recognized with numerous important awards and honors. These include:


	Hubbard Hutchinson Prize (1950). Upon his graduation from Williams College, Sondheim received this two-year fellowship ($3,000 annually) to study music. He used it to support himself while studying with avant-garde composer Milton Babbitt.

	Edgar Allan Poe Award. Sondheim and Anthony Perkins received the award from the Mystery Writers of America for Best Motion Picture in 1974 for The Last of Sheila, which they cowrote.

	Sondheim was inducted into the American Theatre Hall of Fame in 1982, along with Gower Champion, Angela Lansbury, Burgess Meredith, Hal Prince, and Lee Strasberg. Founded in 1971, the Hall of Fame’s mission is to preserve past theater history, honor present theater professionals, and encourage emerging artists.

	American Academy of Arts and Letters. The academy is an honor society of the country’s 250 leading architects, artists, composers, and writers. Sondheim became a member in 1983. In 2006 he received the Academy’s Gold Medal in Music, awarded every three years. He called it “the most meaningful award I ever received” because it came from his peers and his superiors, “the artists I most admire.”

	Kennedy Center Honors, Lifetime Achievement (1993). Launched in 1978, these honors identify and celebrate five artists annually. Sondheim’s fellow honorees were comedian Johnny Carson, ballet dancer and choreographer Arthur Mitchell, conductor George Solti, and Gospel singer Marion Williams. The recognition has been compared to a Knighthood in Britain or the French Legion of Honor.

	Algur H. Meadows Award for Excellence in the Arts from Southern Methodist University (1994). The award, established in 1981 by this Dallas-based university, enabled students to interact with artists in a weeklong residency. Recipients in other years included playwrights Arthur Miller and Edward Albee as well as actress Angela Lansbury.

	National Medal of Arts from the National Endowment for the Arts (1997). In 1992 Sondheim was offered but declined the honor from President George H. W. Bush when there was a controversy regarding federal funding for some avant-garde artists. Five years later, when it was offered by President Bill Clinton, he accepted. Sondheim took Arthur Laurents as his guest to the White House dinner honoring recipients. Others recognized that year were playwright Edward Albee, the Boys Choir of Harlem, conductor Sarah Caldwell, photographer Harry Callahan, theater director Zelda Fichlander, guitarist and singer Eduardo “Lalo” Guerrero, jazz musician Lionel Hampton, choreographer Bella Lewitzky, philanthropist Vera List, actor Robert Redford, and illustrator and author Maurice Sendak.

	The Sondheim Celebration was presented at Washington, DC’s Kennedy Center (May–August 2002). Six shows were produced in two segments of rotating rep: Sweeney Todd, Company, and Sunday in the Park with George were onstage from May through June; then Merrily We Roll Along, Passion, and A Little Night Music were presented during July and August.

	Rosa F. and Samuel B. Sachs Award (2007). The Cincinnati Institute of Fine Arts recognized Sondheim “for his contributions to Cincinnati’s regional theater community,” a year after the Cincinnati Playhouse’s revival production of Company, staged by John Doyle, moved to Broadway and was recognized by the Tony Awards as the season’s best revival.

	In 2009, Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, established its annual Sondheim Award, honoring those who contributed to the works of Stephen Sondheim and the canon of American musical theater. Sondheim was recognized at the first gala award event. Subsequent recipients were Angela Lansbury (2010), Bernadette Peters (2011), Patti LuPone (2012), Harold Prince (2013), Jonathan Tunick (2014), James Lapine (2015), John Weidman (2016), Cameron Mackintosh (2016), John Kander (2018), and Audra McDonald (2019).

	On March 22, 2010, Sondheim’s eightieth birthday, Henry Miller’s Theatre, a Broadway venue that opened in 1926, was renamed the Stephen Sondheim Theatre, operated by the Roundabout Theatre Company. The marquee of the 1,055-seat theater is an illuminated rendition of Sondheim’s signature.

	In November 2011 at the Chicago Humanities Festival, Sondheim received the Chicago Tribune Literary Prize for lifetime achievement, in recognition of his lyric writing as well as his two volumes of lyric studies, Finishing the Hat (2010) and Look, I Made a Hat (2011).

	Also in November 2011, Sondheim received New York City’s Handel Medallion, the highest award given to individuals for their contribution to the city’s intellectual and cultural life.

	In August 2013, Sondheim received the Edward MacDowell Medal from The MacDowell Colony, the nation’s first artist residency program, based in Peterborough, New Hampshire. The award was presented to artists who have made outstanding contributions to their field starting in 1960; Sondheim, the fifty-fourth recipient, was the first winner with a background in musical theater. “I am not only humbled and privileged, I am astonished to be in their company. I am even more astonished to be the third oldest recipient. … Although I may be among the oldest of the medalists, I take genuine pride in being the first to represent the former runt of the arts, musical comedy.”

	The Chicago Public Library recognized Sondheim with its sixteenth annual Carl Sandburg Literary Award in October 2015. The award is presented to writers in honor of their collective body of work.

	Sondheim received a Presidential Medal of Freedom from President Barack Obama in a White House ceremony in November 2015. The award is made to individuals for “meritorious contributions” in one of several areas, including “cultural or other significant public or private endeavors.” Also recognized during the same ceremony were singer and actress Barbra Streisand, violinist Itzhak Perlman, and pop star Gloria Estefan.

	The Saint Louis Literary Award has been presented annually since 1967 to a distinguished figure in literature. Sondheim was the recipient in October 2018.
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BARANSKI, CHRISTINE (1952–)

Baranski was born in Buffalo, New York, on May 2, 1952, to Virginia (Mazurowski) and Lucien Baranski, who edited a Polish-language newspaper. Her grandparents were actors in the Polish theater, and she was raised in a Polish-Catholic neighborhood in Cheektowaga. She attended Villa Maria Academy for high school; as a sophomore, she decided that she wanted to pursue a career in acting. She studied at Juilliard in New York City, graduating in 1974.

In addition to work in the theater, Baranski pursued voice training in classical music, singing lieder and opera as a mezzo-soprano. But acting continued to be her principal path. She performed at regional theaters for several years before making her Off-Broadway debut in 1980 at Playwrights Horizons in Ted Tally’s Coming Attraction. Later that year, her first Broadway show was Lesley Havard’s short-lived Hide & Seek.

In 1984 Baranski was recruited for the original production of Tom Stoppard’s The Real Thing by director Mike Nichols after he saw her in early readings of Sondheim and James Lapine’s Sunday in the Park with George at Playwrights Horizons, where she played the wife of Seurat’s snobbish artist acquaintance Jules. When Sunday moved from workshops to Broadway, she was tempted to leave Stoppard’s play but decided to remain with that production. Performing with Glenn Close and Jeremy Irons, Baranski originated the role of Charlotte in The Real Thing, winning the 1984 Tony and Drama Desk Awards for Best Featured Actress in a Play.

In 1989 she won another Tony Award as Best Featured Actress in a Play for her performance as Chris Gorman in Neil Simon’s Rumors. Originating the role of Chloe in Terrence McNally’s Lips Together, Teeth Apart at the Manhattan Theatre Club (1992), she earned a Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Featured Actress.

Baranski became well known in the 1990s when she spent three television seasons as Cybill Shepherd’s sarcastic, hard-drinking friend Maryanne Thorpe in Cybill (1995–1998). She won an Emmy Award for Best Supporting Actress for her work on that series. Her fame landed her an appearance as a Saturday Night Live host in 1996.

Baranski maintained interest in musical performance. She was cast as Mrs. Lovett in Los Angeles for a Reprise! concert staging at the Ahmanson Theater marking Sweeney Todd’s twentieth anniversary (March 12–14, 1999, five performances). She performed opposite Kelsey Grammer as Sweeney. New York Timescritic Peter Marks said her contributions “should without a doubt place her on the short list of potential Mrs. Lovetts, if and when Sweeney Todd comes back to Broadway.” He also observed that her “performance reaffirmed Mrs. Lovett as the show’s juiciest role. As the cunning mechanic who keeps the killing machine humming, the actress must be warm and creepy at the same time. Ms. Baranski had no trouble conveying these contradictory qualities.”1

She called that Los Angeles performance “as challenging as anything I have ever done. … It is harder than Carmen, because Carmen is melodic, and they are accompanying you. … [Sweeney is] filled with dissonance and changes in tempo and you shift time signatures constantly. You are singing a melody and the orchestra is not helping you at all—you are on your own.” But Baranski’s extensive acting experience enabled her to convincingly play the demanding role of Mrs. Lovett: “You really have to get inside of yourself and create the character. She is so interesting. She follows Sweeney into hell because she is, of course, in love with him.”2

When she learned that Sweeney Todd would be part of the 2002 Kennedy Center Sondheim Celebration in Washington, DC, Baranski contacted Sondheim personally to express her interest in playing Mrs. Lovett again. The role was hers, this time with Brian Stokes Mitchell as Sweeney. Writing for the Sondheim Review, Mark Eden Horowitz said, “Being in fine voice, Mitchell and Baranski made the demanding score sound almost too easy.” He added that, with Baranski’s Mrs. Lovett, “one was reminded of the banality of evil—that the maternal and affectionate woman could be so casual and practical in her bloody solutions.”3

Baranski continued her pursuit of Sondheim roles. In the 2007 City Center Encores! concert production of Follies she played Carlotta Campion and sang “I’m Still Here.” Two years later she played another sardonic woman, Countess Charlotte Malcolm, in a one-night concert benefit performance of A Little Night Music for the Roundabout Theatre Company.

When Rob Marshall cast his cinematic version of Sondheim and Lapine’s Into the Woods (2014), Baranski became Cinderella’s arrogant, manipulative stepmother. In April 2015 she played Follies’ icy Phyllis Rogers Stone in a London concert production at Royal Albert Hall. Baranski was inducted into American Theater Hall of Fame in 2018.

Starting in 2009, Baranski began to portray Diane Lockhart, an attorney and law firm senior partner, on TV’s The Good Wife (2009–2016); she was nominated for several Primetime Emmys for Outstanding Supporting Actress. In 2017, she continued to play Lockhart, the central character in The Good Fight, a sequel to The Good Wife. Parallel to these series, she guest starred in more than a dozen episodes of another series, The Big Bang Theory, as psychiatrist Beverly Hofstadter, the mother of one of the show’s central characters.

However, Baranski called performing in Sondheim shows her dream job, admitting that his music filled her with “terror and humility” because he was “a living genius.” She said, “One tries to measure up to the intelligence, the wit and complexity of his lyrics and music.”4

Baranski was married for thirty years to actor Matthew Cowles. She met him, best known for playing soap-opera villains who came to bad ends, when they were cast in a production of Ibsen’s Ghosts in 1981. On their wedding day in 1983, they departed from a country church on a black BMW motorcycle named Lucifer. He passed away unexpectedly of congestive heart failure in 2014.
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BEATTY, WARREN (1937–)

An actor, director, writer, and producer, Beatty was born March 30, 1937, in Richmond, Virginia. His parents were educators: Henry Warren Beaty and Kathlyn MacLean. (He added a “t” to his last name in 1957 and was fond of saying his surname rhymed with “weighty.”) His older sister actor Shirley MacLaine (1934–) got into show business earlier, and Warren was attracted to a similar career.

He was a high school football star in Arlington, Virginia. The summer before his senior year he worked as a stagehand at the National Theatre in Washington, DC. He was offered several college football scholarships, but he chose to attend Chicago’s Northwestern University (1954–1955). After one year, he moved to New York City, where he studied at the Stella Adler Studio of Acting.

Beatty landed a recurring role in the television series The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis (1959–1960) as Milton Armitage, a jock from a wealthy family who was Dobie’s romantic rival. He made his screen debut as a tortured teenager opposite Natalie Wood in Elia Kazan’s Splendor in the Grass (1961).

His next big role was in Bonnie and Clyde (1967), which he produced at age 29. The story of the notorious Depression Era bank robbers, pairing Beatty with Faye Dunaway as the title characters, was a major hit. Careful in his choice of acting opportunities, his next success was Shampoo (1975), a comic sexual romp in which he played a womanizing hairdresser. In 1978, he produced, directed, cowrote, and starred in Heaven Can Wait.

Over the course of his career, Beatty was personally nominated for fifteen Academy Awards. He’s the only person to have been nominated twice in four categories—acting, directing, writing, and producing a film—for Heaven Can Wait (1978) and Reds (1991). Eight of his films were nominated for a total of fifty-three Oscars. He received the Academy’s Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award in 1999 for “a consistently high quality of motion picture production.” The American Film Institute honored him with its 2008 Life Achievement Award.

Beatty and Sondheim collaborator George Furth were acquaintances: Both attended Northwestern University and belonged to the same fraternity. They connected when Furth came to New York City in 1955, shortly after Beatty’s arrival there. It’s likely that Beatty, known as a womanizer, was an inspiration for Robert, the central character in Furth and Sondheim’s Company (1971). Beatty cast Furth in Shampoo as a banker unwilling to lend funds to Beatty’s womanizing character.

Beatty asked Sondheim to contribute a musical theme to Heaven Can Wait in 1978, but Sondheim was not interested. “Later, when he told me his idea for Reds, I just thought it was wonderful, I wanted to be a part of it.”5 The movie was the story of journalist John Reed (Beatty played the part), who watched the rise of communism in Russia during the 1917 Revolution and became involved in the movement. He joined with his lover, Louise Bryant (played by Diane Keaton), a journalist and political radical. Beatty won the 1982 Academy Award for Best Director for this film.

In 1981 Beatty invited Sondheim to score the film, but the composer declined since he was wrestling with the challenges facing the ill-fated Broadway production of Merrily We Roll Along. Additionally, he recognized that Reds needed battle music: “That kind of noise,” he later observed, “is largely a matter of orchestration, about which I know very little. I told him I’d be happy to supply the music accompanying the love story, which was as important to the film as the political events, and to my surprise he consented … It was a gratifying experience; I was, and am, proud to be part of that movie.”6

Sondheim composed Reds’ love theme, a number called “Goodbye for Now.” In Look, I Made a Hat, Sondheim called it “an instrumental with words”—words that were never used in the movie. Beatty had envisioned releasing it as a single sung by Diane Keaton, but it was beyond her vocal range. For the movie, Beatty eventually used a recording of “a faraway solo piano, a pure, crystalline sound, effective and affecting, but not played very well.”7 In fact, it was Sondheim at the keyboard, recorded surreptitiously during an orchestra break as Beatty was striving to recreate his first impression of the song when Sondheim shared it with him.

Sondheim felt he had not completed his Reds collaboration with Beatty, so when he was asked to provide some songs for Dick Tracy (1990), he agreed. The movie was a campy adaptation of the popular comic strip from the 1930s with Beatty playing the hard-nosed detective. Al Pacino was Big Boy Caprice, a crime boss, and pop singer Madonna played Breathless Mahoney, a sultry nightclub singer trying to steal Tracy away from his girlfriend, Tess Trueheart (Glenne Headley).

Sondheim provided five period songs for Dick Tracy: “It was set in the 1930s and thus invited pastiche, something I love writing. Better yet, the songs were to decorate the plot rather than enhance it, which made them easy to write, and when Warren hired Madonna, no less, to play Breathless, I thought it might even be my chance to have a hit record. In the fullness of time, I didn’t get a hit, but I got an Academy Award and, more important, had another good time working with Warren.”8

The classic, bluesy torch number “Sooner or Later” was Sondheim’s Oscar-winner for Best Song. It and “What Can You Lose?” were both modeled on the style of composer Harold Arlen. The latter number was written for Mandy Patinkin, cast as 88 Keys, Breathless’s lovelorn piano player. Overall, Sondheim said the score “was a blast to write.”9

Madonna said, “Sondheim’s an incredibly witty and clever lyricist. His stuff is great, but it takes getting used to. It took me a month to get all the notes right because he never repeats anything. … Stephen and Warren were very insistent that every word be heard. The challenge, which was very difficult for me, was to do that and not sound like Eliza Doolittle.”10

“I liked her a lot,” said Sondheim of Madonna. “She’s meticulous, extremely demanding, and only concerned with the work. It’s interesting working with someone who has a specific style. But she’s also very impatient …”11

Dick Tracy received positive reviews and was one of the highest-grossing films of 1990. It received seven Academy Award nominations, winning for Best Art Direction and Best Makeup in addition to Sondheim’s Best Song. Suffering from a broken ankle, he did not attend the award ceremony.

Before Beatty’s marriage at age 54 to Annette Bening in 1992, he had numerous relationships with high-profile women: actresses Jane Fonda, Faye Dunaway, and Julie Christie, and singers Madonna and Carly Simon. The latter confirmed in November 2015 that she wrote a verse in her song “You’re So Vain” about him. Beatty and Bening have four children.

At the 2017 Academy Awards Ceremony, Beatty and Dunaway were handed the wrong envelope listing the Best Picture winner. They unknowingly announced La La Land when Moonlight was the actual recipient.
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BENNETT, MICHAEL (1943–1987)

Born in Buffalo, New York on April 8, 1943, Michael Bennett DiFiglia was the son of blue-collar parents: Salvatore DiFiglia, a Roman Catholic, Italian-American machinist and Helen (Ternoff) DiFiglia, a Jewish woman who worked as a secretary. “Mickey” started dance lessons at age 3 and began to teach others when he was 6. As a teenager, he was a dancer on several Buffalo TV stations. He dropped out of high school in 1960 to join a touring production of West Side Story (he played “Baby John” across the United States and Europe). Choreographer Jerome Robbins was his idol.

When he first arrived in New York City, Bennett was a chorus member in a string of unremarkable Broadway shows—Subways Are for Sleeping (1961), Here’s Love (1963), and Bajour (1964)—and a featured dancer on TV’s Hullabaloo (1965–1966), where he met his muse, Donna McKechnie. His choreography and creativity were first noticed when he worked on A Joyful Noise (1966) and Henry, Sweet Henry (1967). He came into his own with Promises, Promises (1968) and Coco (1969).

    Producer Harold Prince often turned to Jerome Robbins in the 1960s, but by 1970 the choreographer was more focused on his work with the New York City Ballet. That led Prince to entice Bennett to work on Company (1970), attracted by the opportunity to use McKechnie in a featured dance role. Bennett created a passionate solo piece for her, “Tick Tock,” eventually cut from the show but a harbinger of Cassie’s dance in Bennett’s A Chorus Line, “The Music and the Mirror,” another role played by McKechnie. Although Bennett was gay, he and McKechnie were briefly—and unhappily—married in 1976.

Bennett was inspired by Robbins’s innovative decision in West Side Story to replace anonymous chorus members with named, individualized characters. “In Company, Bennett eliminated the chorus entirely, having the show’s fourteen actors function as principal characters and also as a singing and dancing ensemble.”12 But they were not professional dancers, and he badgered and berated many of them—especially Elaine Stritch. Working with Sondheim, Bennett eventually conceived of the ensemble as PTA parents doing an amateur show, incorporating the actors’ inexperience into their performances.

Bennett and Company’s scenic designer Boris Aronson had an excellent relationship. They mutually admired one another’s insights. Bennett’s assistant Bob Avian said, “Michael would sit in front of Boris’ models and stare for hours and hours, Boris standing behind him, smiling.”13

In early 1971 Prince followed Company with Follies. Bennett yearned to direct and intended Company to be his last show strictly as a choreographer. Prince invited him to “co-direct” to keep him involved. Their show was a lavish, big-budget production—a cast of more than 50, 140 costumes—affording Bennett the means and the opportunity to stage memorable showstoppers. But as Ken Mandelbaum pointed out, Bennett “also used show-biz razzle-dazzle to convey the psychology of the characters.”14

A perfect example was the brilliantly staged “Who’s That Woman?” Sondheim had an idea for the number, but Bennett went in another direction. “I was very upset,” Sondheim confessed, “because he hadn’t followed my scenario, but when he explained why the scenario wouldn’t work, and then showed me the number he had done, I was stunned and thought it was wonderful, and I still do. The mirror number in Follies and the opening of Company are two of the best numbers I ever saw in my life.”15

Bennett and Prince carefully navigated their Follies collaboration, but Bennett was critical of James Goldman’s book and repeatedly insisted that rewrites were needed. During the Boston tryout, he went so far as to recruit playwright Neil Simon to step in, although Prince (who also produced the show) did not allow that to happen. The show’s mixed critical reception seemingly validated Bennett’s judgment. “In Follies, the idea and the visual metaphor became stronger than the material,” he said, “and more interesting. That’s why it was not successful.”16 But it was memorable, especially for the spectacular stage pictures that Bennett created.

In November 1971 Bennett staged a nonmusical play for the first time, George Furth’s Twigs, an offshoot of some of his playlets that were used for Company. The drama featured incidental music by Sondheim, including a brief song, “Hollywood and Vine.” The show was coproduced by Plum Productions, Inc., Bennett’s new production company. Twigs star Sada Thompson observed, “Michael was not at all nervous about directing his first play. … I think what he really wanted to do was to experience every kind of discipline in the theater in order to fulfill the larger vision of the musical theater that he had.”17 It had a respectable 7-month run of 289 performances.

Bennett’s first production as both director and choreographer was Seesaw (1973, 296 performances). It was not considered a success, but he won the Tony Award for choreography. His greatest work was next: the legendary Broadway hit A Chorus Line (1975–1990). It was created over a year’s time, working with dancers at the Public Theater. It was an unusual musical with no intermission, no props, and minimal stagecraft. It rocketed from a sold-out offering at the Public’s 299-seat Newlander Theater to Broadway for its record-breaking long run (6,137 performances when it closed in 1990): It won nine Tony Awards, as well as the 1976 Pulitzer Prize for Drama.

A Chorus Line bested Sondheim’s Pacific Overtures during the 1976 Tonys. It was hardly as intellectual as Sondheim, Weidman, and Prince’s show, but it had Broadway heat, emotion, pizzazz, and audience appeal—elements Bennett learned from Sondheim and Prince while working on Company and Follies.18 Designer Tharon Musser lit both Chorus Line and Pacific Overtures and was nominated for Tonys for both productions; she won for Bennett’s production.

When A Chorus Line reached its 3,389th performance in September 1983, it became the longest-running Broadway musical in history (a record since surpassed by several other productions). The moment was marked by a special performance with 332 dancers recreating the final number, “One,” that they had been part of over the years.

Bennett followed A Chorus Line with the unsuccessful Ballroom (1978–1979, 116 performances) and then created another sizeable hit, Dreamgirls (1981–1985, 1,521 performances). He began to work on a new show, Scandal, in 1984, but canceled it a year later, claiming it was not workable.

Throughout his career Bennett endeavored to emulate Robbins, striving to establish a unique style appropriate for each show he worked on. “Thus the movement might be jazzy or balletic, romantic or angular, athletic or even a little bumbling,”19 depending on the story and the characters.

In 1978 Bennett used some of his earnings from A Chorus Line to buy an eight-story building at 890 Broadway between 19th and 20th Streets for $750,000. Built as a department store early in the twentieth century, the building had no pillars on its 10,000 square-foot floors. Inspired by a concept Harold Prince had suggested, Bennett converted much of the building into a rehearsal space for workshops to develop shows. For nearly a decade 890 Broadway was “a haven for much of the creative talent in musical theater and dance worlds, a place where writers, designers, choreographers, singers, and dancers could work and develop projects away from the standard Broadway system.”20 Bennett did not put his name on the building, but 890 Broadway was commonly referred to as “Michael’s.”

In late 1985 he began to cast a London production of Chess but withdrew in January 1986, the first hint that he was ill. He told some people he had a heart ailment, but that was a cover: He had contracted AIDS. In April 1986 he was elected to the Theater Hall of Fame.

As his health deteriorated in 1986, Bennett was on the brink of selling 890 Broadway for $14.5 million to a developer who would not have sustained it as a developmental facility center for performing arts. At the last minute, real estate magnate Lawrence Wien partnered with two tenants, Feld Ballet and American Ballet Theatre, to match the sale price and retain it as the Wien Center for Dance and Theater, a haven for performing art.

Bennett died at age 44 in Tucson, Arizona, on July 2, 1987, from lymphoma, a form of cancer caused by AIDS. Just a month before his death, the cast of Sondheim and James Lapine’s Into the Woods rehearsed for two weeks at 890 Broadway. “In 1989, Bennett’s idol, Jerome Robbins, made his return to the commercial theater with a retrospective called Jerome Robbins’ Broadway. Naturally, he rehearsed it at 890.”21

Bennett’s New York Times obituary described him as “a compact, slightly built man who rarely stopped moving and never ceased pouring out ideas … a prolific and indefatigable creator of dazzling stage images.”22 He was manipulative and highly emotional, both worshiped and despised.

“Nothing seemed to faze Michael,” observed Ted Chapin in Everything Was Possible, his chronicle of the development of Follies in 1971. “There was no visible limit to his energy, his drive, or his choreographic imagination. He was of a different generation from the rest of [Follies’] creative team, the youngest by far, and his career was on the rise. … watching him work was eye-opening. I mentioned to a college friend at the time that I thought he would end up being the Jerome Robbins of our generation. Some of us sensed that [Follies] was the last time he would share the leadership position with anyone, and yet we all knew that the collaboration on this piece would result in something very special.”23

During his two-decade Broadway career, Bennett won eight Tony Awards for his direction and choreography; he was nominated for eleven more. In fact, he was nominated for a Tony for every one of the musicals he choreographed or directed.
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BERNSTEIN, LEONARD (1918–1990)
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Stephen Sondheim with Leonard Bernstein (1973).
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Composer, conductor, pianist, and educator Leonard Bernstein was deemed “Music’s Monarch” in the headline of his New York Times obituary.24 He was surely the most dominant and pervasive orchestral musical figure of the second half of the twentieth century. Born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, on August 25, 1918, to Samuel Bernstein, a Russian immigrant who worked as a fish cleaner and a janitor before becoming a hairdressing supplies wholesaler, and Jennie Resnick. He was musically precocious from the age of 10, although his father opposed his interest in music. He studied at Harvard University and the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia. At age 22 he spent a summer at the Berkshire Music Center at Tanglewood, where he was mentored by conductor Serge Koussevitzky. In 1943 he was a last-minute replacement to conduct the New York Philharmonic when a guest conductor fell ill. The New York Times published a front-page article about his performance, and his career was launched.

He quickly became an in-demand conductor. At the age of 27 he was named music director of the New York City Symphony Orchestra. In 1958 he was appointed as the music director of the New York Philharmonic, a role he filled for eleven years. He presented fifty-three televised Young People’s Concerts for CBS-TV between 1958 and 1972, winning four Emmy Awards. He was one of the first American-born conductors to lead world-class international orchestras. With many of them—and the Philharmonic—he made hundreds of memorable recordings.

He was a prodigious composer of orchestral works: His first large-scale piece was Jeremiah (1944). It was followed by The Age of Anxiety (Symphony No. 2) (1949), Trouble in Tahiti (a one-act opera) (1952), Serenade (1954), Kaddish (Symphony No. 3) (1963), Five Anniversaries (1964), Mass: A Theatre Piece for Singers, Players and Dancers (1971), A Quiet Place (an opera) (1983), Chichester Psalms (1988), Arias and Barcarolles (1989), and Concerto for Orchestra (subtitled Jubilee Games) (1989).

Bernstein wasn’t solely defined by classical music, carving out time from his busy symphonic career to compose several memorable Broadway musicals. His first piece for the theater was the ballet Fancy Free (1944) choreographed by Jerome Robbins; it was subsequently expanded into the musical On the Town (1944), with Bernstein working with lyricists Betty Comden and Adolph Green. He teamed with them again for Wonderful Town (1953). He also composed the Oscar-nominated score for the award-winning film On the Waterfront (1954). His 1956 musical comedy Candide had a libretto by Lillian Hellman and featured Barbara Cook in the central role of Cunegonde. Harold Prince’s 1974 Broadway production of Candide used a new book by Hugh Wheeler, with new lyrics by Stephen Sondheim and others. Bernstein’s 1976 musical, 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, with Alan Jay Lerner, was a seven-performance flop.

His initial work with Sondheim began in 1955 when Bernstein recognized that he needed a co-lyricist to allow him more time to compose the score for West Side Story (1957). Arthur Laurents brought Sondheim to Bernstein’s attention, and after some encouragement from Oscar Hammerstein II, Sondheim grudgingly agreed to join the team that included Robbins as director and choreographer.

Bernstein and Sondheim (who was twelve years younger) did not see eye-to-eye about music for the stage: Bernstein was romantically expressive, while Sondheim was more dramatically driven. Nevertheless, they worked together productively: Bernstein could explain musical problems to Sondheim, who understood immediately. That made their collaboration easy and productive. Although Bernstein had significant input into West Side Story’s lyrics, he eventually gave Sondheim his first Broadway credit as the show’s lyricist. They found several common passions, including puzzles and word games. They maintained a profound personal friendship for the balance of Bernstein’s life.

When West Side Story’s original producer, Cheryl Crawford, withdrew six weeks before rehearsals were to begin, Sondheim approached his longtime friend Harold Prince and Prince’s production partner Robert Griffith about stepping in. Unbeknownst to Bernstein—who was very proprietary about the music they were creating—Sondheim had shared the music with Prince, who was already enthusiastic. Prince met with Bernstein and Sondheim to hear the score, “and soon I was singing along with them,” he recalled. “Bernstein would look up and say, ‘My God, he’s so musical! A musical producer!’”25 Prince and Griffith took on the task and raised the necessary budget.

On the afternoon that West Side Story opened, Sondheim wrote a note to Bernstein: “West Side Story means much more to me than a first show, more even than the privilege of collaborating with you and Arthur [Laurents] and Jerry [Robbins]. It marks the beginning of what I hope will be a long and enduring friendship. Friendship is a thing I give or receive only rarely, but for what it’s worth, I want you to know that you have it from me always.”26

Bernstein was a noteworthy advocate for the arts and arts education. His great gift was to convey his own excitement about performing. His daughter Jamie wrote, “People often say that Leonard Bernstein was a born teacher, but actually it’s more accurate to say that he was a born student who just couldn’t wait to share what he learned his whole life. In his whole life he never stopped studying.”27

Bernstein was known for his outspoken political views in support of various left-wing causes and his lifelong desire for social change. He was blacklisted by the US State Department and CBS in the early 1950s but was never required to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee.

He won numerous awards including the Lifetime Achievement Grammy Award from the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences (1985), the Handel Medallion (1977) from New York City, and a Special Tony Award (1969). He won eleven Emmy Awards and was a Kennedy Center Honoree in 1980.
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BOND, CHRISTOPHER (1945–)

Christopher Bond was born in 1945 in Liverpool to two British actors who had a touring company in the west of England. He traveled with them and started acting by the age of 5. Around age 10, he went to the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre (the forerunner of the Royal Shakespeare Company), where he played boys’ roles. He attended drama school and studied acting but also pursued directing and writing.

At age 21 he published an unsuccessful novel and concluded that it might be easier to write plays. In 1968 he was employed as an actor at the Victoria Theatre, Stoke-on-Trent, in Staffordshire. The company announced a production of a play telling the gruesome story of Sweeney Todd but was dismayed when the script chosen proved to be “crude, repetitive, and simplistic—hardly any plot and less character development. It didn’t need doctoring, it needed a heart transplant.”28 Bond, at age 23, offered to create something new.

Years later he recalled retaining “the title, the razors, the pies and the trick chair … Fortunately it wrote itself. I crossed Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo with Tourneur’s The Revenge Tragedy for a plot; added elements of pastiche Shakespeare in sort of blankish verse for Sweeney, the Judge, and the lovers to talk, borrowed the name of the author of The Prisoner of Zenda for my sailor boy; remembered some market patter I’d learnt as a child; and adapted the wit and wisdom of Brenda, who ran a greengrocer’s shop opposite my house, for Mrs. Lovett’s ruminations on life, death, and the state of her sex life. I met my deadline with a couple of hours to spare and started rehearsals playing Tobias Rigg, which I’d written for myself.”29

The play had several regional productions before landing in London at Joan Littlewood’s Stratford East Theatre early in 1973. Sondheim happened to be in London at the same time to look in on rehearsals for Gypsy’s first London production, starring Angela Lansbury. He had long wanted to see a “Grand Guignol” production (in the style of a Parisian theater that specialized in naturalistic horror shows), and he thought this might be his chance. Bond’s play wasn’t truly Guignol, but rather a “charming melodrama”30 in Sondheim’s estimation. (Biographer Meryle Secrest called the tale “a dreadful Victorian relic.”31) Sondheim wondered if it could be adapted into an opera or a musical, an idea encouraged by his friend British director John Dexter.

“It had a weight to it,” Sondheim recalled, “and I couldn’t figure out how the language was so rich and thick without being fruity; it was because [Bond] wrote certain characters in blank verse … He was able to take all these disparate elements that had been in existence rather dully for a hundred and some-odd years and make them into a first-rate play. It’s the other side of farce. It’s as cleverly plotted as Forum, but not as intricate, and it does have a couple of surprises that are terrific. It struck me as a piece that sings.”32

Sondheim’s agent Flora Roberts contacted Bond about his willingness to have his script adapted. A pair of New York producers, Richard Barr and Charles Woodward, had already optioned the show for Broadway, but they were immediately attracted to having it turned into a musical by Sondheim, and Bond was convinced to agree in exchange for some billing credit.

The playwright expressed great affection for his play, but “until Steve performed his alchemical miracle on it, it remained a neat pastiche that worked well if performed with sufficient panache, but base metal nevertheless. But the transformation to pure gold was about to begin.”33

Sondheim identified the crux of Bond’s play as the moment when Sweeney “is transformed instantaneously from someone who kills only for specific and justifiable reasons into a mass murderer.”34 That became the foundation for “Epiphany,” Sondheim’s musical evocation of Sweeney’s descent into madness. Bond’s invention of the Beggar Woman being revealed as Sweeney’s wife in the show’s denouement was “not part of the traditional version,” Sondheim said, recalling “it certainly surprised me.”35

Bond recognized that his play gave Sondheim material to mine. “How much credit shall I take for it? Ten percent?” he suggested. “The story’s mine and the characters are mine, but really Stephen turned it into something amazing.”36

The path of adaptation was not without challenges. Bond and Sondheim’s bookwriter, British playwright Hugh Wheeler, did not see eye-to-eye, but Bond eventually spoke with admiration about the show as a “book-heavy musical. Its storyline and character development run directly parallel to those in the play; the plot and subplots are complicated, and all major characters interlock and interrelate.”37 Just before the musical opened in New York in March 1979, there was a legal dispute over the size of Bond’s billing for the line “FROM AN ADAPTATION BY CHRISTOPHER BOND.”38

Bond and his wife misbehaved at Sweeney’s Broadway opening night party in March 1979. Sondheim recalled that they were “dead drunk, insulted Hal [Harold Prince], and were just dreadful. I called the next day and absolutely bawled them out. Bond said, ‘Well, we were nervous.’”39 Only later did Sondheim come to understand that Bond was an alcoholic, a “semi-permanent state” the playwright confessed to, remaining in it “until 1984, when I knocked it on the head and joined AA.”40

Bond spent seventeen years in Liverpool as the artistic director of the Everyman and Playhouse Theatres. In 1984 he relocated to London’s East End as artistic director of the Half Moon Theatre for five years. Over the years he directed seven productions of Sondheim’s musical in England, Germany, and Sweden. Beginning in the 1990s Bond worked as a freelance director in Europe, Scandinavia, Israel, and the United States. He wrote more than thirty plays in addition to Sweeney Todd, including Downright Hooligan, Tarzan’s Last Stand, Judge Jeffreys, and new versions of Dracula, Wycherley’s The Country Wife, Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, and Verdi’s Macbeth.

Bond settled in West Cornwall.
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“A BOWLER HAT”
(Song from Pacific Overtures, 1976)

Sondheim’s Pacific Overtures with a book by John Weidman is about the Westernization of Japan from the Japanese point of view. It begins with the landing of Commodore Perry’s ships in 1853 and ends in 1975. The lyrics call for mostly spare language; the rhymes are simple and infrequent; words with Latin (or Romance-language) roots are avoided. The music employs harmonies based primarily on a minor pentatonic scale, relatively thin textures, and harmonic progressions that change slowly and subtly. Music and lyrics evolve during the show, gradually but inevitably revealing the influence of the West.

Kayama and Manjiro are the closest thing Pacific Overtures has to main characters. Kayama is a low-level samurai. Manjiro is a fisherman, saved from drowning by American sailors and taken to Boston; he returns to Japan to warn his countrymen of the foreigners’ approach. The men become friends, and their fates become intertwined.

“A Bowler Hat” is sung midway through the second act and covers the early era of Japan’s Westernization from the mid-1850s into the 1860s. During the course of the song, Kayama becomes increasingly prosperous and infatuated with the West as he absorbs its influences. At the same time, Manjiro silently rejects the West as he embraces Japanese values and traditions as exemplified by a tea ceremony, ritual dress, and sword practice.

Lyrics

Sondheim began his consideration of the substance of “A Bowler Hat” with a series of philosophical concepts:



All things in nature fall, scatter, fade

Life, death, rebirth

Death is inevitable + beautiful

Life has no meaning w/o death (white w/o black, etc.)

Life + death are yoked, inseparable—the same moment41



The notion of “yoked” relationships led to pairings that represent the opposing philosophies of Kayama and Manjiro, especially “nature vs. technology,” “the beauty of nature vs. beauty of machines,” and “order vs. anarchy and chaos.” Sondheim then generated a list of objects created by technology and machines. In that list, the song’s title appeared: “umbrella, necktie, bowler hat, high-heeled shoes, spats, socks, standing collar, attaché cases.”

He also began to assemble thoughts about Kayama in comparison with Manjiro: “A release from rules. My position is whatever I make it. Manjiro can only move within the rules.” On his first page of notes, Sondheim wrote, “A bowler hat, a modern man.” He continued to enumerate attributes and comparisons of the two men and might have considered having the song performed by both characters, reacting to one another’s very different pursuits with the word “interesting.”

More words representing the West and modernity were generated, including “tinned ham,” “piano,” “billiards,” “cravat,” “photography,” “concrete,” “ice cream,” “Lea and Perrins sauce,” “forks,” “balloons,” and “bicycles.” Two more from his brainstorm were used: “cigars” and “umbrellas.”

The overall structure of the song came next: objects (“bowler hat,” “pocket watch,” “morning coat,” “spectacles,” “glass of wine”) interspersed with letters from Kayama that Sondheim designated for the Reciter to speak over musical underscoring between each section of Manjiro’s song.

The style of “A Bowler Hat” is a series of short phrases that slowly reveal their connectedness. In the second chorus, before settling on “Spinoza” for Kayama’s daily reading, Sondheim also considered “Shakespeare,” “Goethe,” or “some Luther.” For the final chorus, after dismissing the Dutch Ambassador as a fool for wearing a bowler hat, Sondheim considered having Kayama replace his own headwear with “opera hat,” “stovepipe hat,” “Inverness,” “derby hat,” “chimney pot,” “boater,” or “Panama.” He also included one further article of clothing in the song, a “cutaway,” a kind of tuxedo.

The song serves several dramatic purposes. It mirrors Kayama and Manjiro’s first-act duet, “Poems,” illustrating their growing friendship, their subtle competition, Kayama’s love of his wife, and Manjiro’s infatuation with America as represented by Boston. In “A Bowler Hat,” the focus is on their estrangement as Kayama becomes Westernized while Manjiro is increasingly entrenched in Japanese tradition.

The men are emblematic, more than characters, historical figures, or plot points. Kayama and Manjiro also embody the two primary Japanese responses to the West: assimilation and integration versus protectionism and reverence for the past, placing the opposing philosophies onstage by personalizing the fault lines in Japanese society. “A Bowler Hat” effectively delineates these qualities of Japan onstage, but it also condenses time, leaping a year or two between each chorus.

“A Bowler Hat” is primarily about Kayama, exploring what it means as he matures—to age, to recognize the wider world, to take from it, to benefit, to make choices, and sometimes to lose one’s self in the process. (His increasing materialism sets up the show’s industrial-image finale.) Kayama’s changes reflect the Westernization of Japanese society. However, the surprising power of the song is in how we identify with Kayama—not the specifics, but his thoughts and feelings.

The carefully crafted song has at least eight subjects viewed over time, tracing the evolution/devolution of a life, ranging from the superficial to the profound. It begins with mundane objects that reflect on fashion, covetousness, and vanities: bowler hats, pocket watches, monocles, and spectacles. But its focus shifts to family: companionship, partnership (“I have no wife … I have a wife … I’ve left my wife”). Much is revealed by saying little, compared to Kayama’s “wracked sobbing” at discovering his wife’s suicide.

The process of “A Bowler Hat” evolves from living a preordained life, to challenging assumptions, to a self-absorbed existence, from awe to awareness to modesty. We witness a steep descent from arrogance to pomposity. Religion goes from intellectual curiosity to dismissal and condescension. Saddest of all is the evolution from the enthusiasm of “I’m learning English from a book./Most exciting” to the pretentiousness of “I read Spinoza every day. Formidable.”

The song shows how easily a well-intentioned individual such as Manjiro can be seduced into destroying himself. It’s subtler than “power corrupts”; it’s that the process of trying to evolve into a mature adult also has the power to corrupt. When is it time to stop?

The power of “A Bowler Hat” is cumulative, requiring thought and time to absorb its substance. There is no “Aha” moment. The contemplative song is quickly followed by dramatic activity, limiting chances for its ideas to resonate. As is true of several Sondheim soliloquies, later listenings allow the song’s meanings to emerge. As a portrait of a life, it offers no particular answers, but it gives stark warning of the dangers—how easy it is to be seduced by distractions, ambition, comfort, and ego.

Music

The melody for “A Bowler Hat” is pleasant, entirely diatonic (no sharps or flats outside the key signature); at first glance, there’s little extraordinary or unusual about it. But the music for “A Bowler Hat” is full of significance. It opens with a solo for shamisen, the lute-like Japanese instrument, rendering a spare version of the tune for “Poems,” turned into a waltz. (This element was not included on the original cast recording, so it’s not well known.) As “Poems” was Kayama and Manjiro’s duet in the first act, the shamisen’s use in “A Bowler Hat” sets the stage for a song again focusing on their relationship. Having both the introduction and the song proper as a waltz was undoubtedly meant to indicate the increasing influence of the West, since the waltz is so closely identified with the Europe of the 1800s.

The simple two-measure phrase that begins “A Bowler Hat” proper and underlies much that follows is the song’s most notable feature. Yet those two measures are in great tension, not revealing whether the song is in a major or a minor key. The first measure, which is smoother and holds open the possibility of being in the major, represents the West, and the second, which is minor and rhythmically jarring, represents the East. It’s a musical illustration of Kayama’s struggle between past and future.

Subsequent melodies feature downbeats falling in spots that differ from the downbeat of the accompaniment. Irving Berlin created a similar effect in “Puttin’ on the Ritz,” as did George Gershwin in “Fascinatin’ Rhythm.” Here, the tension between the two is another musical illustration of the song’s point—Kayama torn between two cultures … or rhythms.

The gently rising melody reflects and underscores recurring bird images and, in combination with the rhythmic tension, is spot-on at the phrase, “No eagle flies against the sky/As eagerly as I have flown against my life.” The music constantly reflects Kayama’s struggle. The final chord of the song is ambiguous, unclear whether it’s major or minor—the East or the West.

Recordings and Response

There are three fine recordings of “A Bowler Hat,” all from cast albums. The best is by Isao Sato, who originated the role of Kayama, who brings a maturity to his performance that’s most appropriate to the song and the character. (Sato died in an airplane crash on March 9, 1990, at the age of 40.) The English National Opera recording, with Malcolm Rivers as Kayama, is more “sung” and “acted.” In that recording, the shamisen counter-melody is heard during the second instrumental underscoring. The recording of the Roundabout production features Michael K. Lee as Kayama. It includes the introduction (although played by a flute, not a shamisen), and the letters are read over the instrumental breaks.

The original production of Pacific Overtures was not a financial success and received, at best, mixed reviews. “A Bowler Hat” received little notice in 1975, but in a review of the 1984 revival, Frank Rich commented on it at some length in the New York Times: “The single act II triumph, ‘Bowler Hat,’ could well be a V. S. Naipaul tale set to music and illustrated with spare Japanese brushstrokes. As pungently performed by Kevin Gray, whose samurai gradually sells out to Japan’s new industrialized order, the song dramatizes the double-edged process of Westernization with lethal precision …”42

In an even more effusive tone, director Harold Prince had this to say in Craig Zadan’s Sondheim & Co.: “It’s my favorite number … it’s just everything I would love to have happen in a musical, and occasionally does: that kind of moment where in one number you can accomplish something on so many levels theatrically and emotionally. I asked for that and Steve delivered it and it was perfect.”43
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BURTON, TIM (1958–)

The prolific American film director, producer, writer, artist, and animator was born on August 25, 1958, in Burbank, California. Timothy Walter Burton’s mother owned a cat-themed gift shop; his father, once a Minor League Baseball player, worked for the Burbank Parks and Recreation Department. His childhood heroes were Dr. Seuss and Roald Dahl, both fanciful writers and artists. As a preteen, Burton made amateur films. After graduating from high school, he attended California Institute of the Arts in Valencia with support from the Disney Studios; he studied animation there and went to work at Disney after graduating in 1979.

In 2010 he told an interviewer, “I was always a loner and spent a lot of time by myself, making up stories and that kind of thing. We lived near a cemetery, so I liked to go there and wonder about the scary guy who dug graves. … Looking back, it’s kind a scary how solitary I was.”44

Actor Paul Reubens (better known as his comic character Pee-Wee Herman) saw Burton’s early live-action film Frankenweenie (a half-hour version of Frankenstein that was deemed inappropriate for children and never released). Reubens asked Burton to direct Pee-Wee’s Big Adventure (1984), his first full-length feature film, which was a surprising success. He waited for the right opportunity for his next project and found it with the quirky Beetlejuice (1988), featuring Michael Keaton as an obnoxious demon. Its success led to his next project, the first Batman movie (1989) with Keaton in the title role and Jack Nicholson as the Joker. It was the year’s most financially successful film.

Burton had the opportunity to chart his own course as a filmmaker after those successes. Edward Scissorhands (1990) was his next project, with Johnny Depp in the title role, the first of many roles Burton would employ the versatile actor to play. Batman Returns (1992, again starring Michael Keaton) disappointed some but was financially successful. After the animated feature The Nightmare Before Christmas (1993), Burton worked again with Depp on Ed Wood (1994), a biopic about a quirky film director that was a critical but not a commercial success. Mars Attacks! (1996), despite a starry cast, received mediocre reviews.

Sleepy Hollow (1999), with Depp as Ichabod Crane, came next. Following that, Burton directed a remake of the classic Planet of the Apes (2001), during which he met actress Helena Bonham Carter, with whom he had a thirteen-year relationship producing two children. His more conventional film Big Fish (2003) was critically praised. In 2005, he and Depp collaborated again on Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, based on Roald Dahl’s fanciful children’s novel.

As a young, aspiring director in the early 1980s, Burton’s imagination was captured by the original Broadway production of Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd. He met Sondheim in the late 1980s to ask about a cinematic adaptation of the show. Nothing came of that conversation.

In 2003, when director Sam Mendes staged a revival of Gypsy in New York City, he asked Sondheim if he would consider making Sweeney into a movie. With Sondheim’s approval, Mendes recruited screenwriter John Logan but abandoned the project when he could not land the cast he had in mind. At that point, Burton came back into the picture as a director—working with the script Logan had developed and using the notion that the music should have dramatic purpose rather than lyrical, putting more emphasis on the tale’s horror-inducing elements.

Sondheim was pleased because Burton had shared his enthusiasm for the musical years earlier. “He wanted the story just the way it was,” Sondheim recalled. “All the changes that did occur have to do with small changes within the structure of the story. But he didn’t want to change the character, he didn’t want to change the ending, he didn’t want to change anything about the telling of the tale. And that was enough.”45

Burton and Logan needed to reduce the work’s length dramatically: Onstage, Sweeney takes nearly three hours; a successful movie is more typically two hours in length. Some of the music needed to be reduced or removed. But even more, they felt that the chorus of roughly eighteen singers, an integral element in the stage production, would actually distance moviegoers. Instead, they made the story more intimate and personal, focusing on Sweeney’s character rather than oppressive Victorian society, with Sweeney representing the evil that might reside in most people.

Burton’s portrait of Sweeney, as acted by Depp, was focused on a frightening man consumed by maniacal rage, someone who would kill almost without hesitation. The removal of the chorus translated Burton’s movie into a more purely horror film, spattered with blood and gore. Sweeney, as a cold, villainous outsider lurking among the population, was a fearful proposition.

Terry Teachout observed, “Burton did not seek to change Sweeney Todd into a dramatic film with interpolated songs. To the contrary: the dialogue is minimal, and most of it is accompanied by near-continuous orchestra underscoring so elaborate that the most casual viewer might well come away recalling no spoken dialogue whatsoever. The paradoxical effect is to make the film, which contains less music than the stage version, seem even more operatic.”46

But the film also took a naturalistic bent, with its actors—Depp as the murderous barber and Bonham Carter as the amoral pie-baker Mrs. Lovett—cast for their acting skills rather than their vocal prowess. Paul Gemignani, Sondheim’s longtime conductor, oversaw the film’s orchestra and coached the actors on their singing. He dismissed critics who thought Depp and Bonham Carter were not suited to portray Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett: “Those people need to grow up. This is a different medium. Those actors couldn’t sing it in the theater eight times per week, but that’s not the point … in a movie it’s all internalized.”47

Sondheim and Burton collaborated comfortably. “What I respect and feel grateful for,” Burton pointed out, “is that Stephen can let the story go—he understood that it’s not a stage thing, it’s a movie.”48 Sondheim put it a different way: “This is not a film of a musical, it’s a movie based on a musical.”49

The news that choral numbers were being removed alarmed many Sondheim fans before the film was released by DreamWorks/Warner Bros. But once it was in movie theaters, starting December 21, 2007—in all its over-the-top, bloody gore—most everyone agreed that Burton did a fine job interpreting the show cinematically, setting it squarely in the fantastic horror film genre that is his familiar territory.

The film matched perfectly with Burton’s fascination with macabre tales. “Of all musicals, Sweeney Todd is my favorite,” Burton wrote in the booklet enclosed in his movie’s soundtrack recording. “We tried to capture the essence and spirit of the Stephen Sondheim musical while at the same time creating something different for the film version. … [The songs] are performed by actors who for the most part had no formal musical training. I believe that gives the songs a different dimension than any previous version.” Sondheim agreed that the film should be enjoyed as a new experience, rather than a recreation of an onstage work. “I’m hoping people will just forget what they know and enjoy the movie or not. But if they go in counting the things that are missing, they’re going to be very distracted.”50

Depp, playing Sweeney, was nominated for the 2008 Academy Award for Best Actor. He won the 2008 Golden Globe for Best Actor in a Musical/Comedy, as well as the award for Best Villain as Todd at the 2008 MTV Movie Awards. As Mrs. Lovett, Bonham Carter won a 2008 Evening Standard British Film Award, as well as a 2008 Golden Globe nomination. Burton won the National Board of Review Award for Best Director and received a Golden Globe nomination for Best Director. His visually stunning film won the 2008 Academy Award for Best Art Direction. The film received positive reviews from many critics, especially Teachout, who called it “the best and most artistically serious film ever to be made from a Broadway musical.”

After Sweeney Todd, Burton’s projects included Alice in Wonderland (2010), Big Eyes (2014), Alice Through the Looking Glass (2016), Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children (2016), and Dumbo (2019). Over the years, Burton was nominated for Academy Awards twenty-two times, winning eight for various aspects of Beetlejuice, Batman, Ed Wood, Sleepy Hollow, Sweeney Todd, and Alice in Wonderland. On March 15, 2010, he received France’s Chevalier of Arts and Letters.

Although Burton considered London and Los Angeles to be polar opposites, he lived in both cities at the same time.
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CANDIDE (1956)

Leonard Bernstein’s comic operetta is based on Voltaire’s 1759 satirical novella about Candide, an optimistic young man living in the “best of all possible worlds.” It traces his slow and painful path through disillusion and his pragmatic recovery. The musical featured a libretto by playwright Lillian Hellman and was staged by renowned director Sir Tyrone Guthrie. John Latouche was the original lyricist; following his unexpected death from a heart attack in August 1956, poet Richard Wilbur was recruited. The final work included lyrics by him, Hellman, and Dorothy Parker, as well as Bernstein, who composed Candide at the same time he was creating West Side Story.

“Lenny was switching songs from one show to the other,” Sondheim recalled in 1999.1 “They were flying all over the place.” West Side Story inherited two pieces originally composed for Candide (“One,” which became “One Hand, One Heart,” and “Where Does It Get You in the End?” which evolved into “Gee, Officer Krupke”). Candide’s song “Oh, Happy We” started in West Side Story.

Sondheim, who was writing lyrics for West Side Story with Bernstein, had been invited to do the same for Candide, but he declined that opportunity. Nevertheless, Bernstein invited Sondheim to Boston to critique the show during its tryout. Still very young, Sondheim was somewhat daunted by the prospect of giving suggestions to such well-established artists as Hellman and Guthrie, but he provided his honest opinion, calling Candide “a high-class mess.” He told them that “the director, the book, and the score had nothing to do with each other. Hellman had written it as a black comedy. Lenny’s score was basically pastiche [of familiar opera tropes]; and Guthrie had directed it like a wedding cake.”2

His observations were borne out when Candide opened at Broadway’s Martin Beck Theatre (December 1, 1956) to negative reviews. In the Herald Tribune, Walter Kerr wrote, “Three of the most talented people our theater possesses—Lillian Hellman, Leonard Bernstein, and Tyrone Guthrie—have joined hands transforming Voltaire’s Candide into a really spectacular disaster.”3

The production closed (February 2, 1957) after just seventy-three performances. But Leonard Bernstein’s role in the show’s creation warranted a cast recording of his impeccable score, made on December 9, 1956. That recording (Columbia 38732) sustained interest in the show for the next sixteen years. The overture was adopted as an orchestral standard; its first orchestral recording was made by Bernstein with the New York Philharmonic in September 1960. The mock aria lament “Glitter and Be Gay,” sung by the young, previously unknown Barbara Cook, became a favorite concert piece for ambitious sopranos.

In 1973, Harold Prince developed and staged a revised production with a new book by Hugh Wheeler (who that year also wrote the book for A Little Night Music) and some new lyrics by Sondheim, using melodies Bernstein had composed but set aside for the earlier production. Wheeler’s adaptation bypassed Hellman’s libretto and returned to Voltaire’s novel. Prince’s production reconceived the show as a joyous cartoon. Sondheim called it “a kind of ragtag circus, performed not like a grand operetta with grand operetta singers, as in the original, but by a troupe of young people imbued with a carnival spirit, all in one swift act and with a small orchestra.”4

In 1956 Sondheim had been adamant about not writing lyrics for anyone else’s music, but by 1973—with several successes to his credit—he was willing to help out and along with Prince and Wheeler made the show work after so many attempts. Bernstein was deeply grateful that Sondheim “worked so terribly hard on the new production of Candide … that’s an example of Steve’s friendship and generosity.”5

Sondheim’s lyric contributions included a new opening number: “Life Is Happiness Indeed” adapted from an earlier piece, “The Venice Gavotte.” He also assembled lyrics for two other songs: “Auto-Da-Fé! (What a Day)” and “This World” and added a section to Latouche’s “Sheep Song.” Sondheim recalled having a “good and easy time writing them. The deeper reason, of course, was that I had no emotional investment in it—it wasn’t my blood on the line; it was a lark.”6

The show earned rave reviews in a limited engagement by the Chelsea Theatre Center at the Brooklyn Academy of Music (December 1973–January 1974, forty-eight performances), with an environmental setting by Eugene and Franne Lee that employed drawbridges, catwalks, platforms, and ramps. The entire production moved to Broadway in March 1974, where it won eight Tony Awards, for Prince’s direction, Wheeler’s book, Eugene and Franne Lee’s scenic design, and Franne Lee’s costumes. It ran for two years (740 performances), closing in January 1976.

Prince staged Candide for New York City Opera in 1982, beginning on October 13. It ran for thirty-four performances in repertory over the next three seasons. He also staged it for the Lyric Opera of Chicago in November 1994 and as a Broadway revival in 1997.

Bernstein conducted the London Symphony Orchestra in a pair of concert performances on December 12 and 13, 1989; the orchestra recorded the “final revised version” a few days later at Abbey Road Studios. (Bernstein died less than a year later.) The recording (reissued as Deutsche Grammophon 449656–2) received great acclaim in 1991, winning the Grammy Award for Classical Album of the Year.

In 1999, British director John Caird staged a production of Candide for the Royal National Theatre in London. He thought of Candide as a comedy with serious moral themes about relevant contemporary issues at the end of the twentieth century.
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CALLAWAY, LIZ (1961–)

The Broadway actress and singer was born on April 13, 1961, in Chicago. Her father, John Callaway, a respected Chicago journalist, loved to play jazz tunes on the piano; her mother was a voice teacher. They divorced when Liz was in high school. Her older sister Ann Hampton Callaway is also a musical performer. At age 18 Callaway spent a few months in college but dropped out to accompany her sister to New York City, where she took acting, singing, and dance classes.

Callaway made her Broadway debut in Sondheim’s Merrily We Roll Along (1981) as a company member and understudy for the role of Mary Flynn. Her early intersection with Sondheim resulted in a lifelong connection with the composer, including several engagements in memorable events including a production of Marry Me a Little (1987, York Theatre Company), A Stephen Sondheim Evening (March 3, 1983, Sotheby Parke Bernet, New York City), and the legendary Follies in Concert (September 9, 1985, Lincoln Center). Her performances can be heard on recordings of the latter two events.

Callaway received a 1984 Tony Best Actress in a Musical nomination for her performance as Lizzie Field in Baby (1983). She originated the roles of Lady Constance in The Three Musketeers (1984) and Ellen in Miss Saigon (1991). Other Broadway appearances included five years as Grizabella in Cats (1993–1998) and The Look of Love (2003).

Off-Broadway, Callaway appeared in Brownstone (1986, Roundabout Theatre Company), No Way to Treat a Lady (1987, Hudson Guild Theater), and Fiorello! (1994, Encores!). She received a Drama Desk nomination for her performance in The Spitfire Grill (2001, Playwrights Horizons). She also performed in Hair in Concert (Actors Fund Concert, 2004).

Callaway acted in regional theater productions in Chicago; Los Angeles; Pittsburgh; and Hartford, Connecticut, and sang with orchestras at the Kennedy Center, Carnegie Hall, Ravinia in Chicago, the Hollywood Bowl, and other venues across the United States. She performed internationally in China, Australia, New Zealand, Vietnam, Iceland, Estonia, France, South Korea, Paris’s Théatre du Châtelet, and Barcelona’s Gran Teatre del Liceu, where she debuted a concert of music by Sondheim.

Callaway provided singing voices during the 1990s for an array of characters in animated films. She was in the vocal ensemble for Beauty and the Beast (1991), Princess Odette in The Swan Princess (1994), and Princess Jasmine in Aladdin and the Return of Jafar (1994) and Aladdin and the King of Thieves (1995). For the 1997 animated feature Anastasia, Callaway sang the title role including the Academy Award–nominated song “Journey to the Past.”

She received an Emmy Award as the host for Ready to Go, a live daily television program for children in Boston (1987–1991). Other television appearances were Senior Trip (a 1981 CBS movie of the week), In Performance at the White House, Inside the Actor’s Studio: Stephen Sondheim (1994; Callaway sang “Could I Leave You?” from Follies and, with Jim Walton, she performed “Barcelona” from Company and “Pretty Women” from Sweeney Todd, and “Move On” from Sunday in the Park with George), Christmas with the Boston Pops, and The David Letterman Show.

Callaway released several solo recordings: Passage of Time, The Beat Goes On, The Story Goes On: Liz Callaway On and Off-Broadway, Anywhere I Wander: Liz Callaway Sings Frank Loesser, Merry and Bright, and The Essential Liz Callaway. She also sang for the complete studio recording of Allegro, produced by the Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization in 2008.

Callaway often collaborated with her sister in cabaret acts such as Relative Harmony, presented in New York City and Los Angeles. Their award-winning show, Sibling Revelry, originated at Rainbow and Stars in New York City. It was later presented at London’s Donmar Warehouse and released as a live recording (DRG Records). They created Boom!, a celebration of the music from the 1960s and 1970s that was recorded live at New York City’s Birdland and toured nationally. At the twenty-fifth annual Bistro Awards (2010), Callaway was enrolled in the Bistro Hall of Fame.

Callaway and Dan Foster, cofounder of the Hudson Stage Company, were married in 1985. In 1995 they settled into a nineteenth-century home in Croton-on-Hudson, New York, with their son, Nicholas.

References

BroadwayWorld.com; Lucy E. Cross, “Liz Callaway,” MasterworksBroadway.com (2011); LizCallaway.com; Susan Hodara, “Croton-on-Hudson resident Liz Callaway’s life as actress, wife, and mother,” Westchester Magazine, September 26, 2012. See also: ALLEGRO, MERRILY WE ROLL ALONG, CONCERTS.

CARIOU, LEN (1939–)

The classical actor who originated the roles of the inept but romantic attorney Fredrik Egerman in A Little Night Music and the serial killer barber in Sweeney Todd was born on September 30, 1939, in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. His Irish mother was Molly Estelle Moore and his French-Canadian father was George Marius Cariou, a salesman. His mother loved to sing, and Cariou told an interviewer that he believed she “would have liked to have had a career in the theater, and I think she was sorry she didn’t ever give it a shot.”7

He attended St. Paul’s College in Manitoba and was first employed selling farm equipment and men’s clothing. He never seriously considered a career in theater until Hungarian director John Hirsch cast him in Damn Yankees in 1959 at Manitoba’s outdoor theater, Rainbow Stage. Hirsch later cast him as Ensign Pulver in Mr. Roberts, the role that brought him to the attention of Canada’s Stratford Shakespeare Festival, where he studied acting and later joined its acting company. He acted with many important theaters in England and America, including the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis and the American Shakespeare Festival in Stratford, Connecticut.
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He made his Broadway debut as Orestes in Tyrone Guthrie’s 1968 staging of The House of Atreus. In 1970 he played the leading role of Bill Sampson in Applause opposite Lauren Bacall (he performed in the show for a year, “the most employment I’d ever had in my life”8). He was nominated for a Tony Award as Best Actor in a Musical.

He was noticed by Harold Prince and Stephen Sondheim, who auditioned him for Count Carl-Magnus in the original production of A Little Night Music in 1973. He wasn’t interested in the role, but he loved the script and was surprised when, despite his age (32 at the time) he was invited to play 50-year-old Fredrik Egerman. He was already engaged by the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis for the title role in a staging of Oedipus, and he informed Prince that he had to turn down Night Music because of his prior obligation.

Prince told him, “Well, that is the most wonderful thing I’ve ever heard from an actor. That you have so much integrity that you would turn this down. I’m proud to know you.”9 A month later Cariou’s agent called to say that the dates for Night Music had been postponed, and they wondered if he’d be available. He took on an arduous period of commuting, performing Oedipus in Minneapolis on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday and then flying to New York on Monday for three days of Night Music rehearsals.

Originally the plan had been for Sondheim to write a song in Night Music’s second act for Cariou to sing as Fredrik, after Desirée walked out on him. When the scene didn’t work, Sondheim and Prince switched it to have Fredrik leaving Desirée. That worked but it meant that the song was no longer Cariou’s: Glynis Johns had the opportunity to debut Sondheim’s best-known number, “Send in the Clowns.” Despite that disappointment, he was nominated for a 1979 Tony Award. (Cariou reprised the role of Egerman in Prince’s 1977 film of the show, opposite Elizabeth Taylor.)

His most memorable performance was as the “Demon Barber” role in the original 1979 production of Sweeney Todd. When Prince contacted Cariou and sent him the script, he was running the Manitoba Theatre Center, where he had started his career two decades earlier. Prince told him, “By the way, Stephen’s written a musical for you!”10

Cariou went to Sondheim’s Manhattan townhouse to learn more about the show and hear the composer play some of the score on the piano. “It had never occurred to me that he would be nervous, but he was. At one point, when we were talking, he excused himself, and then came back into the room with a joint. He lit the joint and offered it to me. I wasn’t going to say no, so we both took a couple of tokes, and then he said, ‘OK, let’s go.’” Sondheim asked Cariou, “Do you know the ‘Dies Irae’?” The actor responded, “Of course, I’m a French-Irish Catholic and I was an altar boy for years.” Sondheim showed him “Attend the Tale of Sweeney Todd” was the “Dies Irae” backwards. “Oh boy,” Cariou said, “you evil bastard!” Sondheim just laughed.11

He enjoyed performing Sweeney Todd with Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett. He observed that they kept their performances—over the course of a full year—from sliding over the line into farce, a point of serious professional pride. Cariou and Lansbury both won 1979 Tonys and Drama Desk Awards for the Best Performance by a Leading Actor/ Actress in a Musical.

Other Broadway appearances included Nightwatch (1972), Cold Storage (1977), Dance a Little Closer (1983), Teddy and Alice (1987), The Speed of Darkness (1991), The Dinner Party (2000), and Proof (2002). He played Niels Bohr in a seven-city tour of Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen (2001–2002) and was Cap’n Andy in the tour of Harold Prince’s revival of Show Boat (1996–1998).

Cariou played many classical and nonmusical roles at theaters throughout the United States and Canada: the Guthrie, the Lincoln Center Theater, Long Wharf Theatre, the Old Globe, the Mark Taper Forum, and the St. Louis MUNY. He also occasionally directed productions such as The Crucible (1974), Of Mice and Men (1972 and 1976), and Death of a Salesman (1983).

In addition to A Little Night Music, his films included One Man (1977), The Four Seasons (1981), Lady in White (1988), Never Talk to Strangers (1995), Executive Decision (1996), Thirteen Days (2000), and About Schmidt (2002). In 1985 he began an active television career with guest appearances on Law and Order, Star Trek: Voyager, The Practice, and The West Wing. He had recurring roles on Murder, She Wrote (1985–1992, working again with Angela Lansbury), Damages (2009–2010), and Blue Bloods (2010–2019).

In 2004, Cariou was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame. In December 2018 he was named an Officer of the Order of Canada for his achievements as a stage and screen actor and for his commitment to Canadian cultural institutions.
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CERVERIS, MICHAEL (1960–)

Cerveris was born on November 6, 1960, in Bethesda, Maryland. He grew up in Huntington, West Virginia, where his father (also named Michael) was a professor of music at Marshall University; his mother, Marsha, was a dancer. His parents met as students at Juilliard in New York City. Michael performed onstage throughout his childhood and teen years, sometimes in productions his father directed. The first time he was onstage was in The Caucasian Chalk Circle. “When you start out your theatrical career with Brecht at the age of 7 or 8,” he joked, “you know you are in for the long run.”12

When Cerveris was 13, his father music directed A Little Night Music and brought home the original cast recording. He and Michael studied the show’s score. Cerveris performed in a high school production of Company at Phillips Exeter Academy. He graduated in 1979, the same year he attended the original production of Sweeney Todd, his first Broadway musical. He admired Len Cariou’s ferocious performance as Sweeney, his first inkling that Broadway could be a place where serious performance was possible.

Cerveris enrolled in a liberal arts program at Yale University, where he studied humanities because he was unsure that acting was his calling, even though he played Count Carl-Magnus in Night Music during his freshman year. He received some voice training, but he imagined he would end up acting in regional theaters, not musicals on Broadway. After his Yale graduation in 1983, he performed Shakespearean and other dramatic roles in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Diego. He had a recurring role as British rocker Ian Ware in the 1980s TV series Fame.

    In 1992 Cerveris was cast in the title role in The Who’s Tommy, a show that combined musical theater and rock-and-roll. After its run at La Jolla Playhouse in California, it moved to Broadway, where Cerveris earned a Tony nomination and a Theater World Award in his Broadway debut. In 1997 he played the Builder, Thomas Andrews, in the musical Titanic (1997). In 1999 he replaced John Cameron Mitchell in Hedwig and the Angry Inch, as much a flamboyant rock concert as a theatrical production. When the show ran in Los Angeles and London's West End (2000), Cerveris played the leading role.

    In the early 2000s he told his agents that he was interested in a musical only if it was a Stephen Sondheim musical. In 2002 he was cast to play Giorgio in the Kennedy Center’s production of Passion during the 2002 Sondheim Celebration, where he worked personally with Sondheim. His engagement recharged his attraction to musicals with intellectual substance. “In D.C., it was just so fascinating to see Company one night, then rehearse Passion the next day, see Sweeney the next night, rehearse Passion the next day, see Merrily the next night—it was being immersed in [Sondheim’s] world.”13

He played John Wilkes Booth in the Broadway production of Assassins (2004), again working closely with Sondheim. “It wasn’t so much that he sat and coached me through things … it was more just having his presence there, his enthusiasm. And then just feeling I was getting a window into history. My idea of what musical theater, period, is, and specifically what Broadway musical theater is, is Stephen Sondheim,” Cerveris said. “Being allowed into that rehearsal room was a thrill I had dreamed of but couldn’t imagine.”14

    For nearly a decade, Cerveris was repeatedly engaged in Sondheim shows and events: He played Night Music’s Count Carl-Magnus at Chicago Shakespeare Company (2003); Giorgio in Passion at Chicago’s Ravinia Festival (2003); the leading character in Sunday in the Park with George (at Ravinia, 2004); Giorgio in Passion’s tenth anniversary concert at Broadway’s Ambassador Theatre (2004) and again that year in a performance filmed for PBS Live From Lincoln Center which won an Emmy; John Wilkes Booth in the Broadway debut of Assassins (2004, winning a Tony for Best Performance by a Featured Actor in a Musical); Wall to Wall: Stephen Sondheim (Symphony Space, New York, 2005); and Hapgood in a concert production of Anyone Can Whistle at Ravinia (2005).

    Cerveris received a 2005 Tony nomination as Best Leading Actor in a Musical when he played Sweeney Todd in John Doyle’s actor-musician revival, the product of what he called “the most exhausting rehearsal process I’ve ever had and the most exhilarating.”15 He was Wilson Mizner in Doyle’s staging of Road Show (2008) at New York’s Public Theater. He sang for the inaugural Sondheim Award Gala in 2009 at Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, and at the New York Philharmonic’s 2010 concert in honor of Sondheim’s eightieth birthday.

Cerveris positioned himself as an actor who sings. An interviewer defined him “an actor who thrives on thinking.”16 Playbill called him “arguably the most versatile leading man on Broadway,”17 having played roles ranging from contemporary plays and musicals to Shakespearean classics.

Other shows and roles he undertook included The Wild Party (1998, Manhattan Theatre Club); Fifth of July (2003, Signature Theatre); Wintertime (2004, Second Stage); Kurt Weill in LoveMusik (Broadway, 2007); Shakespeare’s King Lear (Public Theater, 2007) and Cymbeline (Broadway, 2007); Hedda Gabler (Broadway, 2009); In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play) (Broadway, 2009); The Normal Heart (Broadway, 2010); Juan Perón in Evita (Broadway, 2012); and Bruce Bechdel in the original production of Fun Home (Broadway, 2015), for which he won another Tony Award as Best Performance by an Actor in a Leading Role in a Musical.

    Cerveris had recurring roles in several television series. In Fringe, a science-fiction television series (2008–2013), he played the Observer, a mysterious man seen attending many unusual events. He was State’s Attorney James Castro in episodes of The Good Wife (2014–2015) and crime boss Ramses IV on The Tick (2016). He was also FBI Deputy Director Ted Gunn in Mindhunter (2019) and gentlemans valet Watson in The Gilded Age (2022).

Cerveris’s passion for rock music was lifelong. In junior high school he and friends created a rock band class, calling themselves Ukiah. Between theater roles in New York City between 1994 and 1998 he was part of a band called Lame. In 1998 he toured as a guitarist with alternative rock musician Bob Mould (known for the bands Hüsker Dü and Sugar) in “The Last Dog and Pony Show World Tour.”
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“ CHILDREN WILL LISTEN”
(Song from Into the Woods, 1986)

It is unlikely that Sondheim would have written “Children Will Listen” with anyone other than librettist and director James Lapine. Their shows together have a more organic quality, going to less predictable places. Relationships seem more nuanced; roles are more individualized, less identifiable as types. Lapine’s characters are more profoundly tied to their families—spouses, parents, and children. Their first collaboration, Sunday in the Park with George, had two primary, linked themes: creativity and connectedness. The song “Children and Art” is about both. In Into the Woods, connectedness returned as a major theme.

Having enjoyed working together on Sunday, in the summer of 1984 Sondheim and Lapine began to consider their next show. As reported in the New York Times, “Sondheim thought it might be fun to try something based on a fairy tale or quest adventure. ‘My original instinct,’ he said, ‘was to tell one long, totally made-up story—to make up our own characters, our own atmosphere, our own myth.’”18 Lapine instead suggested combining several existing fairy tales, exploring ways in which they might be woven into a common fabric.

By the end of 1984, a draft of Into the Woods was ready. Various readings were held at Playwrights Horizons in New York City, including a rehearsed version in June 1986 with a draft script for the entire show and a partial score for the first act. In December 1986, a full production had a six-week run at the Old Globe Theater in San Diego.

Between that try-out and the show’s Broadway opening in the fall of 1987, the song “Second Midnight,” an involved and long number toward the end of the first act, was cut. Despite some excellent bits, it was unwieldy. Sondheim and Lapine agreed that the seven-minute number was slowing the show’s progress when they—and likely the audience—wanted the action to continue. Months later, a section of “Second Midnight” was reclaimed, edited, and interpolated into the show’s finale as “Children Will Listen.” It’s a song not so much derived from character or plot but rather an anthem-like number with simply stated profound thoughts.

Lyrics

Much labor, including extensive work on “Second Midnight,” preceded “Children Will Listen”: More than 200 pages of sketches by Sondheim were the foundation for this fairly short and straightforward song.19 “Second Midnight” was initially conceived as a mosaic for numerous characters. In some ways, the original number was a more focused reflection of the show’s theme of connectedness. But it was less powerful and effective than the simpler and more general “Children Will Listen” that became part of the show’s finale.

In the “Second Midnight” section that preceded “Children Will Listen,” the Witch did not sing the song. It began with Cinderella’s Mother singing, “Careful with what you say/Children will listen.” This made perfect sense, since her final admonishments haunt Cinderella. Jack’s Mother next sang, “Children may not obey,/But children will listen.” What seem like universal lines when sung by the Witch in the final version of “Children Will Listen” actually began as character lines. The Baker and his Wife, who yearn to be parents, sang, “How do you say to your child in the night,/Nothing’s all black, but then nothing’s all white?” When the final refrain occurred, it was sung by all the parents.

Sondheim’s lyric notes for “Second Midnight” reveal numerous insights into the thoughts and feelings of specific characters, offering subtext for “Children Will Listen.” One page for Jack’s Mother had her pondering how “Every other child/Reflects his mother/Can’t I have a child like any other/What did I do wrong?” But the most thoughtful section for her, on a page headed “Parents + Children,” proposed: “I want him to grow up, but I don’t, to leave but not/I thought I’d have a son who would take care of me. A husband. Mother’s work is never done.” Not everything was so serious or poignant. Some segments were amusing, such as Rapunzel’s: “What do you say when you/Look at your mother and/Think, ‘Did I come from that?’”

Throughout the sketches, characters repeatedly asked, “Where did I go wrong?” Another constant refrain had virtually every character exclaiming at one point or another, “I don’t understand.” In fact, “Second Midnight” was originally subtitled as “I Don’t Understand.”

Sondheim wrote about simple but profound ideas by forcing himself to dig into an issue from many points of view. He captured each as clearly as possible—what he thought, what his characters thought, and where there were contradictions and tensions:

“You never realize fully the consequences of your actions.”


	“If you don’t promise that they will be all right [‘happily ever after’], you deprive your child of hope. Be positive [without] being unrealistic. Nothing is always (good or bad)—Things can turn out all right. But part of the world’s passive attitude is that someone else will do it—do it yourself—things don’t turn out right by themselves”



“How far should you go to get your wish?”

“The things you’re taught vs. the things you learn (know now)”

“Fairy tales are examples—they are our fathers + mothers”

Music

The ninety-eight pages of Sondheim’s music notes for this number in its various incarnations included twenty-two pages for “Finale Act II.” A final copy for “Children Will Listen” was dated October 12, 1987, when the show was already in previews. The final version of “Children Will Listen” featured a melody that feels free and natural. Much of the song was divided into two-measure phrases with subtly different rhythms. The tune is deceptively simple, almost entirely diatonic. The great dramatic power in the music was achieved in the tension between the melody and harmony. The layers of accompaniment textures were unusually thick for Sondheim. There were many musical ideas to absorb.

The song itself was in two sections. Midway through a key change occurred, up a whole step at “Careful the wish you make.” At that point, the Witch begins to be joined by the rest of the company. This redirected the song toward the audience and added intensity and urgency.

Into the Woods was one of Sondheim’s more symphonic scores, using melodic themes, motives, and unique harmonic languages. He manipulated his base material through variation, extension, and invention. Even though Woods has many short ditties, there was a sense of cohesion. Though still sporting variety, the score was constructed with a blend of freedom and rigor—choosing and adapting various building blocks so lyrics could be set in ways that made emotional and dramatic sense but kept the music of a piece.

In Into the Woods certain themes make larger points. The five-note theme associated with the five magic beans is heard in many incarnations, rhythms, and harmonic settings throughout the score. It begins as dissonant and sinister, when first introduced during the Witch’s entrance. It resolves peacefully after the beanstalk it generated has been cut down, during “No One Is Alone.”

The majority of the songs in Into the Woods begin with the repeated two-note interval, the “I wish” theme most closely associated with Cinderella. Wishing is one of the show’s major themes, and most of the characters begin their musical journeys with that shared impulse.

Recordings

There are three cast recordings of Into the Woods’ major theatrical productions—Broadway (RCA 6796, 1987), London (RCA 60752, 1991), and the Broadway revival (Nonesuch 79686, 2002)—as well as the soundtrack of Rob Marshall’s 2014 movie (Walt Disney Records 31303, 2014). The original Broadway cast recording featuring Bernadette Peters as the Witch is by far the best. She is tender and affecting and, when the company joins in, it feels natural and appropriate. From the first London production, Julia McKenzie performed the song very operatically and came across as too knowing. Vanessa Williams’s rendition in the 2002 Broadway revival feels rushed. In the 2014 film, Meryl Streep’s performance of the song is mostly heard off-screen in a reduced version.

Betty Buckley played the Witch in the show’s 1987 workshop at Playwrights Horizons, and she subsequently performed the song during Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall in 1992 (RCA 61484). Her performance was combined with the Boys Choir of Harlem singing “Our Time” from Merrily We Roll Along; the choir joined her for the second half of “Children Will Listen,” both as accompaniment and counterpoint. Buckley sang with enormous intensity and passion, and her performance with the young singers added weight and significance to the song. For the DVD of this concert (BMG/RCA 14849), the camera panning across faces of the future gave urgency to the song’s message.

In 1993, Barbra Streisand recorded “Children Will Listen” for her Back to Broadway album (Columbia 44189) after convincing Sondheim to restore some of the previously cut material to provide a fuller, more satisfying song outside the context of the show. This became a new verse and bridge, and the song proper was extended with a new ending. Streisand’s performance is rapturous, intense, and knowing. The arrangement was orchestrated and conducted by Jonathan Tunick, making it as close as possible to a definitive recording of this version. Most recordings after Streisand’s also use the additional sections.

Mandy Patinkin included the song on his Oscar & Steve album (Nonesuch 79392, 1995) as a medley with Rodgers and Hammerstein’s “You’ve Got to Be Carefully Taught.” It’s an intelligent pairing, with the South Pacific song performed with great ferocity and anger, followed by a comparatively gentle and parental rendition of “Children Will Listen.”

The best version on DVD (Image Entertainment, 1997) is the full show performance featuring Bernadette Peters and most of the original cast, first offered on PBS’s American Playhouse on March 20, 1991. It’s a slightly different version of the song than the original cast recording and as published in the score; it’s not clear when or why the change was made.

While the Bernadette Peters in Concert DVD (Acorn Media, 1999) misses the song’s theatrical context, it gets a full, satisfying presentation and a real ending, rather than segueing into the Into the Woods finale. Peters is rapturous to watch. A different though very similar recording of her performance is on her album Sondheim, Etc., Etc. (Angel 74748, 2005).

It’s surprising that “Children Will Listen” was not initially included in the show’s finale. It provides Into the Woods with its moral, something all fairy tales need. Sondheim’s songs typically do what most great art does, capturing thoughts and emotions that might seem unique at first glance but are revealed to be universal. In a few cases—especially with “Children Will Listen”—he achieved something rarer by creating a song that is instructive. “Children Will Listen” has the power to make those who hear it become better parents and better people.
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The original Broadway production of Company at the Alvin Theatre began with seven previews, then opened on April 26, 1970. After 705 performances, it closed on January 1, 1972.

AWARDS AND HONORS: TONY AWARDS (6): Best Musical, Book (Furth), Original Score (Sondheim), Lyrics (Sondheim), Scenic Design (Aronson), Direction (Prince). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (8): Actor (Kert), Actress (Browning), Actress (Stritch), Best Featured Actor (Kimbrough), Featured Actress (Barrie), Featured Actress (Myers), Lighting Design (Ornbo), Choreography (Bennett). NEW YORK DRAMA CRITICS CIRCLE AWARD: Best Musical. DRAMA DESK AWARDS (5): Book (Furth), Lyrics (Sondheim), Music (Sondheim), Set Design (Aronson), Director (Prince). THEATRE WORLD AWARD: Susan Browning.



Overview

Company, Sondheim’s sixth Broadway musical, was his breakthrough to serious credibility. It received fourteen Tony Award nominations, a record at the time. The show is a minimally plotted collection of songs and stories (some think of it as a revue) about a single man, his married friends, and several girlfriends. Robert (also called Bobby and other nicknames) is a loner, an outsider who wrestles with relationships and commitment. The show’s title implies an array of meanings, all important to appreciating its complexity. “Company” is the opposite of solitude and loneliness. It means being surrounded by friends and loved ones. It’s also the tightly knit ensemble of actors performing a show.

Biographer Meryle Secrest wrote, “After holding the composer at arm’s length, the Broadway community made up for past omissions.”20 It was Sondheim’s first collaboration with book writer George Furth and his first show to be staged by Hal Prince, who was also its producer (in association with Ruth Mitchell). Company earned Sondheim his first Tony Awards—for score and lyrics—marking his arrival as a distinctive central figure in the world of musical theater. At age 41, Sondheim was finally acknowledged as a master of words and music.
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The 1970 Broadway cast of Company.
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Synopsis

Note: The following synopsis is for the revised, licensed version (first staged in London in 1996), differing in several ways from the original 1970 Broadway show.

Act 1

Robert is alone, listening to his friends’ miscellaneous thirty-fifth birthday greetings on his answering machine. Five couples—Joanne and Larry, Susan and Peter, Amy and Paul, Sarah and Harry, and Jenny and David—gather to surprise him. A birthday cake with lit candles appears. He blows out half the candles and doesn’t wish for anything.

The couples retreat to their apartment spaces. More musical busy signals are heard as the couples and Robert’s girlfriends—Marta, Kathy, and April—call and speak varied versions of his name. Robert sings about his married friends (“Company”), and they appear in their everyday settings—with him visiting, a third wheel.

Robert has dined with Sarah and Harry. Making Robert a drink, Harry claims to have been on the wagon for a year and a half; Sarah corrects him. She offers Robert a brownie, claiming that she is on a diet. Harry sneaks a drink; Sarah secretively devours a brownie. They continue to bicker, and Harry condescendingly urges Sarah to demonstrate a karate move she has learned. She is reticent, but Robert encourages her. Harry and Sarah tangle, throwing each other to the floor. Finally, Sarah pins Harry. Joanne appears and sings ironically about marriage and relationships (“The Little Things You Do Together”). In the aftermath of the wrestling, all three end up on the floor. As other couples join Joanne’s song, the fight ends in a draw. Sarah sneaks another brownie as Harry steals another drink. Robert asks Harry if he’s ever regretted being married. Harry, David, and Larry describe their feelings about marriage (“Sorry-Grateful”).

Visiting Peter and Susan, Robert jokingly says he wants to be the first to know if the happily married couple ever breaks up. They startle him by announcing their divorce but explain that they will continue to live together. At Jenny and David’s apartment, they smoke marijuana with Robert. It’s Jenny’s first time, and she says she doesn’t feel it. They’re all getting high, and Jenny uncharacteristically swears at a neighbor telling them to be quiet. She asks Robert when he plans to get married. Saying he’s not avoiding marriage, he claims he simply hasn’t picked a time or a partner.

Robert’s three girlfriends—Marta, Kathy, and April—appear and sing about their frustrations (“You Could Drive a Person Crazy”). Back with Jenny and David, another joint is proffered, but David declines and tells Jenny to do the same, informing Robert that she’s too square to be smoking pot.

Several of the married men tell Robert about women they could set him up with (“Have I Got a Girl for You”). They ask, “Whaddaya wanna get married for?” when he could have physical satisfaction without emotional engagement. Robert sings about finding a woman who combines the best qualities of all of the married women (“Someone Is Waiting”).

Sitting on a park bench, Robert is visited by Marta, who sings about New York as a city full of strangers (“Another Hundred People”). April, a sweetly naive airline stewardess, appears and apologizes for being boring. Then Kathy enters and tells Robert she’s moving to Vermont to get married—since he never proposed. Marta finishes her song and explains her eccentric views about life in New York.

On the morning of Paul and Amy’s wedding day, Robert is the best man. She is panicking. A woman in a choir robe sings about the blessings of weddings, and Paul chimes in. But Amy frantically announces that she’s not “Getting Married Today.” She tearfully tells Paul she simply cannot; visibly upset, he leaves. Robert abruptly asks Amy to marry him, but she turns him down, suddenly realizing that her future is with Paul.

Robert yearns for connection, but he’s not ready for a full commitment (“Marry Me a Little”). Back in his apartment, his married friends are again present, and Amy enters with the birthday cake.

Act 2

It’s still Robert’s birthday, and the cake is still there. He blows out most of the candles again—still not making a wish—and the wives finish the task for him. He reflects on being the odd man out, and the couples sing about togetherness (“Side by Side by Side”) and celebrate their friendship with him (“What Would We Do Without You?”), although the answer is “just what you usually do.” Robert ends up without a dancing partner.

In Robert’s apartment, he and April move to the bedroom. She tells a story about a cocoon left in her care by a male friend. When the butterfly emerged, her cat injured it; that ended the relationship. Robert struggles with what to say next, so he describes becoming lost and unable to locate the motel where a date eagerly awaited his return. April undresses, feeling sorry for the misplaced girl and trying to grasp how his story relates to hers. They sing about her next flight (“Barcelona”), and he urges her to stay. When she agrees, he’s shocked.

Robert and Marta are guests at Peter and Susan’s, now divorced but still together. Marta says their relationship is very “New York.”

At a nightclub, Robert and Joanne drink while Larry is dancing. She loudly objects to women staring at her drunkenness, then proposes a sardonic toast to herself and “The Ladies Who Lunch.” She propositions Robert, but he turns her down. He anxiously sings about finding himself alone and uninvolved (“Being Alive”), finally admitting that he wants a meaningful relationship.

Back at the birthday party, the couples wait for Robert to arrive but he fails to appear. His friends leave, shouting, “Happy Birthday, Robert!” Alone onstage, he blows out the candles and smiles.

Source and Book

George Furth, an actor acquainted with Sondheim (they crossed paths working on Hot Spot in 1963), wrote a collection of playlets that he envisioned as a vehicle for one actress playing the role of a different woman in each. After a reading featuring Kim Stanley, Furth concluded that his concept was unworkable, so he asked Sondheim for his thoughts. The composer suggested seeking advice from his producer-director friend Harold Prince.

“To our surprise,” Sondheim remembered, “[Prince] suggested that they be turned into a musical. To George and me, the problem of merging unrelated scenes into a unified evening seemed an impossible one to solve (making the project irresistible) until we came up with the now obvious solution—to turn the different outsiders into a single person. We called him Robert, known to his friends also as Bob, Bobby, Robby, and Rob-o, and soon the central theme of the evening emerged: the challenge of maintaining relationships in a society becoming increasingly depersonalized.”21

Framed by the imagined birthday party, the series of vignettes focus on New York bachelor Robert learning about the perils and pleasures of love, marriage, dating, and divorce from his married friends. Company was an unusual work for 1970, completely lacking a traditional plot and without an obviously happy ending.

“Until Company, I thought that musicals had to have very strong plots,” Sondheim said. “One of the things that fascinated me about the challenge of the show was to see if a musical could be done without one.”22 Sondheim subsequently recognized that the show unsettled many in the audience because “we were saying something ambiguous. There are no endings. It keeps going on.”23

Furth observed that Company’s examination of love asked whether a sophisticated person in the anxious atmosphere of a big city could function happily and productively in a marriage or even feel romantic love and sustain an enduring emotional connection. This combination of adult content and sophisticated form became the hallmark of Sondheim’s collaborations with Prince.

Critic Joanne Gordon expanded on this idea. “Company is not simply the depiction of one man’s inability to find a suitable spouse. It investigates the malaise of an age, the incapacitating fears of a generation fleeing the painful choices of commitment. While some have claimed that the work has two distinct plots, one concerning Robert and his friends and the other focusing on the problems of contemporary marriage, it seems clear that Company is a particularized dramatization of the more general problem. Terse, cynical, and sardonic, Sondheim and his collaborators illustrate a social reality familiar to audiences but not frequently the subject matter of musical theater”24 in the mid-twentieth century.

Many of Furth’s original scenes were replaced. Only two stories survived—the karate scene with Sarah and Harry and part of the pot-smoking episode with Jenny and David, plus the idea of Elaine Stritch’s character Joanne. He found the writing to be a challenging departure from his work as an actor, admitting that he had not written anything more than a letter before he began to on the book for Company. After Prince, Sondheim, and Furth revised and expanded the material, it became a set of five free-flowing vignettes that overlapped. The characters were acquainted as friends and functioned “like a Greek chorus of kibitzers.”25 Robert was their mutual friend.

“As far as I know,” Sondheim observed, “prior to Company there had never been a plotless musical which dealt with one set of characters from start to finish.” Company does have a story, he said, “the story of what happens inside Robert,” but it’s neither chronological nor linear. “The show takes place not over a period of time, but in an instant in Robert’s mind, perhaps on a psychiatrist’s couch, perhaps at the moment he comes into his apartment on his thirty-fifth birthday.”26 Prince has said that the team didn’t set out to change the course of theater history: “We just wanted to make a musical.”27

The work on Company paralleled Sondheim’s work on a long-gestating musical murder mystery with James Goldman, The Girls Upstairs, which eventually became Follies. In late 1969, Prince was impatiently involved with both projects. Sondheim expressed a desire to postpone Company.

“I said I would not,” Prince recalled, “and I served notice: I’m working. I’m ready, my set is designed, my costumes are designed, you haven’t written any god-damned music, but my show’s ready.” When Prince told Sondheim he would produce The Girls Upstairs once Company had opened, Sondheim began to work in earnest on the show’s score.28

However, Sondheim faced a challenge: Never having been married or in a long-term relationship, he knew nothing about “the Unknown Kingdom of Marriage.” He asked his friend Mary Rodgers [Richard Rodgers’s daughter], “a songwriter herself, to tell me what she knew about marriage. … She had recently begun her second attempt at [marriage], and she knew enough to know what she didn’t know, which made her comments fresh, personal discoveries rather than predigested truisms. I took notes—literally—as we talked. … [It was] enough to give me the confidence to go ahead and write the score.”29

Stephen Banfield said the show’s absence of plot “was what made people sit up; it was also what posed the problems we must consider, of whether or not Company is still concerned with character development and structural closure … However we view its generic status, it is a fine score, the uniform trenchancy and poetic edge of its lyrics coupled with the more advanced and differentiated stylistic boundaries of its music, lending it a highly developed and distinctive voice. … It was the work that first won Sondheim his preeminent stature as a composer-lyricist on Broadway, his command of respect and admiration from all, and cult adulation from some.”30

Creative Team

Prince assembled a team of Broadway’s best designers and creators for Company. In particular, he recruited scenic designer Boris Aronson, who partnered to design three more Prince–Sondheim collaborations after Company—Follies (1971), A Little Night Music (1973), and Pacific Overtures (1976). For Company he reflected contemporary New York City onstage, a mechanized, antiseptic city in which, he observed, “people sit stacked on top of each other in transparent cages.”31 He designed a steel (six tons of it, in fact) and Plexiglas urban jungle gym composed of moving platforms and a pair of elevators. Aronson’s concept required twenty-eight carousel projectors for the 600 images he designed.

Michael Bennett was enlisted as the production’s choreographer. “Company and Follies showed that he had the makings of a major choreographer, and A Chorus Line would solidify his reputation. He and Sondheim worked together closely.”32 Bennett deeply admired Sondheim. “There are still composers in the theater,” he said, “who are thinking about writing hit songs, but Steve writes for characters all the time. Steve, of all the composers I’ve worked with, understands more about the musical theater than anyone.”33

Cast members were not polished dancers, but Bennett rehearsed them repeatedly—as much as Actors Equity would allow. He had them do routines again and again, and the results were such that the choreography became fixed.

Bennett choreographed a number for Donna McKechnie, the only professional dancer in the company, who played Kathy. “Tick Tock” counterpointed Robert’s lovemaking with April, the stewardess. “It began slowly, erotically, energetically,” Prince explained, “and ended in—what else?—a climax. It was sensational. And predictably, there were many who advised me to take it out of the show. It stayed.” But Prince added that Bennett’s “singular achievement was taking thirteen actors with little dance experience and making capital of that.”34

“Tick Tock” was seldom included in productions after 1995. The piece was singularly conceived for and identified with McKechnie. In a 2001 interview she expressed sadness over its omission, “because I think it’s a beautiful dance. But when they license these shows now, they have to let the people doing them infuse their own creativity on them. They can’t be museum pieces.” She recalled, “There wasn’t anything in place to instruct or inform what it was, especially because it was so abstract and interpretive. It involves just as much acting as dancing. … The dancer is supposed to act out the yearning. There are some sexy, seductive steps, but the passion play in it is that reaching out, what keeps Bobby from saying ‘I love you.’ The rest of the dance comes out of the anger and frustration.”35

Company also marked Sondheim’s first score to be orchestrated by Jonathan Tunick, who began his own career with Burt Bacharach’s Promises, Promises (1968). Although daunted by Sondheim’s prior experience with Leonard Bernstein, Tunick asked for the job with Company and was hired. He ably translated Sondheim’s piano score into full-fledged orchestrations that are instantly recognized today, launching a relationship that lasted for more than fifty years, encompassing more than two dozen original productions, revivals, and special events.

Cast and Characters

George Furth played an instrumental role in casting Company because he wrote the roles based on his many acting acquaintances. “Consciously or unconsciously he wrote the roles for specific people,” Prince said. “As a result, they were playing people close to who they really were. They amplified their personal angsts, their own social qualities, demeanor, and so on.”36 The resulting “company” was surely “one of the best all-around casts ever assembled for a musical.”37

Furth had actor Warren Beatty in mind when he envisioned the role of Robert. Sondheim and Prince initially hoped their friend and well-known movie actor Anthony Perkins would play the part, but he was pursuing a career in directing and declined their overtures. Instead, Dean Jones, best known for a series of mid-1960s Disney films (That Darn Cat, The Love Bug) was signed, as were movie actors and stage performers Elaine Stritch to play sardonic Joanne and Barbara Barrie as the karate-trained Sarah.

Ethan Mordden has observed, “It’s an easy role to cast, Robert, but difficult to play.”38 That was surely the case for Jones, whose own marriage was disintegrating as Company was about to open. Prince sensed that Jones was close to an emotional breakdown and exhausted by the rigorous demands of rehearsing and performing day in and day out. Telling Jones that no one would ever be better as Robert, Prince offered to let him out of the production if he’d remain for the opening and the cast recording. Two weeks after Company opened, Larry Kert, Jones’s cover, took over the role—and was subsequently nominated for the Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical.

But playing the opaque role, often condemned a “cipher, a void at the heart of the piece,”39 has been difficult for many actors cast as Robert. The show’s thirteen characters—five married couples and three girlfriends who seem to cherish Robert’s presence in their lives—drift in and out of songs and nonchronological episodes. Described as “a question-mark and a blank space,”40 Robert is a noncommittal observer in each of Company’s episodes with his married friends, and he is bemused and indecisive in his encounters with his girlfriends. That raised speculation by some observers that Robert might be gay. Sondheim and his colleagues have adamantly denied this, and permission has never been granted to make such a change in subsequent productions.

“Both Dean Jones and Larry Kert received respectful reviews,” wrote Sondheim’s biographer Meryle Secrest, “but because their personalities were not as well established as Perkins’s, the missing dimension of Robert may have seemed more evident. Sam Mendes, artistic director of the Donmar Warehouse in London and director of a successful revival of Company in 1996, believed that the root of Bobby’s crisis was not emotional indifference or complacency, but loneliness.”41

Sondheim believed the concept of Robert “changed significantly with John Doyle’s remarkable [revival] production on Broadway in 2006. In his ‘concept’ all of the characters played musical instruments, constituting the orchestra for the show—all that is, except for Robert, who played only a brief kazoo solo until the end of the evening, when, accepting his vulnerability, he accompanied himself on the piano to sing ‘Being Alive,’ his orchestral friends gradually joining to support him. The result was that for the first time in the history of the show, the character moved the audience. This was due in part to the performance of Raúl Esparza, who played Robert, but primarily it was due to Doyle’s theatrical metaphor.”42

Mordden wrote that Robert finally “realizes that his freedom is compromised by a worrisome solitude. Liberty has become a prison. In ‘Being Alive,’ he asserts a new attitude: now he wants to be half of a union, difficulties be damned. Another of those eleven o’clock songs that, in Sondheim shows, is less a star turn than a moment in which the entire work revolves on its axis and reverses its energy.”43

In a 2006 interview, Esparza said the role of Robert “has always seemed like such an outsider to me, a character who doesn’t participate: He watches continuously. He’s very similar to Steve in that sense, the writer who stays outside and synthesizes what he’s seeing.” Calling Company “a memory piece,” he suggested that the onstage action represents events Robert has experienced. “John worked very hard to make that clear to the audience and to make you feel a little bit like you’re inside a dream, inside his head. Relationships and people and songs go in and out of his head in this process. In essence, we’re watching him grow up.”44

The highest-profile performer in Company’s original production was Elaine Stritch. She didn’t have to audition; she was recruited in a phone call from Prince. “He said, ‘I’ve got a part for you,’” she recalled. “George Furth has written the book, and George Furth was a friend of mine. Steve Sondheim was doing music and lyrics, and Hal Prince was directing. That was a package made in heaven.”45

Years later Stritch said, “George Furth wrote this part about me or someone like me.” Prince underscored that the much-married Joanne was written with Stritch in mind: “Her speech habits, her rhythms. She’s a consummate artist … Her interpretations of songs are definitive.” He also believed that she brought a singular contribution to Company: She was the only “natural comedian” in a cast of solid performers. “She could be counted on to get people to what was funny about [a number], and Steve depended on that for [‘The Little Things You Do Together’].”46

Having created numbers tailored to Ethel Merman in Gypsy, Sondheim understood how to write for an actor with a well-defined persona. The tongue-in-cheek songs he created for Joanne were rooted in Stritch’s image. She became the show’s raisonneur, serving as both commentator and a narrator with no pretentions or illusions.47 In particular, “The Ladies Who Lunch,” Joanne’s scream of existential rage, is indelibly linked to Stritch, whose performance of the song is repeatedly mentioned in reviews of subsequent Company productions.

Sondheim was occasionally by directors to permit changes to various characters for productions of Company. He turned down British director John Tiffany, who sought to stage an all-male version of Company. “There is always talk about if Bobby is gay or not (he isn’t),” Sondheim commented in 2017. “I said, ‘OK, let’s do a reading of it,’ and it didn’t work, because it wasn’t written that way. I went along with it, and it just didn’t work.”48

Sondheim approved a gender-switched production in October 2018 by British director Marianne Elliott (War Horse, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time) at London’s Gielgud’s Theatre. The role of Robert became the female “Bobbie,” played by Rosalie Craig. Patti LuPone filled the role of Joanne. Changes in the script included making the newlywed couple Amy and Paul a gay couple with Amy becoming Jamie. The three girlfriends were switched to boyfriends. Several scenes swapped the dialogue between the male and female partners.

    Sondheim said Elliott had “a point she wants to make about women today. If it doesn’t work, it’s not going to kill Company … to me, [the gender change] is exciting.”49 In another interview, Sondheim asked, “What is there to lose?”50 Other revisions included changing April, the airline stewardess, to Andy and updating the song “Have I Got a Girl for You” to “Have I Got a Guy for You.” Following a covid-related delay, a Broadway version of the production opened in January 2022.51

Musical Numbers

Act 1


	“Company”—Robert and Company

	“The Little Things You Do Together”—Joanne and Company

	“Sorry–Grateful”—Harry, David, and Larry

	“You Could Drive a Person Crazy”—April, Kathy, and Marta

	“Have I Got a Girl for You”—Larry, Peter, Paul, David, and Harry

	“Someone Is Waiting”—Robert

	“Another Hundred People”—Marta

	“Getting Married Today”—Amy, Paul, Jenny, and Company

	“Marry Me a Little”—Robert



Act 2


	“Side by Side by Side”—Robert and Company

	“What Would We Do Without You?”—Robert and Company

	“Poor Baby”—Sarah, Jenny, Susan, Amy, and Joanne

	“Tick Tock”—[Instrumental; Danced by Kathy]

	“Barcelona”—Robert and April

	“The Ladies Who Lunch”—Joanne

	“Being Alive”—Robert





Score

Harold Prince observed that George Furth’s scripts were so compact that it was a challenge for Sondheim to create songs. “Steve did not want to interrupt the rhythm of his plays, so he said, ‘I’m going to have to write songs that observe the plays and illustrate what characters think of what they’re seeing that are somewhat outside of the plays and then unite all these people in chorus numbers. I can do that: The hard part is I don’t think I want to interrupt within the plays themselves.’ And he never did. That whole score evolved from this very unusual technique.”52 While Sondheim was loath to interrupt the flow of Furth’s naturalistic dialogue with a song, he did occasionally do so. He pointed to “The Little Things,” calling it “Brechtian, not personal—so it doesn’t come out of dialogue.”53

Sondheim called Company “the hardest score I ever had to write,” with the exception of Forum.54 Furth’s scene writing was “sharp, fast, and witty,” making it antithetical to singing.55 “We had our songs interrupt the story and be sung mostly by people outside the scene, commenting on the action taking place.”56

Paradoxically, Company stepped away from the straightforward storytelling model that Hammerstein taught him as an adolescent. Instead, he gave the script coherence using subject matter: “All the songs would deal either with marriage in one sense or another or with New York City.”57

Additionally, Company marked Sondheim’s “first full immersion in evening-length irony—irony not merely employed as a tone for stray individual songs like ‘Gee, Officer Krupke’ … but the modus operandi of an entire score.” This became a hallmark of most of his collaborations with Prince. Sondheim claimed to be a romantic, attributing irony largely to Prince and suggested that as the reason their collaborations worked so well. “Nevertheless, ‘cold’ has been the handy earmark for my own work ever since, the ostentatious literacy of some of the lyrics only compounding the felony.”58

At a more granular level, Sondheim faced a special challenge with Prince’s title for the show: Company. It’s “an impossible word to rhyme without tortuous attempts like ‘bump a knee,’ which Lorenz Hart had already used.” Instead, for the show’s opening song, he multiplied other rhymes in the refrain as much as possible, repeating them “as frequently as possible in order to reflect the repetitive quality of Robert’s life.”59

Sondheim also addressed pragmatic issues, especially with the extended holding—forty seconds—of the word “loooooove” in the opening song. “This was not for purposes of irony: it was the time Michael Bennett needed to choreograph the fourteen members of the cast from their scattered positions on a half-dozen stage levels into a climactic wedge downstage center in time for the second chorus. With Boris Aronson’s help, I estimated how long it would take for the elevator to rise and fall and the actors to descend the staircases, and then had to find something for them to sing that would be intelligible for forty seconds’ worth of coming down glassine steps, pushing through revolving doors and riding down in an elevator. ‘Love’ conquered all, just as it’s supposed to do.”60

By the time of Company, Sondheim’s lyric writing was acknowledged, but his music was a revelation. “With Company he had quite simply arrived as a composer and the arrival was announced by this opening title number, a driving, incantatory piece that has the feel of Broadway yet goes in a fresh musical direction. Jazzy but tense …”61

Continued exposure of Sondheim’s songs probably reduced criticism and perhaps “instituted a thaw [in negative assessments], but whether that’s merely wishful thinking on my part or not, Company is a show I’m extremely happy with,” Sondheim said. “It influenced musicals, for good or ill, for years afterward and continues to do so. It made a lot of grown-ups who had disdained musicals take them seriously, and it not incidentally gave me my first good notices.”

More than one commentator characterized Company as much a song cycle as a musical, given the minimalized dimensions of other aspects. Whether or not that’s true, the show is full of iconic numbers:


“Sorry-Grateful.” Banfield suggested that this song is the key song in the show’s score, “if one believes that its ambivalences, paradoxes, and lyric epigrams penetrate to the heart of life’s bewilderments. It epitomizes the ambiguity between being and becoming that is so central an aspect of the modern experience, trapped motionless as it is with its oscillating melodic motif …”62 Secrest calls the number “quite a nice little lazy-beat song” sung by “a trio of furrow-browed husbands,” offering “an at best ambiguous, and at worst despairing answer.” She cited a March 5, 1971, remark in Time magazine by Sondheim: “Company says very clearly that to be emotionally committed to somebody is very difficult, but to be alone is impossible.”63

“You Could Drive a Person Crazy.” The song is the combined mantra of Kathy, Marta, and April, the three women Robert has dated, who appear in the midst of the marijuana-smoking scene when Jenny asks him why he isn’t married. It’s a pastiche piece, composed and performed in the style of the Andrews Sisters, a pop trio from the 1940s who achieved fame with close harmony and boogie-woogie melodies. It was, in fact, the final song Sondheim wrote for Company because he was struggling to craft a number for that scene. Its “Doo-Doo-Doo-Doos” launch into a tongue-in-cheek laundry list of how Robert has kept them in an uncommitted limbo. They conclude with a button: “Bobby is my hobby and I’m giving it up,”64 a not very positive harbinger of relationship success.

“Another Hundred People.” This is the only song in Company that is not directly focused on interpersonal relationships.65 Sondheim wrote the number expressly for young actress Pam Myers, in a role not originally conceived by Furth. The song worked so well that it was stopping the show during the Boston tryout. Feeling the necessity to reduce the show’s running time, twenty minutes were cut, including this song. Sondheim promised Myers, “I’ll have that song back in by tomorrow night.” He suggested “combining three scenes with the girlfriends, all played on the same park bench, with the song stringing them together.” In 2006 Myers said, “I wish there were more Martas, because she was such an honest, straightforward character with no pretense, and yet she got right into the city, the swing of it.”66 Prince said Myers “was just thrilling. No one has ever sung that song that well!” She received a Tony nomination for her performance.67

“Getting Married Today.” Company’s true showstopper was this tongue-twisting mini-drama, written just before the show began its Boston tryout and never polished properly, according to Sondheim. (Its initial title was “The Wedding Is Off.”) Nevertheless, Amy’s real, likable character plays well with her over-the-top anxiety about her wedding to Paul. The counterpoint with Paul’s melody creates the closest thing to a love duet to be found in Company, and the “ecclesiastical” pastiche (sung archly by a “Church Lady” played by Teri Ralston in the original production since her character Jenny did not have her own song), provides a kind of downward-spiraling commentary on the frenzied number, punctuated by increasingly fervent “Amens” from the guests.

“Marry Me a Little.” This number was originally intended to be Robert’s marriage proposal to Amy—after she decides (temporarily) not to marry Paul.68 When her decision changed, the number was cut from the original production. It was restored in the Roundabout revival in 1995 as the first-act closer, offering a broad suggestion of Robert’s continued ambivalence about commitment. The song is now included in the licensed production.

“Being Alive.” It took three tries to get to Robert’s climactic musical statement. In an early version of the show, Amy backs out of her wedding with Paul and Robert proposes to her, after Kathy, the girlfriend most suited to him, announces her plans to marry someone else. Sondheim wrote “Multitudes of Amys,” Robert’s rationale for his proposal. The song never made it into rehearsal.69 For the Boston tryout, Sondheim composed “Happily Ever After,” a song he called “a scream of pain.” Prince called it “the bitterest, most unhappy song ever written, and we didn’t know how devastating it would be until we saw it in front of an audience. It scared them and it scared me because it was too complicated. Steve was writing an affirmative song, but he put everything in it and that everything overrode the affirmation … If I heard that song, I wouldn’t get married for anything in the world.”70 Prince insisted on replacing the bleak song with something more assertive and positive. Sondheim disagreed but acquiesced: “Being Alive” recycled some of the phrasing he had crafted for “Happily Ever After” but with a more optimistic tone and message. Prince subsequently said he regretted imposing “a happy ending on a play which should have remained ambiguous.”71



Reviews and Reactions

Writing for the New York Times on April 27, 1970, critic Clive Barnes offered a mixed review of the original production, citing “some personal reservations”: “In the first place, these people are just the kind of people you expend hours each day trying to escape from. … The second fault is a structural one. Here is a series of linked scenes, all basically similar to one another, and it is left to the director to find a variety of pace and character, and to impose a unity on the show. This Mr. Prince has not done. It may not be his fault. The odds were against him.” Nevertheless, he curiously also said the show “deserves to be a hit in a lean season.”72

Prince was fretting the morning after Company opened because of the Times review. He called the Alvin Theatre to see if there was business. “They replied that there was a line around the block. I rushed down to the theatre to see it for myself, and everyone in the line was reading the New York Times review! Go figure.”73

Barnes’s assessment was a minority opinion. Meryle Secrest wrote, “If the New York critics had formerly reacted with coolness to the idea of Sondheim as composer, this was no longer true. The musical was so brilliant it passed over one ‘like a shock wave,’ Douglas Watt wrote in the Daily News, and the critics at Time and Newsweek praised Company as ‘a landmark.’”74 The majority of reviews were enthusiastic.

Choreographer Michael Bennett said, “Company was the only time in my entire career that I couldn’t have cared less what the critics said. It was a show that I loved, it was a show that I was proud of, and there wasn’t a review in the world that could damage that.”75

Even the Times offered a more charitable second opinion by theater writer Mel Gussow, a few days after Barnes’s review, with the headline “Company Anew.” He suggested, “This is, by design, not a musical about a man, but about a theme: marriage and non-marriage in an urban society. Intentionally, the hero is underwritten, which makes him especially difficult to play.” He called Company “an original, unconventional work, which may be why some in the audience seemed restless. Perhaps they expected to be glad-handed by a typical Broadway hit, instead of confronted with irony, taste and wit—rare commodities in the musical theater.”76

There were lingering criticisms. Sondheim said, “I had no idea Company would be so unsettling to public and critics alike, but then I’ve been similarly naïve about almost every musical I’ve been connected with. … In each instance, I’ve been stunned by the polarized reactions of fervent admiration and ferocious rejection.”77

Perhaps the most serious criticism was that the show was anti-marriage. Sondheim disputed this in a testy remark to the New York Times: “I do not understand that, because it’s the most pro-marriage show in the world. It says very clearly that to be emotionally committed to somebody is very difficult, but to be alone is impossible: to commit is to live, and not to commit is to be dead. Every marriage on that stage has its problems, but every one is a good marriage. It’s the central character, Robert, who is cold, who chooses to see his married friends at their worst moments. He’s a type one sees more and more these days, a production of a depersonalized society, unable to commit himself. I mean, all this is stated, staged and sung over and over, and anybody who misses it was not listening very carefully.”78

Sondheim almost had a serious confrontation with a neighbor at his Turtle Bay townhouse in Manhattan when he finished “Ladies Who Lunch” on a snowy winter evening early in 1970. At his downstairs piano he began playing and singing. Actress Katharine Hepburn lived next door, and his 3 a.m. serenade did not please her. She angrily stepped barefoot into the snow and tiptoed across the garden between their homes, staring in a window at Sondheim. “I stood there,” she recalled, “until he looked up and saw me and I can tell you this—when he saw me, he stopped playing that piano.” Not long after, he acquired an electric piano with headphones so he could work late at night without disturbing Hepburn.79

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout. Company had a six-week tryout in Boston. After the first public performances there, Prince was concerned that the cast was playing the entire production much too seriously. “I suggested they take everything they’d learned about their characters, turn it upside down, and let the comedy rise to the surface. At the next performance, everything was where it should be. Good material warrants that approach.”80

Frank Rich, then an undergraduate, reviewed it for The Harvard Crimson on March 26, 1970: “Company, the new musical trying out in Boston on its way to Broadway, is one of the most cynical, depressing, and all-around difficult musicals ever written. If its flaws are remedied, it may also prove to be one of the best. But, sadly enough, Company, even if perfected, is highly unlikely to become a popular success.” After a dissertation on the evolution of the American musical and praise for Sondheim’s music and lyrics, Prince’s staging, Bennett’s choreography, and Aronson’s scenic design, Rich concluded, “Flaws and all, you better see Company before the economics of Broadway inevitably cut off its electricity.”81

Original London Production, 1972. Her Majesty’s Theatre (January 18, 1972–November 4, 1972, 344 performances, directed by Hal Prince). Many from Company’s original cast came to London to perform including Larry Kert (Robert), Elaine Stritch (Joanne), Beth Howland (Amy), Teri Ralston (Jenny), and Donna McKechnie (Kathy). Julia McKenzie took over the role of April on March 6, 1972.

Special Broadway Revival, 1993. Two performances by the reunited original cast were presented on April 11 and 12, 1993, at the Vivian Beaumont Theatre.

    Broadway Revival, 1995. Criterion Center Stage Right (previews began August 30, 1995; opening on October 5, 1995, and continuing until December 3, 1995, forty-three performances, directed by Scott Ellis; produced by the Roundabout Theatre Company). The cast included Boyd Gaines (Robert), Debra Monk (Joanne), Veanne Cox (Amy), Danny Burstein (Paul), La Chanze (Marta), Charlotte d’Amboise (Kathy), and Jane Krakowski (April). The production received two 1996 Tony Award nominations: one for Best Revival of a Musical and one for Veanne Cox as Best Featured Actress in a Musical for her performance as Amy. She was also nominated for a Drama Desk Award. In addition to the original score from the 1970 production, this revival added a brief overture and restored the previously cut number “Marry Me a Little” at the end of Act 1. Sondheim and Furth declined to make further changes to the script or lyrics.

London Revival, 1995. Presented at the not-for-profit Donmar Warehouse, opening December 13, 1995, and continuing through March 2, 1996, directed by Sam Mendes. It transferred to the London West End’s Albery Theatre where it ran from March 13 to June 29, 1996. The production used the same score as the Roundabout production, although “Tick Tock” was eliminated. This version became the authorized text for subsequent productions. Adrian Lester played Robert, and the show was more singularly focused on the central character. Instead of entering and finding a surprise party, Robert listens to messages on his answering machine. “He appears to be reviewing his life and the people in it [and being] deliberately contemplative.” Another change: the “reinsertion of a scene depicting a homosexual overture from Peter to Bobby. The scene was included in the original script but deleted sometime before the Broadway opening.”82 A change was implemented in the musical’s final moment: Robert returned to his empty apartment after his friends got tired of waiting for him. The candles were still burning, and he blew them out—on his own. “We assume that he now has a wish to make and, since he blew out his own candles, that wish will come true.”83

Kennedy Center Sondheim Celebration, 2002. Eisenhower Theater, opened May 17, 2002, and closed performances June 29, 2002, seventeen directed by Sean Mathias. The cast included John Barrowman (Robert), Lynn Redgrave (Joanne), Emily Skinner (Jenny), and Alice Ripley (Amy). This production returned to the book from the original Broadway production.

Broadway Revival, 2006. Ethel Barrymore Theatre (previews began October 30, 2006; production opened November 29, 2006 and, after 246 performances, closed on July 1, 2007; directed by John Doyle and initially staged in a limited engagement at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park, March 14, 2006, to April 14, 2006). The New York revival was produced by Marc Routh, Richard Frankel, Thomas Viertel, Steven Baruch, The Ambassador Theatre Group, Tulchin/Bartner Production, Darren Bagert, and Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park (Producing Artistic Director Ed Stern and Executive Director Buzz Ward).

Doyle staged and choreographed the production using the actor/musician approach that he had employed earlier with Sweeney Todd. Mary-Mitchell Campbell provided orchestrations and music supervision. The entire cast from Cincinnati transferred to New York. It included Raúl Esparza (Robert), Barbara Walsh (Joanne), Heather Laws (Amy), Angel Desai (Marta), and Elizabeth Stanley (April).

Doyle’s Company won the 2007 Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical; Raúl Esparza was nominated for Best Actor in a Musical, and John Doyle was nominated for Best Direction of a Musical. The production also received three Drama Desk Awards: Outstanding Revival of a Musical, Outstanding Actor in Musical (Esparza), and Outstanding Orchestrations (Mary-Mitchell Campbell). Barbara Walsh’s performance as Joanne was nominated for Drama Desk recognition, as was John Doyle’s direction.

Cast member Matt Castle described the benefit of actors doing double duty as musicians: “With theatrical music, the ideal is to combine the specificity of words and ineffability of music. But it seldom happens. The musicians in the pit are doing a job. They come into the rehearsal late in the process, so they learn the notes and they go. That’s a generalization, but I think it’s pretty true. And the singers are unaware of what the orchestra is doing because it’s too complicated, and they have enough to do on their own. [In this production] We’re both. We’re telling the story, and there becomes a synergy between the music and the words.”84

Esparza said, “With Steve, there’s nothing precious about the way he wants you to do his work. He wants you to tear it up and break it down. He doesn’t mind looking at new approaches. In fact, he loves it. John’s [Doyle’s] approach is not just a reduction of the show. It’s a totally different way of looking at it. There’s the original Company and now there’s this new Company.”85

In the Wall Street Journal Terry Teachout praised Doyle’s “act of recreative genius, [that] turned it into an utterly contemporary chronicle of marriage and its discontents, one whose implications have never been more immediate.”86 Writing for the Washington Post, Peter Marks said, “Esparza makes Bobby believable … a man who lives at arm’s length from his feelings and, as a result, is in danger of imploding. … As Esparza takes us compellingly into his character’s confidence, we become ever more hopeful for the day Bobby emerges from his isolation—when he turns his solo act into a true duet.”87

New York Philharmonic Concert, 2011. (April 7–9, 2011, at Avery Fisher Hall at New York’s Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. Lonny Price directed with twelve days of rehearsal; Paul Gemignani was the conductor.) Neil Patrick Harris played Robert and Patti LuPone was Joanne. Other performers included Martha Plimpton (Sarah), Anika Noni Rose (Marta), Jim Walton (Larry), Jon Cryer (David), Craig Bierko (Peter), Katie Finneran (Amy), Christina Hendricks (April), Aaron Lazar (Paul), Jill Paice (Susan), Jennifer Laura Thompson (Jenny), Chryssie Whitehead (Kathy), and Stephen Colbert as Harry. Alexa Green, Fred Inkley, Rob Jorey, and Jessica Vosk comprised the Vocal Minority.



Film

Documentarian DA Pennebaker filmed the 1970 recording session of the original Broadway cast album of Company. His fifty-two-minute documentary (culled from fifteen hours of uninterrupted shooting) is “one of the great insider stories in musical theater history.”88 It was made available on DVD (and VHS) by Docurama and New Video late in 2001, with optional running commentary by Hal Prince, Elaine Stritch, and Pennebaker, as well as audio for “Have I Got a Girl for You” over a montage of black-and-white photos from the Broadway production. Of particular interest is Stritch working through frustration and anger regarding repeated takes of “The Ladies Who Lunch,” successfully concluded on May 6, three days after the recording session—when she returned with her hair done and makeup applied.

The 2006 Broadway revival was filmed live onstage at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre during matinee and evening performances on June 30, 2007. The director for television was Lonny Price; Ellen M. Krass and Mort Swinsky were the producers. It was broadcast on PBS’s Great Performances on February 20, 2008. A DVD was released by Image Entertainment in May 2008, including several special features: “An Audience with Stephen Sondheim” and interviews with director John Doyle and leading actor Raúl Esparza.

The April 2011 New York Philharmonic concert staging was filmed and presented in select movie theaters on June 15, 2011. The film, produced by Ellen M. Krass, aired on PBS’s Great Performances on November 8, 2012; the DVD was released by Image Entertainment on November 13, 2012.

Cast Recordings


1970 Original Cast Recording. Company’s cast spent more than fifteen grueling hours in the Columbia 30th Street Studio for the show’s recording on Sunday, May 3, 1970. (Most of the actors were released around 4 a.m. on Monday morning.) The album, produced by Thomas Z. Shepard, added a few sound effects—the iconic busy signal, fight noises, and taps—and rearranged some dialogue segments. The line “Bobby is my hobby and I’m giving it up” was added as a button at the end of “You Could Drive a Person Crazy,” a change used in many subsequent productions. The recording won a Grammy in 1971; it was re-released in 1973 using “Quadraphonic Sound.” The original stereo tapes were employed for the first CD release in 1986, and Shepard oversaw Sony’s digital remaster in 1998, a recording that offered Larry Kert’s rendition of “Being Alive” as a bonus track. (The 1972 London cast recording was largely the same as the original, but Larry Kert replaced Dean Jones’s vocal tracks, except for a new recording of “Barcelona.”)

1995 Broadway Revival Recording. Company’s revival by the Roundabout Theatre Company had a limited run of forty-three performances, but it did produce a cast recording on the EMI/Broadway Angel label. Recorded on November 27, 1995, it reflected changes in the text and orchestrations reduced from thirty musicians to fourteen. It includes the addition of “Marry Me a Little.” The line “I could understand a person if the person was a fag” was changed to “if he happened to be gay.”

1996 London Revival Recording. This production generated a cast recording, released by First Night in the United Kingdom and RCA Victor. This production dropped the “Tick Tock” dance number and the finale.

2006 Broadway Revival Recording. Launched in March 2006 at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park, the cast of this production was recorded on December 18–19, 2006, at Sear Sound in New York City, produced by Tommy Krasker for PS Classics. Using Mary-Mitchell Campbell’s orchestrations, the recording was conducted by Lynne Shankel. It has an extensive seventy-two-page booklet with lyrics and text, as well as liner notes by author, director, and producer Jeremy McCarter and a synopsis by Sean Patrick Flahaven.
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CONCERTS AND CELEBRATIONS

Since 1973 Sondheim has been honored with special events, increasingly so since his seventieth birthday in 2000. Some have been intimate one-time evenings; others have been major concerts accompanied by leading orchestras. Performers have ranged from solo artists—Barbara Cook, Mandy Patinkin, Bernadette Peters—to reunions of original casts and to star-studded events with dozens of admiring performers from his many shows. Many have been recorded and issued on CD and DVD; some have been broadcast on PBS and the BBC. This is a listing of the most significant.


A Bed and a Chair: A New York Love Affair (New York City Center, November 13–17, 2013) was an Encores! Special Event conceived by Peter Gethers, Jack Viertel, and John Doyle, who directed. Wynton Marsalis conducted the Jazz at Lincoln Center Orchestra for seven performances. The four performers were jazz singer Cyrille Aimée and actors Jeremy Jordan, Norm Lewis, and Bernadette Peters; the event also featured four dancers choreographed by Parker Esse.

Anyone Can Whistle In Concert (Carnegie Hall, April 8, 1995) was an AIDS Benefit Concert for Gay Men’s Health Crisis. It was produced by Peter Borgo and staged by Herbert Ross, who choreographed the short-lived original 1964 production; Paul Gemignani conducted the American Theatre Orchestra. Jonathon Tunick supervised the orchestrations, originally created by Don Walker. Angela Lansbury, the original Cora Hoover Hooper, narrated the event; performers included Bernadette Peters (Fay), Scott Bakula (Hapgood), and Madeline Kahn (Cora). The performance was recorded and issued on cassette and CD as Anyone Can Whistle: Live at Carnegie Hall (Columbia CK 67224, 1995), produced by Tony McAnany and Joel Moss.

Assassins 2012 Reunion Concert (Broadway’s Studio 54, December 3, 2012). The Roundabout Theatre Company reassembled the original cast of its Tony Award-winning 2004 Broadway production, including Michael Cerveris (John Wilkes Booth), Alexander Gemignani (John Hinckley), Denis O’Hare (Charles Guiteau), and Neil Patrick Harris (Balladeer/John Wilkes Booth). Joe Mantello returned as the director.

BAM Salutes Sondheim (Brooklyn Academy of Music, March 20, 1997) was devised and directed by Hugh Woolridge; Charles Prince, Hal Prince’s son, conducted the Brooklyn Philharmonic Orchestra. Performers included Len Cariou, Liz Callaway, Davis Gaines, Kitty Carlisle Hart, Judy Kaye, and Elaine Stritch.

Barbara Cook Sings Mostly Sondheim (Carnegie Hall, February 2, 2001). The singer’s legendary concert debuted with arrangements and music direction by Wally Harper. Malcolm Gets joined her for a few numbers. (The concert was based on an idea for the March 2000 Library of Congress Concert for Sondheim’s 70th Birthday Celebration. Cook and Harper selected from lists that Sondheim compiled: “Songs I Wish I Had Written (at least in part)” and “Songs I’m Glad I Wrote.” Cook reprised the event numerous times over the next two years, in London, Australia, and Washington, DC; on Broadway; and across the United States. Her first Carnegie Hall performance was memorialized with a CD recording produced by Hugh Fordin (DRG 91464). A performance filmed at the PepsiCo Theatre at the Purchase campus of the State University of New York on October 11, 2002 was released as a video (DRG/Koch Vision DV-1800).

BBC Proms: Sondheim at 80 (London’s Royal Albert Hall, July 31, 2010) was the BBC Concert Orchestra’s celebration of Sondheim’s eightieth birthday, with David Charles Abell conducting. Performers included Judi Dench, Daniel Evans, Maria Friedman, Jenna Russell, and Bryn Terfel. The concert was broadcast live on BBC Radio 3 and televised later on BBC Two.

Beautiful Girls (Manhattan School of Music, January 18, 2010) was a program of music written for some of Sondheim’s female characters. Lonny Price directed and provided continuity. Paul Gemignani conducted the Manhattan School of Music Chamber Sinfonia; Paul Ford provided piano accompaniment. Zoe Caldwell hosted the evening. Performers included Jenn Collella, Donna McKechnie, and Marin Mazzie.

Being Alive: A Celebration of the Genius of Stephen Sondheim (Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, June 4, 1989). This London event was presented by the Association of Artists Against AIDS. It was directed by Keith Warner; James Holmes conducted the London Sinfonietta. Performers included Len Cariou, Maria Friedman, Sally Ann Howes, Eartha Kitt, Jonathan Pryce, Ned Sherrin, and Elaine Stritch.

Bernadette Peters at Carnegie Hall (an AIDS benefit concert for Gay Men’s Health Crisis, December 9, 1996). The evening featured Peters performing fifteen songs by Sondheim with eleven other numbers and an overture. The 1997 recording resulting from Peters’s performance, Sondheim Etc.: Bernadette Peters Live at Carnegie Hall (Angel 7243 8 55870, with some comments in the liner notes by Arthur Laurents), was limited to a single disc with eleven of those songs. All the material omitted from the 1997 recording (more than fifty-three minutes, featuring the overture, four more Sondheim songs, and comments by Peters) was released in 2005 as a second CD: Sondheim Etc., Etc., Live at Carnegie Hall: The Rest of It (Angel 7243 4 74748; the liner notes feature remarks by Peters). The second recording included “They Ask Me Why (I Believe in You),” a rare Sondheim number from 1956, as well as Peters’s rendition of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” since the 1996 concert was during the holiday season.

Children and Art: A Tribute to Stephen Sondheim on the Eve of His 75th Birthday (Broadway’s New Amsterdam Theatre, March 21, 2005) was presented as a benefit by Young Playwrights, Inc., an organization Sondheim founded in 1981 that identifies and supports writers aged eighteen and younger. Director and lyricist Richard Maltby Jr. staged the event, with Kevin Stites as musical director. Performers included Bernadette Peters, David Hyde Pierce, Harvey Fierstein, George Hearn, Barbara Cook, Brian Stokes Mitchell, Marin Mazzie, Donna Murphy, Audra McDonald, Melissa Errico, Raúl Esparza, and Betty Buckley.

Company in Concert (Lincoln Center’s Vivian Beaumont Theater, April 11–12, 1993) was a reunion of most of the show’s original cast, including Dean Jones as Robert, the role he played for just one month in 1970 before leaving the production. The performances, hosted by Patti LuPone, benefited Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS. Barry Brown directed, and John McDaniel was the musical director. The event was first presented on January 23, 1993, at the Terrace Theatre, Long Beach, California, where it was hosted by Angela Lansbury and narrated by George Hearn.

Company (Queen’s Theatre, London, November 7, 2010) was the second of two “Sondheim 80” concerts presented by the Donmar Warehouse. It was staged by Jamie Lloyd with musical direction by Gareth Valentin. Adrian Lester led the British cast as Robert.

Follies in Concert (Avery Fisher Hall at New York City’s Lincoln Center, September 6–7, 1985). Two performances were staged by Herbert Ross, assisted by Paul Lazarus, and produced by Thomas Z. Shepard. Paul Gemignani conducted. James Goldman wrote new continuity. The starry cast included Barbara Cook (Sally), George Hearn (Ben), Lee Remick (Phyllis), and Mandy Patinkin (Buddy). Featured singers were Betty Comden and Adolph Green (Whitmans), Liliane Montevecchi (Solange LaFitte), Elaine Stritch (Hattie Walker), Phyllis Newman (Stella Deems), Carol Burnett (Carlotta Campion), and Licia Albanese (Heidi Schiller). A complete recording was produced by Shepard for RCA. It was welcomed, as Follies’ original cast recording eliminated some numbers and suffered from subpar engineering. The concert recording was released as a double LP and CD (RCD2-7128, 1985). The subsequent VHS recording (Fries Home Video, 1986), later released as a DVD (Image, 2001), was more of a behind-the-scenes documentary.

Follies in Concert (Theater Royal, Drury Lane, London, December 8, 1996) was produced by John Langridge; Ian Sutherland conducted the BBC Orchestra. The concert was broadcast on BBC Radio 2 on February 15, 1997. Julia McKenzie played Sally, Donna McKechnie was Phyllis, Dennis Quilley was Ben, and Ron Moody was Buddy.

Follies in Concert (London Palladium, February 4, 2007) was produced by Richard Douglas. Dill Deamer was the director and choreographer; Richard Balcombe was musical director. Performers included Liz Robertson (Phyllis), Maria Friedman (Sally), Philip Quast (Ben), Tim Flavin (Buddy), Liliane Montevecchi (Solange), and Imelda Staunton (Hattie).

Into the Woods Tenth Anniversary Concert (The Broadway Theatre, November 9, 1997), presented by Friends in Deed and God’s Love We Deliver, was a reunion of many members of the original cast. James Lapine directed, and Paul Gemignani conducted members of the American Theatre Orchestra.

Library of Congress Concert for Sondheim’s 70th Birthday (Coolidge Auditorium at the Library of Congress, May 22, 2000). Nathan Lane emceed the evening; Paul Gemignani conducted, and Kathleen Marshall directed. Lane performed The Frogs with Brian Stokes Mitchell and Davis Gaines. These three performers subsequently recorded the songs from The Frogs for a 2001 Nonesuch release (79638 2), which also included songs from Evening Primrose. The program also offered numbers selected from Sondheim’s list of “Songs I Wish I’d Written (At Least in Part”) and “Songs I’m Glad I Wrote” performed by Gaines, Mitchell, Marin Mazzie, Audra McDonald, and Debra Monk.

A Little Night Music 2009 Gala Concert (Roundabout Theater Company, January 12, 2009) was directed by Scott Ellis; Paul Gemignani conducted. The cast included Natasha Richardson (Desirée), Victor Garber (Frederik), Christine Baranski (Charlotte), Marc Kudisch (Carl-Magnus), Vanessa Redgrave (Madame Armfeldt), Steven Pasquale (Henrik), and Kendra Kassebaum (Petra).

Mandy Patinkin in Concert: Celebrating Sondheim (previewed at Prince Music Theatre, Philadelphia, February 12–24, 2002). Patinkin’s one-man concert, accompanied by pianist Paul Ford (who arranged the numbers), was produced for the Kennedy Center by Dodger Theatricals. Ten performances of the program (June 18–30, 2002) were presented at the Kennedy Center’s Terrace Theater during the 2002 Sondheim Celebration.

Merrily We Roll Along Original Broadway Cast Reunion Concert (LaGuardia High School of Music & Art and Performing Arts, New York City, September 30, 2002). Lonny Price produced the event; Kathleen Marshall did the concert staging; Paul Gemignani conducted; Jason Alexander (a member of the original cast who went on to television stardom in Seinfeld) narrated. Most of the original Broadway cast were present; Price interviewed many of them for his 2016 documentary The Best Worst Thing That Ever Could Have Happened, about the original production and its performers.

Merrily We Roll Along (Queen’s Theatre, London, October 31, 2010) was presented by the Donmar Warehouse, the first of two “Sondheim 80” concert events staged by Rob Ashford and conducted by Gareth Valentin. The British cast included Julian Ovenden (Frank), Daniel Evans (Charley), and Samantha Spiro (Mary).

Moving On (Bridewell Theatre, London, July 19–August 19, 2000, thirty-two performances). The revue, produced by David Kernan and John Kane, was recorded (Goldcrest GF 1001CD, 2000). With a new title, Opening Doors, it had its American premiere at the Laguna Playhouse’s Moulton Theater in Laguna Beach, California, November 3–December 2, 2001. Opening Doorswas subsequently produced at Carnegie Hall’s Zankel Hall in New York City (October 5–9, 2004), devised and directed by David Kernan; Rob Berman was the musical director; it was performed by Kate Baldwin, Victoria Clark, Gregg Edelman, Jan Maxwell, and Eric Jordan Young.

Passion Tenth Anniversary Concert (Broadway’s Ambassador Theatre, October 20, 2004) was produced by Friends In Deed. Directed by James Lapine and conducted by Paul Gemignani, the event featured original cast members Donna Murphy and Marin Mazzie as Fosca and Clara; Michael Cerveris played Giorgio.

The Road You Didn’t Take (Bridewell Theatre, London, October 1–20, 2002) was a revue staged by Clive Paget with musical direction by Tom McEwen. It was performed by a quartet of male British actors: Michael Cahill, Jody Crosier, David Firth, and Nigel Richards.

Side by Side by Sondheim 25th Anniversary Concert (Laine-Dankworth Centre, Wavenden, UK, October 15, 2000) was a reunion of the original cast: Julia McKenzie, Millicent Martin, David Kernan, plus Cleo Laine, Kirsty Hoiles, Tracy Wiles, and Robert Irons. As in its 1976 incarnation, it was directed by Kernan and hosted by Ned Sherrin.

Side by Side by Sondheim 30th Anniversary Concert (Novella Theatre, London, May 21, 2006) was produced by Richard Morris and Doug Pinchin of Richard Douglas Productions. The event was directed by David Kernan, who performed with two of his original castmates, Julia McKenzie and Millicent Martin. Other participants included Judi Dench, Daniel Evans, and Cleo Laine. The evening included uncredited appearances by Adrian Lester, Cameron Mackintosh, and Stephen Sondheim.

Simply Sondheim: A 75th Birthday Celebration (Jewish Community Center of San Francisco, December 5, 2005) was a benefit for Theatre Bay Area’s May Mason Memorial Lemonade Fund. It was produced by James Brewer and A-J Productions. Tom Segal and Tom Orr directed, and Daniel Lockert provided musical direction. The event was recorded live and released as a CD (Kritzerland KR 20010–8), produced by James Brewer, Amy Dondy, and Bruce Kimmel.

Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall (June 10, 1992). The one-night concert benefit for Carnegie Hall was conceived by director Scott Ellis, Paul Gemignani (who conducted the American Theatre Orchestra), choreographer Susan Stroman, and writer David Thompson. A large cast of performers included Betty Buckley, Glenn Close, Victor Garber, Bill Irwin, Madeline Kahn, Dorothy Loudon, Patti LuPone, Liza Minnelli, Bernadette Peters, and Karen Ziemba. The first act opened with “Symphonic Sondheim: Sweeney Todd”; the second began with “Symphonic Sondheim: A Funny thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.” The evening concluded with Bernadette Peters and the Broadway Chorus performing “Sunday” from Sunday in the Park with George. The event was recorded; Jay David Saks produced the recording (RCA 09026–61484, 1993), which was released as a double CD and a single CD of highlights. It was also issued as a VHS (RCA Victor Video, 1993) and later as a DVD (Sony/BMG Kultur Video 4151).

Sondheim: A Celebration (12th Annual S.T.A.G.E. Southland Theatre Artists Goodwill Event) (UCLA’s James A. Doolittle Theatre, Hollywood, March 8–10, 1996) was a benefit for the AIDS Service Center and AIDS Health Care Foundation. David Galligan staged the performances, and Peter Matz was responsible for musical arrangements and direction. The large cast included David, Patrick, and Shaun Cassidy; Tim Curry; Nancy Dussault; Joanna Gleason; Glynis Johns; and Billy Porter. A recording was produced by Bruce Kimmel for Varèse Sarabande (VSD2-5820, 1997).

Sondheim at 75: Perfect Relationships (London’s Hackney Empire Theatre, November 25, 2005) was produced by the BBC Concert Orchestra and presented by Julia McKenzie; Martin Yates conducted. The first act was a selection of songs exploring the nature of relationships; the second act was a concert performance of Company. Julian Ovenden sang the role of Robert; Kim Criswell was Joanne. A recording of the event was broadcast on BBC Radio 3 on December 26, 2005.

Sondheim 75 (New York and Chicago, 2000–2010). Producer Welz Kauffman presented Sweeney Todd in three concert performances with the New York Philharmonic (May 4–6, 2000) featuring George Hearn and Patti LuPone. When he departed New York City to become president and CEO at suburban Chicago’s Ravinia Festival, he produced Sondheim 75, a series of summer concert events leading up to (and eventually beyond) Sondheim’s seventy-fifth birthday in 2005. With Paul Gemignani conducting the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, the concerts included a restaging of Sweeney Todd (August 24, 2001), again featuring LuPone and Hearn; A Little Night Music (August 22–24, 2002) with LuPone, Hearn, and Zoe Caldwell; Passion (August 22–23, 2003) with LuPone, Michael Cerveris, and Audra McDonald; Sunday in the Park with George (September 3–5, 2004) with Cerveris, McDonald, and LuPone; and Anyone Can Whistle (August 26–27, 2005) with LuPone, Cerveris, and McDonald. Kauffman continued to offer Sondheim concert events: Gypsy (August 11–13, 2006), with LuPone evoking standing ovations from audiences as Rose; a fully staged production of West Side Story (June 8, 2007), honoring the show’s fiftieth anniversary; a gala concert event by LuPone and McDonald (August 26, 2007); and A Little Sondheim Music for the summer following Sondheim’s eightieth birthday (July 31, 2010), featuring Cerveris, Hearn, LuPone, and McDonald.

Sondheim at 80 (Kennedy Center Concert Hall, Washington, DC, March 6–8, 2010), held just a few weeks before Sondheim’s eightieth birthday, featured Marvin Hamlisch conducting the National Symphony Orchestra. The performers were Liz Callaway, Michael Cerveris, Brian d’Arcy James, Maria Friedman, and Patricia Noonan.

Sondheim Birthday Celebration (New York City Center, April 26, 2010) was staged by director John Doyle in recognition of Sondheim’s eightieth birthday. Rob Berman was the music director, and the event was hosted by Mia Farrow. Performers from many of Sondheim’s award-winning participated: Len Cariou, Michael Cerveris, Kim Crosby, Raúl Esparza, Danielle Ferland, Alexander Gemignani, Joanna Gleason, Nathan Lane, Angela Lansbury, Donna Murphy, Jim Walton, Catherine Zeta-Jones, and Chip Zien.

The Sondheim Celebration Lincoln Center Concert (Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall, New York City, October 21, 2002) was produced by Washington, DC’s Kennedy Center. Directed by Eric Schaeffer, it featured reprise performances by many of the artists involved in the 2002 summertime Sondheim Celebration.

Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (March 11, 1973) was the very first concert event to celebrate the music of Stephen Sondheim. Directed by Burt Shevelove, it was presented at Broadway’s Shubert Theatre on the set of the original production of A Little Night Music, designed by Boris Aronson. Kurt Peterson (who played Young Ben in the original production of Follies) produced the evening in association with Craig Zadan and Neil Appelbaum. Donna McKechnie (who played Kathy in the original production of Company), choreographed, and Paul Gemignani conducted, using special arrangements orchestrated by Jonathan Tunick. Dozens of performers from early Sondheim productions participated, and special guests included Harold Prince, Leonard Bernstein, Jule Styne, Sheldon Harnick, George Furth, James Goldman, Mary Rodgers, Goddard Lieberson, and Anthony Perkins. The evening’s finale featured Sondheim at the piano, playing and singing “Anyone Can Whistle.” A recording was first released as a double-LP and then remastered in 1990 as a double compact disc (RCA 60515-2-RC). It played a memorable part in establishing Sondheim’s career, and he was extremely grateful for Peterson’s work.

Sondheim at the Barbican (May 29, 1993) was a broadcast concert on BBC Radio 2 from London’s Barbican Hall, featuring the BBC Concert Radio Orchestra conducted by Michael Reed. The small cast featured Maria Friedman and David Kernan.

Sondheim!: The Birthday Concert (Avery Fisher Hall at Lincoln Center, New York City, March 15–16, 2010). Paul Gemignani conducted the New York Philharmonic. The star-studded evening was directed by Lonny Price and hosted by David Hyde Pierce. The first act featured performers from the concurrent production of West Side Story (“America” and “Something’s Coming”). Just prior to intermission there was a competitive rendition of “A Little Priest” by Michael Cerveris, George Hearn, and Patti LuPone. The second act brought together Patti LuPone (“The Ladies Who Lunch”), Marin Mazzie (“Losing My Mind”), Donna Murphy (“Could I Leave You?”), Audra McDonald (“The Glamorous Life”), Bernadette Peters (“Not a Day Goes By”), and Elaine Stritch (“I’m Still Here”). The concert concluded with a moving rendition of “Sunday” from Sunday in the Park with George with singers lining the orchestra hall’s aisles. Ellen M. Krass Productions and Thirteen in association with WNET.org produced a DVD (Image Entertainment, 0–14381-66382), released on November 16, 2010. The recording was broadcast on PBS’s Great Performances on November 24, 2010.

Sondheim Tonight (London’s Barbican Center, May 17, 1998) was a benefit for the Alan Jay Lerner Fund for Cancer Research. Hugh Woolridge devised and directed the event; David Firman and Charles Prince conducted the City of London Philharmonic. Performers included Michael Ball, Len Cariou, Dame Edna Everage, Maria Friedman, David Kernan, Millicent Martin, and Julia McKenzie. Ned Sherrin and others provided commentary. The program was recorded and produced by John Yap, released as a double CD by Jay Productions (CDJAY2 1313).

Stephen Sondheim’s Company (Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall in New York City, April 7–9, 2011). With the New York Philharmonic and conductor Paul Gemignani, four performances were presented. Several well-known cast members drew considerable attention: Neil Patrick Harris (Robert), Martha Plimpton (Sarah), late-night television host Stephen Colbert (Harry), Jon Cryer (from TV’s Two and a Half Men, as David), Patti LuPone (Joanne), Jim Walton (Larry), Anika Noni Rose (Marta), and Christine Hendricks (from TV’s Mad Men, as April). A film of the concert was presented in select theaters on June 15, 2011, and later broadcast on PBS’s Great Performances on November 8, 2013. A DVD was released on November 13, 2012 (Image Entertainment).

A Stephen Sondheim Evening (March 3, 1983) was produced by the Whitney Museum of American Art Composers’ Showcase at Sotheby’s Parke-Bernet in New York City in two performances. Paul Lazarus assembled the material. He also produced and directed, with Paul Gemignani serving as musical director. A recording of the event was produced by Thomas Z. Shepard, released first as a double-LP in 1983 and as a CD in 1994 (RCA 09026–61174). Lazarus’s continuity and the music from this event were subsequently licensed as the revue You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow.

Stephen Sondheim’s 75th: The Concert (Hollywood Bowl, Los Angeles, July 8, 2005) was a benefit for Children Will Listen, a program of the ASCAP Foundation. The event’s honorary chairs were Barbra Streisand and Warren Beatty. Paul Lazarus conceived, produced, and directed the concert; Paul Gemignani conducted the Los Angeles Philharmonic. Performers included Jason Danieley, Anne Hathaway, Jason Alexander, Bernadette Peters, Vanessa Williams, Marin Mazzie, Barbara Cook, Josh Groban, Elaine Stritch, Carol Burnett, Len Cariou, and Angela Lansbury.

Sunday in the Park with George Tenth Anniversary Concert (Broadway’s St. James Theatre, May 15, 1994) featured the original cast led by Mandy Patinkin (George) and Bernadette Peters (Dot/Marie). James Lapine directed, and Paul Gemignani conducted, using Michael Starobin’s orchestrations.

Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street Reprise! Broadway’s Best in Concert (Ahmanson Theater, Los Angeles, March 12–14, 1999). Five performances were offered, staged by Calvin Remsberg, with music direction by Larry Blank. The cast included Kelsey Grammer (Sweeney), Christine Baranski (Mrs. Lovett), Ken Howard (Judge Turpin), Melissa Manchester (The Beggar Woman), and Neil Patrick Harris (Toby).

Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street London Concerts (London’s Royal Festival Hall, February 13, 2000). Two performances, directed by Paul Kerryson with musical direction by Julian Kelly. Len Cariou played Sweeney opposite Judy Kaye as Mrs. Lovett.

Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall, May 4–6, 2000) Welz Kauffman produced the concert. Lonny Price directed, with Andrew Litton conducting the New York Philharmonic. George Hearn played Sweeney; Patti LuPone was Mrs. Lovett; Audra McDonald was the Beggar Woman; and Neil Patrick Harris played Toby. The New York concert was recorded and produced by Tommy Krasker as a double CD (NY Philharmonic Special Editions, NYP 2001/2002). The same concert was performed at Davies Symphony Hall in San Francisco (July 19–21, 2001) with Rob Fisher conducting the San Francisco Symphony; it was filmed for television broadcast and later released on home video. Largely the same cast repeated it once more at Chicago’s Ravinia Festival on August 24, 2001.

Sweeney Todd 2014 New York Philharmonic Concerts (Lincoln Center, March 5–8, 2014) was presented in five performances. Lonny Price directed, and the Philharmonic’s Music Director Alan Gilbert conducted. Audra McDonald hosted and performed as the Beggar Woman. Operatic bass-baritone Bryn Terfel was Sweeney and Academy Award-winner Emma Thompson was Mrs. Lovett; Tony Award winner Christian Borle was Pirelli. The concerts were filmed and aired on September 26, 2014, on PBS’s Live from Lincoln Center series; the broadcast won a 2014 Emmy Award for Outstanding Special Class Program.

There’s Always a Woman (London’s Bridewell Theatre, January 29–February 9, 2002) was a revue devised and directed by Clive Paget with musical direction by Dean Austin. The four-person cast was Michael Cahill, Anna Francolini, Grainne Renihan, and Jacinta Mulcahy.

Wall to Wall Stephen Sondheim (Peter Jay Sharp Theatre at New York City’s Symphony Space, March 19, 2005). The free, day-long event just before Sondheim’s seventy-fifth birthday on March 22 was produced by Isaiah Sheffer, Maren Berthelsen, and Joel Fram. Dozens of singers, actors, musicians, and ensembles performed works between 11 a.m. and 11 p.m. The day was aired live on XM Satellite Radio’s On Broadway channel. Recordings of seventeen performances were assembled into a CD (Symphony Space 6–76695-01702) that was recorded and mixed by XM Satellite Radio Productions.
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COLLINS, DOROTHY (1926–1994)

Born in Windsor, Ontario, Canada, on November 18, 1926, as Marjorie Chandler, singer and actress Dorothy Collins adopted her stage name when she was a teenager, singing on radio stations in Windsor and nearby Detroit.

When she was 14, Collins and her family met bandleader and composer Raymond Scott. She became his protégé by 1942 and subsequently his orchestra’s featured vocalist. He nurtured her career. She later sang with the Raymond Scott Quintette, the house band for Herb Shriner Time on CBS radio. When Scott became affiliated with Your Hit Parade, a popular radio program, Collins took his ensemble on tour.

Your Hit Parade moved to NBC television in 1950 with Scott still leading its band. Collins became one of the show’s most popular featured vocalists throughout the 1950s, performing in sketches featuring pop tunes of the day and appearing in numerous singing commercials for the American Tobacco Company’s Lucky Strike Cigarettes. Thanks to her cheerful, girl-next-door demeanor, she became known as “The Sweetheart of Lucky Strike.” She also made television appearances on The Steve Allen Show, The Bell Telephone Hour, and The Hollywood Palace. She co-hosted and served as a stunt participant on Candid Camera from 1961 to 1963.

In 1966 Sondheim saw Collins in a production of Do I Hear a Waltz?, his 1965 show with Richard Rodgers. (She played Leona opposite her second husband Ron Holgate at New Jersey’s Paper Mill Playhouse.) Sondheim identified her as the ideal actress for the role of Sally Durant Plummer, an unhappily married former showgirl, in his upcoming 1971 show Follies. Producer and director Harold Prince agreed; he had auditioned Collins for his production of She Loves Me (1963) and was convinced he wanted to work with her someday. She was deeply excited to originate the role of a woman who is convinced she married the wrong man. (She was paid $1,000 per week during the run of the show.)

Collins is particularly remembered for her performance of the heartbreaking song “Losing My Mind.” Boston Globe theater critic Kevin Kelly wrote that she gave “the truest musical performance of all, and she’s dramatically credible as well.”89 Her excellent singing skills earned her a 1972 Tony Award nomination as Best Actress in a Musical. (She lost to her co-star, Alexis Smith.) When the production opened in Los Angeles in 1972, she repeated her performance as Sally. In 1973 she sang in Sondheim: A Musical Tribute at Broadway’s Shubert Theatre.

Collins married her mentor Raymond Scott in 1952, but he mistreated her, and they divorced in 1965. She married actor Ron Holgate in 1966; they often performed together in regional musical theater productions; their marriage ended in 1980. She suffered from asthma throughout her performing career (often relying on an inhaler during the run of Follies) and retired early from performing in 1980 for health reasons. She died on July 21, 1994 from heart failure.
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO WORKS BY OTHERS

Early in his career, Sondheim was eager for opportunities to get exposure for his music and lyrics. He partnered with several of his theater friends—especially Arthur Laurents, Mike Nichols, and Mary Rodgers—with songs for their productions. As his career advanced, he had less time for such projects, but he did occasionally contribute music for film and stage projects. Below are twenty projects to which he contributed songs, including one that won an Academy Award.


Kukla, Fran and Ollie (television series, 1952). Puppeteer Burr Tillstrom’s early TV series aired in fifteen-minute children’s programs during the early evening. They featured singer Fran Allison and a pair of puppets: Ollie, a one-toothed dragon, and Kukla, the leader of a troupe of colorful characters; they competed for Allison’s affections. Sondheim eagerly wrote “The Two of You” for Allison to sing, but the show’s producer didn’t like it. In the 1970s, Tillstrom moderated the Chicago company of Side by Side by Sondheim, and he added the song to his performances.90

Girls of Summer (1956). Producer Cheryl Crawford asked Sondheim to compose a trumpet solo to be performed by a character played by George Peppard in her late 1956 show, a play by N. Richard Nash (author of The Rainmaker). She asked for a melody that could have lyrics for promotional purposes. Sondheim wrote the song, using the show’s title, in the style of Harold Arlen. The lyrics were not written in time, but Sondheim subsequently did put words to the melody.91 A recording of him singing this song can be heard on Sondheim Sings, Volume II: 1946–60 (PS Classics, PS 9533).

Invitation to a March (1960). Sondheim wrote incidental music for Arthur Laurents’s romantic comedy set on the South Shore of Long Island, the show that launched the playwright’s Broadway directing career. It had 113 performances between October 29, 1960, and February 4, 1961.

The Fabulous Fifties (1960). While Sondheim was working with Burt Shevelove on Forum, the director needed a finale for an NBC television special produced by Leland Howard with “a galaxy of stars.” Sondheim wrote “Ten Years Old” to be performed by children who were born during the decade; the recurrent chorus was set to the tune of “This Old Man.”92 A recording of Sondheim performing this number can be heard on Sondheim Sings, Volume II: 1946–60.

The World of Jules Feiffer (1962). Sondheim’s friend Mike Nichols (half of a comedy duo with Elaine May and later a legendary stage and film director), asked Sondheim to write some music for an evening of work he was directing by humorist Jules Feiffer. Sondheim agreed but then realized that he only had two weeks to accomplish the task. He wrote one humorous song, “Truly Content,” for a one-act musical, Passionella, as well as some underscoring for the show.93 A recording of Sondheim singing that number can be heard on Sondheim Sings, Volume II: 1946–60.

Hot Spot (1963). Composer Mary Rodgers created this show about Sally Hopwinder, a feckless American girl played by Judy Holliday. While most of the lyrics were by Martin Charnin, when the show faced some difficulties before opening Sondheim stepped in to provide an opening number, “Don’t Laugh.” Sally is applying to join the Peace Corps; she sings the self-effacing song listing her many shortcomings to a young recruiter.94 The actor in that role was George Furth, Sondheim’s eventual collaborator for Company and Merrily We Roll Along.

The Mad Show (1966). Another revue with music by Mary Rodgers. The revue, written by Larry Siegel and Stan Hart, was a collection of material—songs and sketches—inspired by Mad magazine. Most of the lyrics were by Marshall Barer (Rodgers’s collaborator for Once Upon a Mattress), but some health issues made him unavailable. Rodgers asked Sondheim to help out, so he wrote “The Boy From …,” a parody of the hit bossa nova number, “The Girl from Ipanema.”95 Linda Lavin sang it. Sondheim used a pseudonym: “Esteban Ria Nido,” “a part-translation and part-transliteration of my name.”

Illya Darling (1967). Manos Hadjidakis composed this musical’s score with the notion that it would piggy-back on the popularity of the 1960 film, Never on Sunday, starring Melina Mercouri as Illya, a prostitute in the Greek port of Piraeus. Hadjidakis had composed the movie score, and the show was to be written and directed by Jules Dassin. Tryouts in Philadelphia, Toronto, and Detroit did not fare well. Sondheim was summoned to help out with some revisions of Joe Darion’s lyrics; he also provided a new opening number and a new song, “Piraeus, My Love.” Both were dispensed with because Sondheim “didn’t care to come backstage after every performance” to praise the star.96 The show had a modest run (April 11, 1967–January 13, 1968, 320 performances) and scored six Tony nominations, but no wins.

The Enclave (1973). Sondheim and Laurents remained friends after the unhappy experience of working with Richard Rodgers on Do I Hear a Waltz? in 1965. But they did not work together again until Sondheim provided incidental music for Laurents’s play, The Enclave. It was about a set of liberal friends who plan to invest and live in a set of restored homes in an attractive urban neighborhood but have second thoughts when a member of the group reveals his gay lifestyle and his intention to bring his companion into the mix. Two weeks after the show opened on October 30, 1973, Laurents wrote to Sondheim, “One of the loveliest things about this whole happy experience was working with you again.”97

Candide (1974). Bernstein’s 1956 musical (book by Lillian Hellman and lyrics by Richard Wilbur) had a significant overhaul for its 1974 revival, with a new book by Hugh Wheeler, and additional lyrics by Sondheim and a few others. He contributed “Life Is Happiness Indeed,” “The Best of All Possible Worlds,” “What a Day, What a Day (For an Auto-Da-Fé!)”, “This World,” and “Sheep’s Song.” See more at Candide.

Twigs (1975). Furth’s play was actually a compendium of four short plays about three women eventually revealed to be sisters and their mother. One of the sisters reminisces about once having a chance to sing in the movies: “Hollywood and Vine,” which Sondheim cowrote with Furth, was her song.98

The Seven-Per-Cent Solution (1976). Nicholas Meyer’s Sherlock Holmes script was directed by choreographer Herbert Ross, who had worked on the Broadway productions of West Side Story and Anyone Can Whistle, and who directed Sondheim and Anthony Perkins’s The Last of Sheila (1973). Ross asked Sondheim to write a song for a madam in an upscale brothel where Holmes pursues a villain. He created “I Never Do Anything Twice,” filled with double entendres, but given short shrift in the movie. Sondheim wanted it to be “something even Cole Porter, the dirtiest writer on Broadway, might envy. I’m sorry to say he didn’t live long enough to hear it.”99

Stavisky (1974). Resnais’s French film was based on the life of the financier and embezzler Alexandre Stavisky, who died mysteriously in 1934. Jean-Paul Belmondo played the title role. Sondheim wrote a 1930s pastiche instrumental score, an easier task than many he undertook, he observed, “because it didn’t involve any lyric writing.”100

Reds (1981). Warren Beatty invited Sondheim to score the film about the rise of communism in Russia during the 1917 Revolution, but the composer declined, since he was in the throes of getting Merrily We Roll Along onstage. Sondheim also felt that Beatty wanted “battle music,” something he had not written. He did compose “Goodbye for Now,” a love theme for the movie. Beatty asked Sondheim to write lyrics for the tune, which he hoped Diane Keaton could record and release to promote the film. However, Sondheim’s music was too difficult for her to sing, so it never happened.101

    Dick Tracy (1990). Warren Beatty’s movie was based on a cartoon Sondheim had grown up reading. At Beatty’s request he wrote five songs, including three for Madonna, who played Breathless Mahoney, a 1930s nightclub singer: “More,” “Sooner or Later,” and “What Can You Lose?” (with Mandy Patinkin). Sondheim won his only 1991 Academy Award for “Sooner or Later,” the best original song from a movie in 1990.102

The Birdcage (1996). When Mike Nichols directed the film (based on Jean Poiret’s play La Cage aux Folles), he asked Sondheim to contribute several songs: “a number which could be performed in the titular nightclub and might also serve as an accompaniment to the opening credits, a song which would set up the main theme of the picture … Second, Mike wanted a number for Starina (the drag name of Albin, the central character of the story) which would lend itself to a fanciful staging in a tiny, tacky nightclub.” Nichols decided not to use the first song, “It Takes All Kinds,” and only half of the lyric “Little Dream.”103 “Love Is in the Air,” cut from Forum, was also used. Sondheim said his songs had nothing to do with plot or character.

Hey, Mr. Producer! (1998). Sondheim was asked to write something for an all-star tribute in London honoring theater producer Cameron Mackintosh. He created a mashup of two well-known numbers: His own “Send in the Clowns” and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s “The Music of the Night.” They performed it, four hands on one piano on videotape for the event, which was attended by the Royal Family. “The initial sight of the two of us together, publicly perceived as we are to be warring opposites—the aesthete and the populist—was enough to carry the moment. Still, the song is not without a few jokes.”104

King Lear (2007). Sondheim wrote incidental music for the New York Public Theater’s March 2007 production of Shakespeare’s great tragedy, which starred Kevin Kline. He shared the music credit with Michael Starobin, who orchestrated Sunday in the Park with George and Assassins.

Sondheim on Sondheim (2010). James Lapine’s revue of songs by Sondheim was performed by eight singers with filmed interjections by the composer about his career and life. Lapine asked Sondheim to provide a song to follow the intermission. He said he “fell into a self-deprecating mode and wrote [a …] number which was suggested by a New York magazine headline that had asked the unanswerable camp question: ‘Is Sondheim God?’” The song’s title was (what else?), “God.”

Into the Woods (2014). For Rob Marshall’s cinematic version of the show, Sondheim wrote a new song for Meryl Streep’s Witch. It was filmed but not used, though it is available on the DVD of the movie. See more at Into the Woods.
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COOK, BARBARA (1927–2017)

[image: ]

Barbara Cook.
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Born in Atlanta (October 25, 1927) to Nell Harwell Cook, a telephone operator, and Charles Cook, a traveling salesman, Barbara Cook loved to sing from early childhood. She had a remarkable career as a Broadway ingenue in the 1950s and 1960s, dropped out for a decade due to depression and alcoholism, then returned to triumphant acclaim as a concert and cabaret singer in the 1980s—a startling accomplishment for a woman who never learned to read music. She became particularly connected to songs by Sondheim and was known as a premier song interpreter into her 80s. She died at 89 on August 8, 2017.

Cook’s early life was marked by tragedy: Her younger sister died at 18 months from whooping cough after Cook contracted it at age 3—and was made to feel responsible for the death of her sibling. Her parents’ marriage ended in divorce when she was 6 years old, and she felt responsible for that, too. She had a close but smothering relationship with her mother; they lived in poverty with her grandmother until she moved to New York City in 1948 to pursue a singing career. She worked as a typist while auditioning for shows. She spent the summer of 1950 at Tamiment, the legendary Poconos hotel in Pennsylvania, where she worked with Jack Cassidy, Sid Caesar, Danny Kay, Jerome Robbins, and Herbert Ross.

Cook was cast in an offbeat musical, Flahooley (1951), that lasted just a month on Broadway. Next up was Plain and Fancy (1955), for which she won a Theatre World Award as a “Promising Personality” of the 1954–1955 season. For Leonard Bernstein’s Candide (1956) she originated the coloratura soprano role of Cunegonde and sang the challenging “Glitter and Be Gay,” which Bernstein composed with her in mind, despite her lack of musical training.

In 1957 she created the role of librarian Marian Paroo in Meredith Willson’s The Music Man and won the Tony Award as the Best Actress in a Musical. (She performed opposite Robert Preston’s Harold Hill, another Tony Award–winning performance.) Cook also originated the role of Amalia Balash, the lovelorn pen pal in Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick’s She Loves Me (1963), from which the song “Ice Cream” became one of her signature numbers.

She also gave noteworthy performances in several successful but short-run Broadway revivals: Carousel (1954, 1957), The King and I (1960), and Show Boat (1966). A fine actor, she also performed in several nonmusical plays.

After partnering with Wally Harper, a pianist and arranger, in 1974, she began her comeback with a legendary Carnegie Hall concert on January 26, 1975. It was recorded and sold well. She stopped drinking in 1977, another monumental career step. Several successful recordings helped her develop a cult following.

On September 7–8, 1985, Cook was part of the star-studded concert performances with the New York Philharmonic of Follies. Sondheim specifically wanted her to perform as Sally, and her renditions of “In Buddy’s Eyes” and “Losing My Mind” were among the event’s most memorable moments. That set her on a course to become one of the most significant interpreters of Sondheim’s complex lyrics and music.

“Doing ‘In Buddy’s Eyes’ was a great experience,” Cook remembered. “In a way this song is a lie. The character is trying to convince herself that all this idyllic stuff that she is singing about is really true, though she doesn’t really believe it. But I decided to perform the song as if she meant every word of it … from the bottom of her heart.”105

In 2006 Cook recalled being part of the 1985 Follies concert: “It was a scary time for all of us because we had never done the show before, and it was a high-powered kind of thing.” She found Sondheim helpful and easy to work with.

In 2002 Sondheim told the Washington Post, “No one sings theater songs with more feeling for the music or more understanding of the lyrics than Barbara.” Her one-woman 2001 Carnegie Hall concert, Mostly Sondheim, featured an extensive array of Sondheim’s songs: “Everybody Says Don’t” from Anyone Can Whistle, “Into the Woods/Giants in the Sky” from Into the Woods, “Another Hundred People/So Many People” from Company and Saturday Night; “Happiness” and “Loving You” from Passion; “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” from Company; “Not a Day Goes By/Losing My Mind” from Merrily We Roll Along and Follies; “Something’s Coming/Tonight” from West Side Story; “Move On” from Sunday in the Park with George; “Send in the Clowns” from A Little Night Music; and “Not While I’m Around” from Sweeney Todd. Her encore was an unamplified rendition of the title song from Anyone Can Whistle. The program also used songs that she and Harper selected from Sondheim’s seventieth-birthday list of “Songs I Wish I’d Written (at least in part),” including four numbers by Harold Arlen, others by Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, and her excellent rendition of “Ice Cream.”

Her 2001 renditions of Sondheim’s song were ecstatically reviewed: In the New York Times, Stephen Holden wrote, “The chemistry of Ms. Cook’s voice—beautiful, aching and inflected with autumnal shades and rustlings—and Mr. Sondheim’s songs, which take a long view of life and death in the midst of furious emotional turmoil, is quietly shattering.”106 Clive Barnes, writing for the New York Post, said, “Cook can still ring out a thread of drama that is simply heartbreaking” and “What a privilege it is to hear her in this unexpected prime.”107

Cook continued to perform the show in New York City through August 2002 as a Sunday- and Monday-night Broadway engagement at the Vivian Beaumont Theater; it received a 2002 Tony nomination for Best Special Theatrical Event. Also, during 2002, Cook toured Mostly Sondheim to several cities, including presentations twice during the 2002 Sondheim Celebration at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. In San Francisco in November 2002 reviewer Robert Hurwitt described her rendition of “Send in the Clowns” as “a wistful intimation of cosmic comedy as deeply moving as it is intelligent. On ‘You Could Drive a Person Crazy,’ she works her way through Sondheim’s witty look at love gone bad with delectable emotional acuity. She tugs at the heartstrings as she navigates the torturous self-doubts of ‘Losing My Mind.’ … By the time she delivers that gently beguiling ‘Whistle,’ Cook’s tour of Mostly Sondheim has proved richly rewarding.”108

Cook’s live recording of the Mostly Sondheim Carnegie Hall concert significantly expanded appreciation for her. Comparing her Mostly Sondheim recording to her 1975 Carnegie Hall recording, New York Times music critic Anthony Tommasini said her singing was better. “Not just interpretively richer, which you would expect with maturity, but vocally richer, more expressive, with just as much, if not slightly more, bloom to the sound.”

The success of the Sondheim program proved to be a true watershed in her career. In 2005 she said her work had deepened “because I was willing to go deeper hers elf .” She called herself “the slowest bloomer, the latest bloomer ever. … I consider myself a work in progress. This is not a done deal.”109

Cook’s arc as a concert and cabaret performer was documented with a steady stream of recordings following At Carnegie Hall (1975); As of Today (1977); It’s Better with a Band (1981); The Disney Album (1988); Dorothy Fields: Close as Pages in a Book (1993); Live from London (1994); Oscar Winners: The Lyrics of Oscar Hammerstein II (1997); All I Ask of You (1999); The Champion Season: A Salute to Gower Champion(1999); Sings Mostly Sondheim: Live at Carnegie Hall (2001); Count Your Blessings (2003, Grammy nominee); Barbara Cook’s Broadway (2004); Tribute (2005), in memory and dedicated to her longtime arranger and accompanist Wally Harper; Barbara Cook at the Met (2006); No One Is Alone (2007); Rainbow Round My Shoulder (2008); Cheek to Cheek and You Make Me Feel So Young, both live recordings from Feinstein’s at Loews Regency (2011); and Loverman (2012). She can also be heard on Follies in Concert (1985 [RCA, RCD2-7128]) and Sondheim on Sondheim (2010 [PS Classics, PS-1093]).

In 2006, Cook performed a solo concert at the Metropolitan Opera that was recorded and released by DRG. She included a set of songs by Sondheim; critic Donald Rosenberg said, “She reveals all of the agonies and ecstasies that make these pieces so haunting.”110

Cook married David LeGrant, an acting teacher (1953–1965); they had one child, Adam, who went to live with his father in 1973 after Cook descended into self-described nonfunctional alcoholism and gained more than 100 pounds, weight she never fully shed.

Late in her career, Cook began to conduct master classes at the Juilliard School in New York City. She was inclined to dismiss students’ anxiety over vocal perfection. Instead, she pushed them to explore the pain and joy behind the notes. “What is this song about?” she demanded of one class. When a student started singing “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man” from Show Boat, Cook cut her off with the observation, “You do not have the life experience to really, really sing this song.”111

In 2010 she returned to the Broadway stage, despite some issues with mobility, for James Lapine’s production of the biographical revue Sondheim on Sondheim. She was nominated for a 2010 Tony Award for Best Featured Actress in a Musical for her role in that show.

In 2011, she received Kennedy Center Honors from President Barack Obama. Playbill asked what part of her career gave her the most pride: “Enduring, I suppose. That and also, I think more and more, I try to sing more and more purely and simply. … I feel that it’s a kind of validation of my whole life because that’s what I do when I sing: I put my life into my work.”

Stephen Holden summed up the experience of her singing: “You left every Cook performance feeling warmed and grateful to be alive.”112
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DEPP, JOHNNY (1963–)
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Johnny Depp as Sweeney Todd (2007).
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John Christopher Depp II was born June 9, 1963, in Owensboro, Kentucky. As Johnny Depp he became one of the most versatile actors of his generation. Starting in television, he quickly advanced to movies, especially in films directed by Tim Burton. Depp played roles in two cinematic versions of shows by Stephen Sondheim.

His parents, John Christopher Depp, a civil engineer, and Betty Sue Palmer, a waitress, moved frequently for several years, then settled in Miramar, Florida, in 1970. They divorced in 1978 when Depp was 15. He dropped out of high school and spent time in several garage bands. He married a musician, Lori Anne Allison, in 1983; they divorced in 1985.

Before their divorce, he and Allison visited Los Angeles in 1984. He met actor Nicolas Cage, who advised him to pursue an acting career. His first role was later that year: the low-budget but high-profile film, A Nightmare on Elm Street, as one of Freddy Krueger’s victims. Three years later he joined the cast of 21 Jump Street, a popular television series (1987–1991), as Tommy Hanson, an undercover cop.

In 1990, Burton cast Depp as the title character in Edward Scissorhands, a dark fantasy about an artificial man with scissor blades instead of hands. Over the next two decades, Burton used Depp repeatedly in his quirky films, playing tormented, often violent characters who evoked sympathy as much as fear, for instance, in Ed Wood (1994), a biopic comedy-drama about a sleazy, low-budget filmmaker, and Sleepy Hollow (1999), based on Washington Irving’s tale about Ichabod Crane (Depp) and a headless horseman. Of his performance in the latter, film critic Roger Ebert said, “Johnny Depp is an actor able to disappear into characters, never more readily than in one of Burton’s films.”1

Appearing steadily in major motion pictures, Depp gained an international recognition for a series of Pirates of the Caribbean movies as the conniving but charming and roguish Captain Jack Sparrow. He was nominated for a 2004 Academy Award for Best Actor for The Curse of the Black Pearl, the first film in the series. Showing his diversity, he took on the serious, sensitive role of dramatist J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan’s creator, in Finding Neverland (2005), picking up his second Academy Award nomination. That same year, he played candy-maker Willy Wonka in Burton’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and voiced the role of Victor in Burton’s stop-motion, animated musical, Corpse Bride.

After two more Pirates films (Dead Man’s Chest in 2006 and At World’s End in 2007, both major box-office successes), he was back at work with Burton, in a perfect role: the “demon barber” in a cinematic version of Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd (2007). William B. Parrill suggested that, prior to this movie, Depp’s monsters had been “guilt-free. … With Sweeney Todd, Depp puts in all his chips.”2 He was the ideal choice for Burton’s adaptation of this story. “Simply put,” Parrill stated, “Sweeney Todd could not be the great film it is without him.”3

Burton was captivated by Sweeney Todd years earlier and had long hoped to film it. He gave Depp a recording of the stage production in 2000, long before the movie was in the works. Although the actor was not enamored of musicals, he liked this tale’s treatment and Sondheim’s score. But while Depp had fronted bands as a teenager, his singing skills as an adult were untested. Nevertheless, Burton cast him in the role for their sixth major film together. Depp received some informal vocal coaching.

Sondheim did not question the casting of Depp, despite the actor’s inexperience in musicals. He trusted him, he said in a London press interview in November 2007, “because I knew that he was not a fool, and he would only do it if he felt he could handle it.” Critic Terry Teachout pointed out, “Depp is an actor of distinction who plays Sweeney with a cold, hard, shockingly intense reserve, [so] it is not hard to forgive him for his lack of a legitimate singing voice—though one would not care to hear him attempt the role onstage.”4

Sondheim advised the actor that his performance should focus on his acting rather than his singing. “He felt the singing was secondary to hitting the notes emotionally.”5 Music critic Anthony Tommasini, writing for the New York Times, called Depp’s on-screen performance “stunning in every dimension: dramatically, psychologically, physically and, yes, vocally.”6

Tommasini called Depp’s singing, ““harsh and thin, but amazingly forceful.” Another critic wrote, “Beneath this Sweeney’s vacant, sullen exterior is a man consumed with a murderous rage that threatens to burst forth every time he slowly takes a breath and is poised to speak. Yet when he sings, his voice crackles and breaks with sadness.”7

Depp put his own stamp on the role, portraying Sweeney as a tormented, misunderstood man who viciously avenged himself on society. His performance won a 2008 Golden Globe Award for Best Actor—Motion Picture Musical or Comedy and paved the way for his third Academy Award nomination as Best Actor.

Depp’s career continued apace after Sweeney Todd with two more Pirates films (On Stranger Tides in 2011 and Dead Men Tell No Tales in 2017) and several more films with Burton (Alice in Wonderland in 2010 and Alice Through the Looking Glass in 2016). He also played The Lone Ranger (2013) and Boston mobster and F.B.I. informant James “Whitey” Bulger in Black Mass (2015). He took on a second memorable Sondheim role, playing the lascivious, zoot-suited Wolf who sings “Hello, Little Girl” to Little Red Riding Hood in Rob Marshall’s 2014 film Into the Woods.

Depp had a longtime companionship with Vanessa Paradis, a French singer and actress, that began in 1998. They had two children, born in 1999 and 2002; their relationship ended in 2012. In 2015 Depp married actress and producer Amber Heard; they divorced in 2017. The 2012 Guinness Book of World Records listed Depp as the world’s highest-paid actor, with earnings of $75 million in one year.
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DO I HEAR A WALTZ? (1965)


Original Production

Music: Richard Rodgers

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Arthur Laurents (based on his play, The Time of the Cuckoo)

Director: John Dexter

Musical Director: Frederick Dvonch; Orchestrator: Ralph Burns; Choreographer: Herbert Ross; Associate Choreographer: Wakefield Poole; Dance Arrangements: Richard De Benedictis; Settings and Costumes: Beni Montresor; Lighting: Jules Fisher; Produced by: Richard Rodgers, by special arrangement with AML Enterprises, Inc.

Original Cast: Leona Samish (Elizabeth Allen), Renato Di Rossi (Sergio Franchi), Signora Fioria (Carol Bruce), Eddie Yaeger (Stuart Damon), Giovanna (Fleury D’Antonakis), Vito (James Dybas), Mr. McIlhenny (Jack Manning), Jennifer Yaeger (Julienne Marie), Mrs. McIlhenny (Madeleine Sherwood), Mauro (Christopher Votos), Mrs. Victoria Haslam (Helen Blount), Man on Bridge (Michael Lamont), singers and dancers.

The original Broadway production of Do I Hear a Waltz? at the 46th Street Theatre opened on March 18, 1965; after 220 performances, it closed on September 25, 1965.

AWARDS AND HONORS: The original Broadway production of Do I Hear a Waltz? was nominated for three Tony Awards in 1965: Best Composer and Lyricist (music by Richard Rodgers, lyrics by Stephen Sondheim); Best Actress in a Musical (Elizabeth Allen); and Best Scenic Design (Beni Montresor). It did not win in any category.



Overview

Do I Hear a Waltz? was Stephen Sondheim’s fifth Broadway musical. Coming on the heels of the brief run of Anyone Can Whistle, he and Arthur Laurents were hoping for a hit for financial reasons as well as to restore their credibility. That was probably a factor when Sondheim agreed to step back into the role of lyricist and work with legendary composer Richard Rodgers, whose name on a marquee seemed likely to guarantee success. Laurents’s 1952 play, The Time of the Cuckoo, was the source for Do I Hear a Waltz? In a review of the show’s 2016 Encores! production, Ben Brantley said the play “pits American chutzpah and naïveté against European worldliness.”8 Laurents’s original play was set entirely in the garden of a Venetian pensione. For the musical it was expanded modestly with the addition of Renato Di Rossi’s antiquities shop and the Piazza San Marco. A young couple with marital problems was added. But not much else changed.

Rodgers was also the show’s producer, and he was unwilling to be adventurous. “I finally came to understand that the Rodgers and Hammerstein revolution was essentially Hammerstein’s,” Sondheim stated. “Rodgers was an archconservative.”9 While Anyone Can Whistle was wildly—perhaps destructively—experimental, “Waltz, just a year later, was conservative.”10 In fact, Laurents himself stated, “What you had on the stage in the case of Waltz is best characterized as bland. It had no style. No concept.”11 In 1993, Martin Gottfried called the show “a dispirited affair, an unnecessary and processed musical, safe and predictable and heartless. It was in almost every way the opposite of the audacious Anyone Can Whistle and gave Sondheim his one unpleasant theater memory.”12
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Elizabeth Allen (Leona Samish) and Sergio Franchi (Renato Di Rossi) in Do I Hear a Waltz?

New York Public Library

Synopsis

Act 1

It’s the 1960s. Leona Samish, a single, idealistic thirtysomething secretary from New York City, travels to Venice, Italy, for a stay at the Pensione Fioria. Wandering the canals, alleyways, and piazzas, she is flooded by romantic emotions (“Someone Woke Up”). She recruits Mauro, a 9-year-old urchin, to help her find her way, but not before she falls into one of Venice’s canals. At the pensione, the owner, Signora Fioria, greets her—and Leona discovers all the guests are from America (“This Week, Americans”): Eddie and Jennifer Yaeger, an unhappy young couple from Rome who seek renewal in Venice, and the McIlhennys, a middle-aged couple on a package tour (“What Do We Do? We Fly!”). Leona tries to be friendly, but they all have dinner plans. She is left behind, wishing for a “wonderful, mystical, magical miracle” to change her lonely life.

Shopping the following day Leona sees a beautiful eighteenth-century Venetian glass goblet in a store window. Renato Di Rossi, the shop’s handsome older owner, tells her it’s authentic, not a reproduction, and offers to locate a match so she can have a pair. He offers to show her the sights of Venice (“Someone Like You”), but she suspects his motives. He tutors her regarding the ins and outs of shopping in Italy (“Bargaining”). She is almost enticed but not quite enough, so she spends another evening alone (“Here We Are Again”).

Leona returns to the shop the following day, but Renato is not there. She buys the single goblet from his assistant, Vito. Back at the pensione she receives a second goblet from Renato. Soon he stops by with an invitation to a concert. She remains suspicious, but he allays her fears.

Later, the McIlhennys show Leona a set of glasses they have purchased—exactly like hers. She is dismayed and questions the wisdom of meeting Renato in Piazza San Marco (“Thinking”). She wonders if he lied to her about the value of the goblets, but Signora Fioria assures her they are antiques.

Vito comes with a message that Renato is late because one of his children is ill. Leona discovers that Vito is Renato’s son. Disillusioned, she cancels their rendezvous. Renato explains that he and his wife have not loved each other for years. Divorce is not an option in Italy, and they have children to consider. Leona believes extramarital affairs are wrong, but she is deeply attracted to him.

Meanwhile, Jennifer and Eddie’s marital problems continue. He is enamored with Signora Fioria but delays his flirtation by giving an English lesson to Giovanna, the maid (“No Understand”). Fioria continues her pursuit and convinces Eddie to make love in a gondola. Leona sees their assignation and is shocked.

Leona adamantly rejects Renato’s advances, and he accuses her of being romantic and puritanical. He urges her to accept his affection during her stay in Venice (“Take the Moment”).

Act 2

Later that evening after her date with Renato, Leona joins Jennifer and Fioria to study the moon (“Moon in My Window”). Jennifer is in denial about her marriage, while Fioria is realistic. Leona is wistful, still waiting to hear a romantic melody.

The next day, while Leona wonders if Renato will return, Eddie and Jennifer fight, then pretend all is well (“We’re Gonna Be All Right”). Renato is late because he stopped to buy Leona a necklace with garnets that she admired. For the first time, she hears music and succumbs to romance (“Do I Hear a Waltz?”).

Renato asks Leona to remain in Venice (“Stay”). She hosts a party in the pensione’s garden to celebrate (“Perfectly Lovely Couple”). Vito arrives with a jeweler demanding the balance for the necklace, which Leona willingly pays. But then Vito returns to give Renato his commission for the sale. He denies being after her money, but she refuses to believe him and throws him out. Wounded by the turn of events, she lashes out at the Yaegers, revealing Eddie’s dalliance with Fioria to Jennifer. Leona is immediately regretful.

The next day the two couples leave Venice, and Fioria is ready to welcome more guests (“Last Week, Americans”). Renato informs Leona that her suspicion has extinguished his affection: She trusted him only when he gave her the expensive necklace. She recognizes how she has failed and hopes to begin again with someone else. Perhaps her encounter with Renato has left her more mature: She has changed enough to express her gratitude (“Thank You So Much”). They part as friends.

Source and Book

In The Time of the Cuckoo Leona Samish is an uptight thirtysomething single American who has deferred on romance while caring for younger siblings after their parents’ death. She arrives in Venice, a destination for possible hedonism; she is enticed by but can’t fully embrace her opportunity with the worldly Renato Di Rossi. Shirley Booth was Leona in the play’s original Broadway production, and Katharine Hepburn took on the role in Summertime, a 1955 movie version. Their performances set a high bar for the role, one that the musical’s production failed to attain with Elizabeth Allen, a fine performer but perhaps too polished and attractive for the role.

Summarizing the show for The Oxford Companion to the American Musical Thomas Hischak wrote, “The small-scale musical suffered from a problematic book and production but resulted in a superior score” with a weak script. He added, “Rodgers was still such a popular composer that his name on a marquee was appealing enough to audiences to enable the show run 220 performances.”13

In 1958, with an introduction from Sondheim, Laurents approached Rodgers and Hammerstein about musicalizing his play The Time of the Cuckoo. Hammerstein thought it was too soon, following the play’s respectable Broadway run (262 performances) in 1952 with Booth and the 1955 movie adaptation with Hepburn. After Hammerstein’s death in 1960, Rodgers tried his hand at composing and lyric writing with No Strings (580 performances in 1962–1963), but his lyrics were not as successful as Hammerstein’s.

By 1965, with the play and the movie farther in the past, Laurents approached Rodgers again, and the composer felt ready to undertake the project with a new lyricist. Rodgers had proposed several projects to Sondheim, who declined, still eager to continue his own composing. When Rodgers agreed to musicalize The Time of Cuckoo, he invited Sondheim to be his lyricist.

Rodgers’s daughter Mary, a close friend of Sondheim, implored him to work with her father “because ‘it would make Daddy so happy.’”14 No one warned Sondheim that Rodgers had become an alcoholic. Teaming with him was fraught with challenges: Sondheim “would be taking his beloved Oscar’s place. It was dramatic for Rodgers as well, working with his first new lyricist since the famous partnerships with Lorenz Hart and Hammerstein. … ‘it was a ghastly combination of people,’ Mary Rodgers remembered.”15

Richard Rodgers was certain his composing skills had diminished, so a collaborative partnership with Sondheim never fully materialized. In 1964, as they began work on the show, Rodgers told Louis Calta, a New York Times reporter, that he first met a then 12-year-old Sondheim in 1942 while working with Hammerstein on Oklahoma! In an interview with the New York Times, Rodgers “said with a mischievous grin, ‘I watched him grow from an attractive little boy to a monster.’”16

Despite working for a quarter-century with lyricist Lorenz Hart, who was gay, Rodgers was at some level homophobic: Working with Sondheim, Laurents, and the brilliant but abrasive British director John Dexter further complicated matters.17 Rodgers was convinced they were conspiring against him, and as time went by, interpersonal relations became extremely tense.

Laurents regretted talking Sondheim into working on the show. “Rodgers was foul to him. I remember when we got a new song one day out of town. Rodgers looked at the lyric sheet and in front of the whole company said, ‘This is shit!’”18 Nevertheless, since Rodgers was also the show’s producer, he had the last word, making difficult situations all the more intolerable.

“I never thought the play should be a musical,” Sondheim said. It’s about a woman who “metaphorically, can’t sing. How can you do it as a musical? One way is to do it as a chamber opera, or another way is to have a musical in which everyone sings the whole time with the exception of the main character, which I think would have been very interesting—if she wouldn’t be able to sing until the climax of the piece, then breaks open in anger and is able to sing.”19 Sondheim advanced this idea, “but Rodgers would have none of it.”20

“Do I Hear a Waltz? was not a bad show,” Sondheim wrote in Finishing the Hat, “merely a dead one. It was well constructed, literate, even entertaining. It has some wit in the lyrics, some lovely music that could have come only from Richard Rodgers, and a neatly constructed, touching libretto, but it was dead to begin with.”21

In retrospect, Sondheim described Do I Hear a Waltz? as a “Why?” musical—ironically a term provided by Mary Rodgers. Such shows, he suggested, “usually come from successful novels, movies, and plays. Their authors are blinded by the attractiveness of the source material, how easily it could sing, how effectively it might be staged, which actor would be perfect for the leading role. They never question the need to musicalize the piece. They never ask themselves what music will do for the story that hasn’t already been accomplished by the original author.”22 He called Do I Hear a Waltz? “a perfectly respectable show, based on a perfectly respectable source, that has no reason for being.”23 New York Times critic Ben Brantley repeated the “Why?” label in 2016, adding “why add songs to a story that didn’t cry out for them?”24

Sondheim observed that Waltz failed because “it had no real energy—no excitement whatsoever. That’s because it need not have been done.”25 Ben Brantley observed that Waltz “still comes across as a show about the pursuit of passion that has little passionate urgency itself.” He added, “The show feels as anxiously ambivalent as its heroine.”26

Sondheim allowed himself to be talked into doing something he did not want to do, and it led to “his one association with mediocrity.”27 He called agreeing to write the lyrics for Do I Hear a Waltz? “as wrongheaded a decision as I’ve ever made.”28

Creative Team

John Dexter, the temperamental British director, had staged just one musical previously, Half a Sixpence (1963), in England. His angry outbursts challenged both the creative team and the cast. “The brilliant but abrasive English director … was alienating everyone with his temper tantrums.”29 He knew all the male actors’ names; he didn’t bother to identify the women.30 He and Laurents had concluded that Do I Hear a Waltz? did not require choreography, a decision that left the show’s chorus and dancers with very little to do. This curious decision was reversed during the show’s Boston tryout, just weeks before opening: Herbert Ross, who had crafted memorable movement for Anyone Can Whistle, replaced choreographer Wakefield Poole, in hopes of giving the new show some dance elements.

Relying on Rodgers’s three-quarter-time title song, Leona’s exuberant celebration of love for Renato, Ross gradually added dancers so that “the whole place—the city, the world—began dancing to share [her] joy. It was a moment basic to the musical since the 1920s, portraying the thrill of loving and being loved back.”31 Dexter resented such contributions, which brought “Waltz more in line with audience expectations for a sixties musical.”32 However, this change appears to have been the final straw for the temperamental Dexter, who stopped attending rehearsals.

Poole, who was demoted to assistant choreographer, said, “Any director who can’t communicate with actors is a failure.”33 In fact, the entire creative team of Rodgers, Sondheim, Laurents, and Dexter were barely speaking to one another. “Those brilliant minds and there wasn’t an ounce of communication. It was most exasperating.”34 Rodgers wrote to a friend that “instead of a musical we had a sad little comedy with songs.” And Laurents simply said, “I just stomped out. I saw it was a disaster and I went out and bought a coat.’”35

Despite Dexter’s objections, Ross gave Do I Hear a Waltz? some much needed energy. According to Ross, “There was a total conflict of opinion as to how the roles should be played. Steve and Arthur wanted a dry and tough interpretation, and Rodgers wanted a sentimental one; therefore, the show lacked any positive quality. I restaged the musical numbers, but there wasn’t much that could be done. The show was in terrifically good taste but was passionless. Elizabeth Allen was good, but she wasn’t right. The show needed someone who would break your heart. She just wasn’t vulnerable enough.”36

Cast and Characters

Elizabeth Allen was not Rodgers’s first choice to play Leona, “someone who reads about thirty-eight, capable of a rich and nuanced portrayal, and just singer enough to interlock with the tonally-abundant [Sergio] Franchi.”37 Shirley Booth, who originated the role in Laurents’s play, was too old by 1965, as was Mary Martin, in Rodgers’s estimation. Florence Henderson, Anne Bancroft, Barbara Cook, and Barbra Streisand were initially considered.38 Allen was a compromise, an excellent professional, but too self-assured and attractive for the repressed Leona. “Even [her] singing voice gave her away: a confident, friendly belt with sharp diction, perfect for a glamor role like Mame but wrong for Leona.”39

Allen had issues with Dexter, too. When he set up a gypsy run-through on short notice, she did not receive advance warning. “That afternoon she performed the show with the fevered pitch of Ethel Merman in Gypsy, rather than as the vulnerable lady the character was meant to be.”40


MUSICAL NUMBERS

Act 1

Overture


	“Someone Woke Up”—Leona and Ensemble

	“This Week, Americans”—Signora Fioria

	“What Do We Do? We Fly!”—Mr. and Mrs. McIlhenny, Leona, Jennifer, and Eddie

	“Someone Like You”—Renato

	“Bargaining”—Renato and Leona

	“Here We Are Again”—Signora Fioria, Mr. and Mrs. McIlhenny, Leona, Jennifer, and Eddie

	“Thinking”—Renato and Leona

	“No Understand”—Eddie, Giovanna, and Jennifer

	“Take the Moment”—Renato



Act 2


	“Moon in My Window”—Jennifer, Signora Fioria, and Leona

	“We’re Gonna Be All Right”—Eddie and Jennifer

	“Do I Hear a Waltz?”—Leona and Ensemble

	“Stay”—Renato

	“Perfectly Lovely Couple”—Eddie, Mr. and Mrs. McIlhenny, Jennifer, Signora Fioria, Leona, Renato, and Giovanna

	“Last Week, Americans”—Signora Fioria

	“Thank You So Much”—Leona and Renato

	Finale





Score

At first Rodgers was willing to work with Sondheim. In a 1964 New York Times interview, he said, “It’s all very flexible. Steve will come in with a quatrain and that will be enough for me to get going. A few days later he handed me a complete chorus, and I started off on a whole number. If I find myself going off from set lyrics I’ll confer with Steve, who will either rewrite or eliminate, as necessary. We get together whenever we have something to present to each other.” Sondheim said he was taking a back seat to Rodgers, “because the best man for this score is Dick.” To which Rodgers chuckled, “I’d be the last one to dispute that.”41

But Rodgers had lost confidence in his creative powers, and his state of mind eventually and dramatically affected their collaboration. “This manifested itself in his refusal to rewrite, a stubborn ploy to cover his imagined infertility,” Sondheim recalled. “Once he had put the music down on paper, he adamantly refused to reconsider even one note of it; he was afraid he had no other notes in reserve. This made for a fair amount of dull and repetitive music, especially in tunes like ‘What Do We Do? We Fly’ and ‘Bargaining’ which were songs designed to be comic or to carry the story forward, songs which weren’t geared for popularity outside the show and which he referred to as ‘mechanicals.’ The adventurous grace of the music he had written for Oklahoma! and Carousel was now rarely available to him.”42

Sondheim said Rodgers’s despair was unnecessary “as songs like ‘Take the Moment’ and the show’s title tune attest. But I was too young to understand the fear of superannuation. I refused to believe that the man who had written the score of Carousel could run dry.” Unfortunately, Rodgers’s insecurity led him to conclude that Laurents and Sondheim “were against him, which reinforced his resistance to our suggestions for changes and paralyzed the progress of the show, since he was also the producer.”43

Rodgers sometimes made decisions that had little to do with telling the show’s story. Sondheim recalled, “Rodgers wanted a reprise of ‘Take the Moment.’ I asked why. He said, ‘I want them to hear the tune again.’ For me that isn’t reason enough.”44

Brantley suggested that Laurents’s book “wobbles between sentimentality and cynicism,” adding, “The same tension is felt in the songs, with Rodgers and Mr. Sondheim tugging in different directions and ending up in a rather listless draw.”45

Laurents created a revised version of Do I Hear a Waltz? that was performed in 1999 at the George Street Playhouse in New Brunswick, New Jersey, and California’s Pasadena Playhouse a year later. For these productions the song “Take the Moment” was deleted and replaced by “Everybody Loves Leona,” a song discarded from the original production. The Pasadena production was recorded by Fynsworth Alley (CD 302 062 156 2).

None of this is to say that Rodgers’s melodies were deficient. Recording reviewer Joe Marchese praised numbers that defined Leona’s character with sensitivity, including the giddiness of “Do I Hear a Waltz?” and her poignant farewell to Renato, “Thank You So Much.” He described the former as “a quintessential Rodgers waltz for Leona’s joyous title song that Allen performed with tremendous zeal.” The show’s opening song, “Someone Woke Up,” is “pure, pulsating 1965-style musical theatre, aided and abetted by Ralph Burns’s bold, fresh orchestrations.” Finally, Marchese points out that “We’re Gonna Be All Right,” the sarcastic duet by the Yaegers, was an argument about a flirtation that allowed Rodgers to return to “the deliciously insouciant sound of his Lorenz Hart collaborations.”46

That song had to be significantly revised, according to Sondheim. When he shared his first version with Rodgers, the composer seemed pleased. “It was clear he welcomed being back in Hart territory.” His pleasure didn’t last. At a lunch meeting the next day, Rodgers “repeatedly slapped a copy of the lyric against his wrist, as if slapping mine, and insisted that the lyric was unacceptable.”47

Sondheim believes the objections were not those of Rodgers but rather of his wife Dorothy’s. “She recognized the marriage I was writing about as having characteristics similar to their own.”48 Sondheim replaced the lyric with a blander version. The song was first heard in its entirety in Sondheim: A Musical Tribute in 1973. In 1999 when Arthur Laurents staged Waltz at George Street Playhouse, he made several revisions to the libretto and score, including restoring the original, more acerbic lyrics for “We’re Gonna Be All Right.” Peter Filichia has observed, “If these lyrics are an indication of what Sondheim was forced to eliminate at Rodgers’s insistence, we can begin to understand why the guy can’t stand this show.”49

Original Cast Recording

The original Broadway cast album was produced by Goddard Lieberson for Columbia. It was recorded on March 21, 1965, at the CBS 30th Street Studio in New York City. Didier C. Deutsch produced a remastered version for compact disc and cassette in 1992; he also provided some astute liner notes. Tim Tiedemann did the digital remix and remastered the recording. Despite the short-lived show’s long history of nonproduction, this recording, described by one reviewer as “lush” and “shimmering,” has sustained interest in the show’s score.

Arthur Laurents provided revisions to the show for productions in New Jersey (1999) and California (2001). The latter, at the Pasadena Playhouse, was captured by producer Bruce Kimmel in a recording for his Fynsworth Alley label, which includes some dialogue by the cast starring Alyson Reed as Leona, Anthony Crivello as Renato, and Carol Lawrence (West Side Story’s original Maria) as Fioria. Critic Peter Filichia says that recording makes the show “sound like a hit.”50

Reception

Reviews by New York critics were very mixed. In the New York Times, Howard Taubman wrote, “One admires the self-restraint of the creators of Do I Hear a Waltz? They were wise not to overload the musical with production numbers … At the same time one cannot suppress a regret that they failed to be bolder. For there are times, particularly in the early stages, when the songs are merely decoration. They give the impression they are there because a musical requires music. They do not translate the story into the fresh and marvelous language that the rich resources of the musical stage make possible.”51

What hurt Waltz, according to Ethan Mordden, “was its conception as a drama presented by song—modest and limited. The play would be the thing—but The Time of the Cuckoo isn’t all that interesting in itself. Shirley Booth made it compelling. Without that performance, or something comparable, the piece seemed flat.”52

Saturday Review published an evaluation of the show titled “Dearth in Venice.” It said: “To make a musical comedy without dancing is plausible, to make one without comedy is possible, but to make one without music is, it would seem, unthinkable. Yet, this is what Richard Rodgers and Arthur Laurents have unaccountably tried to do in Do I Hear a Waltz? Rodgers has written songs, all right, but they add up to the flattest score the old master has produced in years.”53

In a feature about the show following its opening, Taubman regretted the authors’ “failure to be more imaginative in their use of all the opportunities made available to them by the musical theater. … What is missing is the spirit of the ensorcelling city, of a special atmosphere that can cause a woman who hasn’t had much luck to think that this is a place for miracles. Beni Montresor’s panels and frames with their dark, subtle tints and sudden transparencies are an aid to illusion, but very little else is.”54 Montresor’s scenic designs were nominated for a Tony.

Ironically, after being largely overlooked for his work on West Side Story, Gypsy, and Forum, Sondheim received his very first Tony nomination for Waltz. (He didn’t win.)55

In a 1973 cover story in Newsweek, Sondheim stated that in his estimation Hammerstein was a man of limited talent and infinite soul, while Rodgers was the reverse. Sondheim and Rodgers (who died in 1979) never repaired their relationship.56

The box office for Do I Hear a Waltz? fell badly during the summer of 1965, and the show closed after seven months, “unmourned,” according to Martin Gottfried.57 It was the shortest run for a show by Rodgers in more than two decades. The show has never had a Broadway revival, and even after a positively received 2016 staging by Encores!, Ben Brantley wrote in the New York Times, “Its odds of ever being reborn as a commercial Broadway success are slight.”58

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout. Do I Hear a Waltz? previewed at the Shubert Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut, from January 30, 1965 to February 13, 1965, followed by performances in Boston.

Revised Production. In 1999, New Jersey’s George Street Playhouse staged the show with revisions to the libretto and score by Arthur Laurents, cutting “Bargaining” and restoring the original lyrics for “We’re Gonna Be All Right.” A boisterous overture was added. In 2001, California’s Pasadena Playhouse produced this retooled version, which was recorded.

Encores! at New York City Center. A semistaged production featuring Broadway veterans Melissa Errico as Leona and Karen Ziemba as Fioria received seven performances on May 11–15, 2016. The cast also featured operatically trained Richard Troxell as Renato. Evan Cabnet staged the production, with musical direction by Rob Berman.
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DOYLE, JOHN (1953–)

Stage director John Doyle was born in Scotland in 1953 and raised in the town of Inverness, where his father drove a bakery van. At age 17 he attended Glasgow’s Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama before accepting a scholarship to the University of Georgia in the United States. He returned to England at age 21 and went on to serve as artistic director for four regional UK theaters (the Worcester Swan, the Cheltenham Everyman, the Liverpool Everyman, and the York Theatre Royal), staging more than 200 productions during the next thirty years.

His first involvement with music by Sondheim was when he played “The Male Singer” in a regional production of Side by Side by Sondheim. In the 1980s he staged a traditional production of West Side Story at the Cheltenham Everyman and Gypsy at the Gaiety in Dublin. In 1986 he directed the UK premiere of Anyone Can Whistle in Cheltenham. There he also staged a traditional production of Sweeney Todd.

At the Liverpool Everyman, he decided to direct Leonard Bernstein’s Candide, but lacked the budget for the typical large cast and orchestra. Following the concept of “actor-musicianship,” he hired performers who could double as actors and musicians, accompanying one another while simultaneously playing roles. When he moved to the Watermill Theatre, a 216-seat professional repertory theater in an eighteenth-century watermill near Newbury, Berkshire, he used the same approach to stage several memorable actor–musician productions: Fiddler on the Roof (2002) and especially Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd (2004).
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Director John Doyle.

Photo provided courtesy of Classic Stage Company.

“The sparsity of the musical construction,” he told an interviewer in 2006, “allows, in Sondheim’s case, the lyrics to come through in a way you may not otherwise always get them. For Sondheim, that is a very good thing. His words are very intelligent, full and focused. It gives you a chance to hear them.”59

The impetus for Doyle’s use of this approach grew out of economic necessity when the Watermill’s limited budget could not afford an orchestra. At first, Doyle and others did little to integrate productions: performers sat at music stands, got up and acted, then sat down again. “What I’ve tried to do is to be more honest with it as a storytelling form. Now we don’t differentiate between naturalism and a slightly anarchic way of storytelling. It’s been a long evolution. It’s not just about how many rules you can break—it’s what you can do to take traditional structures and challenge them without negating or devaluing the original material.”60

Doyle’s 2004 staging of Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd for the Watermill (he also handled scenic design) drew enough attention to warrant a transfer to London’s West End later that year, first to Trafalgar Studios and then to the New Ambassadors. In November 2005 he remounted the same production—including his scenic design—on Broadway with an American cast, including Michael Cerveris as Sweeney and Patti LuPone as Mrs. Lovett. He won the 2006 Tony Award for Best Direction of a Musical.

Considering Doyle’s production of Sweeney Todd, Sondheim said, “When I first wrote this thing, all I wanted to do was write a horror story, a Grand Guignol piece. Of all the productions I’ve seen, this is the one that comes closest to Grand Guignol, closest to what I originally wanted to do.”61

For his next project, Doyle moved to the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park in March 2006, reinventing Sondheim’s Company with another actor–musician cast, featuring Raúl Esparza as Robert. The Playhouse’s producing artistic director, Ed Stern, attended Sweeney in London and invited Doyle to Cincinnati. “We agreed that Company would be a good idea,” Doyle recalled. “The fact that it’s quite contemporary was important: It’s easy to see how the cast might carry musical instruments around with them. There’s something modern about it, and that challenges audiences in a different way.”62

Garrett Eisler suggested that in Doyle’s work with Company, Sondheim found an “anti-Harold Prince”—listing Doyle’s “spare staging instead of expansive, ‘organic’ rehearsal process instead of top-down vision, and London fringe-style ‘rough theater’ instead of consummate Broadway slickness.”63 Nevertheless, the Cincinnati production moved to Broadway’s Ethel Barrymore Theatre in November 2006. It won the 2007 Tony Award, Drama Desk Award, Outer Critics Circle Award, and Drama League Award for Best Revival of a Musical.

Speaking to whatsonstage.com in 2006, Doyle cited Company as one of his favorite productions “because it’s very simple, clear, and precise. It is pure and very accessible, with lots of great songs. In terms of looking back on things I’ve actually got through to seeing onstage, that’s been one of the best.”64

For his final production at Watermill, Doyle staged Merrily We Roll Along in early 2008 to mixed reviews. He returned to the Cincinnati Playhouse in March 2012 to assemble another actor–musician production: Merrily We Roll Along, with Malcolm Gets reprising his 1994 performance as Franklin Shepard for York Theatre in New York City.

In late 2008, Doyle directed Sondheim and John Weidman’s musical Road Show (which began life as Wise Guys and evolved into Bounce) at the Public Theater. His impact extended well beyond staging the show: In a 2009 Obie Award thank-you speech, Sondheim thanked Doyle and Public Theater’s artistic director, Oskar Eustis, for their contributions as dramaturgs. The published text of Road Show is dedicated to both of them.

In early 2013 Doyle staged Passion for the Classic Stage Company, an off-Broadway theater located in New York’s East Village, where he served as associate artistic director. The production, featuring Melissa Errico, Ryan Silverman, and Judy Kuhn, did not use the actor-musician approach.

Doyle directed the Encores! staged concert A Bed and a Chair at City Center in New York City in November 2013. With musical direction by Wynton Marsalis, the concert featured songs by Sondheim performed by Bernadette Peters, Norm Lewis, Jeremy Jordan, Cyrille Aimée, and Elizabeth Parkinson.

In 2016 he became Classic Stage’s artistic director and subsequently staged a well-received production of Sondheim’s Pacific Overtures (2017, with George Takei as the Reciter). Calling the show his “desert island Sondheim,” he described it as “brilliant, clear, looking at a world we don’t know and aren’t familiar with. I wanted to bring out the political in it. … This is a good time to tell this story.”65 He also directed Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Allegro (2014), an imperfect show that had a significant impact on Sondheim as a young man.

Doyle called working with Sondheim a privilege. “He’s a theatre artist. Everything he writes is rooted in character; nothing is superfluous. The great thing about Sondheim is that he is open to dialogue. He’ll take suggestions. He’s rightly protective of his work, and at the same time he’s very open to a director’s reinterpretation.”66

Doyle often pointed out he would not stage productions in only one way. While being best known for his actor–musician productions, he said it’s not appropriate for many works, and it’s not the approach he’s used for many shows. “All I do,” he said in a 2008 interview, “is take old shows and treat them as if they had just been written. I treat every production as an experiment.”67

Other productions by Doyle have included Chekhov’s Three Sisters for the Cincinnati Playhouse (2009) and Kiss Me, Kate at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival’s 2010 season in Ontario, Canada. He also ventured into staging operas: Kurt Weill’s The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny (2007, Los Angeles Opera, with Patti LuPone and Audra McDonald), Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes (Metropolitan Opera, 2008), and Gaetano Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (Scottish Opera, 2007; Houston Grand Opera, 2010; and Opera Australia in Sydney, 2018).

In 2014, Doyle directed Kander and Ebb’s musical version of Durenmatt’s The Visit with Chita Rivera at the Williamstown Theatre Festival; it moved to Broadway in 2015, where it earned a Tony Award nomination as Best Musical; Doyle’s direction was nominated for a Drama Desk Award.

Doyle staged a revival of The Color Purple at London’s Menier Chocolate Factory in 2013; he also served as scenic designer. He received his third Tony Award nomination when the non-actor-musician production, starring Cynthia Erivo, Danielle Brooks, and Jennifer Hudson, transferred to Broadway in November 2015. That production won a 2016 Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical; Doyle was recognized with the Drama Desk Award for Best Director of a Musical.

He coauthored Shakespeare for Dummies (IDG Books, 1999) with Ray Lichsner. They met once, corresponded by email, and completed the successful book. “I’ve done a lot of Shakespeare,” Doyle told an interviewer in 2004, “and I enjoy encouraging people who come from a background where it’s not natural to go to the theater to come and enjoy it.”68
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ESPARZA, RAÚL (1970–)

Raúl Eduardo Esparza was born in Wilmington, Delaware, on October 24, 1970. His parents, Cuban émigrés, eventually raised him in Miami, where he graduated from Belen Jesuit Preparatory School (1988). In 1992 he received two bachelor’s degrees from New York University: a B.F.A. in Drama (Tisch School of the Arts) and a B.A. in English. In 1999 he played Che in the national tour of Evita; he also acted at Chicago’s Steppenwolf Theatre and the Ahmanson in Los Angeles.

After his college graduation, Esparza helped a teacher from his Miami high school assemble an award-winning, nonmusical version of Sweeney Todd that won a national competition. He auditioned for the 1999 reading of Wise Guys, directed by Sam Mendes. He didn’t get the role, but he did meet Sondheim.

In 2000 Esparza made his Broadway debut in the revival of The Rocky Horror Show, playing Riff Raff and winning a Theatre World Award. He won a 2001 Obie for his acting in Jonathan Larson’s tick, tick … BOOM! He was cast to play Giuseppe Zangara in the 2001 Broadway production of Sondheim’s Assassins, which was canceled following the September 11 terrorist attacks.

In 2002 he stepped into the role of Master of Ceremonies in Kander and Ebb’s Cabaret’s long-running Broadway revival. Also in 2002, for the Kennedy Center’s Sondheim Celebration in Washington, DC, he was cast as George Seurat in Sunday in the Park with George and as Charley Kringas in Merrily We Roll Along. In 2004 he played Philip Sallon in Taboo on Broadway, earning a Tony nomination as Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical; that performance won a 2004 Drama Desk Award. In 2005 he was Caractacus Potts in the musical Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

In the fall of 2005—close to his own thirty-fifth birthday—he auditioned to play perpetual bachelor Robert in John Doyle’s actor–musician production of Company, first staged at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park. (He won a pair of local acting awards for his performance there in March 2006.) Doyle’s production transferred to Broadway in November 2006, and Esparza was nominated for a 2007 Tony as Best Actor in a Musical. He won Drama Desk and Outer Circle Critics Awards for that production.

Esparza connected strongly with Doyle and reveled in the opportunity to be in a high-profile Sondheim production. He expressed his admiration for Sondheim: “He breaks the mold every time he sits down to write. … I think it’s a combination of the ability to keep an audience engaged and entertained and excited and, at the same time, challenge them.”1

Esparza compared Sondheim to playwright Anton Chekhov, whose use of subtext defined the beginnings of modern theater. What Sondheim did in Company, Esparza maintained, is similar. “Nobody is singing what they mean half the time in Company,” he said in 2006. “He hadn’t done this before with his lyrics. So much of it is subtext. … But for all the subtext and all the innovations and all the playing around he does with different kinds of scales of music and different forms, Steve is always entertaining. He never bores you.”2

Esparza took on another Sondheim role when he played J. Bowden Hapgood in the 2009 Encores! concert staging of Anyone Can Whistle. Ben Brantley praised Esparza, “whose manic glint and ingratiating deviltry makes him perfect for Hapgood.”3

Esparza had award-winning performances in Broadway revivals of Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming (2008, Tony nominee for Best Featured Actor in a Play as Lenny the pimp) and David Mamet’s Speed-the-Plow (2009, Tony nominee for Best Featured Actor in a Play as film producer Charlie Fox). In 2009 he played Twelfth Night’s lovelorn Duke Orsino in New York City’s Shakespeare in the Park, produced by the Public Theater. He was Valentine Coverly in the 2011 Broadway revival of Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia, and he had the leading role of con man Jonas Nightingale in the 2012 Broadway musical Leap of Faith.

Esparza became a familiar face to many Americans when he played Assistant District Attorney Rafael Barba for six seasons (2012–2018) on the TV series Law & Order: Special Victims Unit. He ended that engagement in order to return to work onstage.

Esparza married Michele Marie Perez in 1993; she was his high school sweetheart, but their marriage was complicated by his sexual uncertainty. After 2000 they lived apart. He revealed his bisexual orientation in a highly confessional New York Times profile published two days before the opening of Company. He and Michele divorced in 2008; they did not have children.
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EVENING PRIMROSE (1966)
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Anthony Perkins (Charles Snell) and Charmian Carr (Ella Harkins) in Evening Primrose.

ABC/Photofest


Overview

Evening Primrose was an hour-long musical produced by ABC-TV on the evening of Wednesday, November 16, 1966, as an episode of the series Stage 67, produced by Hubbell Robinson. Based on John Collier’s macabre short story, it featured Anthony Perkins as an unhappy, idealistic poet who escapes from the harsh, hostile, insensitive world to a supposedly placid nocturnal existence in a department store. Romance intrudes, and the story concludes with a twist reminiscent of Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone, a fantasy-based TV series of the same period.


Television Production

Music and Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Teleplay: James Goldman

Director: Paul Bogart

Music arranged and conducted by Norman Paris; Assistant Conductor: David Shire; Scenic Designer: John Ward; Costume Designer: William McHone; Lighting: Walter Urban; Makeup: Inez Lopardo; Sound: Art Shine; Film Editor: John Wells

Based on a short story by John Collier, first published in 1940

Broadcast: November 16, 1966, on ABC’s Stage 67

Producer: Willard Levitas

Executive Producer: John Houseman for Gramercy Productions, Inc.

CAST: Charles Snell (Anthony Perkins), Ella Harkins (Charmian Carr), Mrs. Monday (Dorothy Stickney), Roscoe Potts (Larry Gates), Mike Meola (The Guard), Store People (Margaret Bannerman, Margaret Barker, Leonard Elliott, Dorothy Sands, and Margaretta Warwick).



While modest by Broadway standards, Evening Primrose was Sondheim’s first national exposure on television. The production “is the bridge between Sondheim’s early work as a composer and the more sophisticated, experimental, character-driven work he would produce in the 1970s.”4 The initial title for Evening Primrose was “A Little Night Music,” seven years before it was applied to Sondheim and Wheeler’s 1973 show.5

Synopsis

Sensitive Charles Snell (Anthony Perkins) renounces the everyday world of mid-twentieth century New York City and seeks refuge after hours in a department store, a place full of the necessities of everyday life. He excitedly hopes to write poetry in solitude (“If You Can Find Me, I’m Here”).

He soon discovers that he’s not alone. Once the store closes, a secretive nocturnal community of people comes out. Like Charles, they have left behind the pressures of society; many are the aging children of parents who joined during the Great Depression. They pretend to be mannequins when the watchman makes his rounds, but mostly they spend their nights reveling in a world of naïve freedom and old-fashioned luxury. Mrs. Monday (Dorothy Stickney), the group’s elderly doyenne, has been there since 1896. Once she’s convinced that Charles is a poet, although a decidedly awkward one, she allows him to stay.

Charles becomes enchanted with Ella Harkins (Charmian Carr), age 19, Mrs. Monday’s maid. When her mother lost track of her in the hat department, 6-year-old Ella was trapped in the store. (Her name is perhaps a faint echo of Cinderella.) He is charmed by her and teaches her to read and write. She is unhappy and wants to leave but fears the consequences.

He learns that the society of fugitives maintains its secrecy via an arrangement with Journey’s End, a nearby mortuary. Anyone who tries to escape is captured and taken away by the “Dark Men” to be transformed into another mannequin for the store’s clothing department.

Charles is sad that Ella hasn’t seen the sun for 13 years, although she can recall what it and other aspects of the world outside the store were like (“I Remember”). As he plays cards nightly with Mrs. Monday and her bridge circle, Charles begins a quiet interior duet with Ella (“When”), which continues as they undertake their daily activities, writing and cleaning.

She is eager to escape her narrow, oppressive existence by running away with Charles (“Take Me to the World”). Although he is hesitant to abandon his comfortable life, he tells her, “I love you more than poetry,” and they plan to break free. Their conversation is overheard by Mrs. Monday and others, who summon the Dark Men as Ella and Charles try to flee during the old woman’s “Independence Day” anniversary gala (marking the day she came to the store). After a frantic chase, there is no escape.

The next morning a couple, resembling Ella and Charles from behind, study a window display before the store opens. It’s quickly revealed that they are strangers, admiring a pair of mannequins with the familiar features of Ella and Charles, dressed as a bride and groom.

Source and Book

When Sondheim and James Goldman were working on The Girls Upstairs (a project that eventually became Follies) in 1966, Marie Goldman became pregnant for a second time. She and James needed, but couldn’t afford, a larger apartment. Goldman learned that an ABC-TV series, Stage 67, was seeking scripts. Sondheim had a remote connection to Hubbell Robinson, the series’ executive producer. “We thought the other work [by other musical teams] wasn’t really good, and we wanted to do something marvelous. I’ve always liked John Collier stories, and ‘Evening Primrose’ had a macabre quality that appealed to Steve.”6

“Collier was a master of the elegant macabre in the tradition of Saki,” Sondheim said, “and we homed in on ‘Evening Primrose,’ a bizarre and romantic piece.”7 They were hired to create the fifty-two-minute tale to air on November 16, 1966, writing four original songs and most of the musical underscoring for the production. “It didn’t pay that well,” Sondheim recalled, “but it was enough to get [the Goldmans] into a new apartment.”8

Collier (1901–1980) was a British author and screenwriter, best known for his short stories, often published in The New Yorker from the 1930s to the 1950s. His stories were collected in several volumes including Fancies and Goodnights, winner of the International Fantasy Award in 1952, and Presenting Moonshine (1961), which included “Evening Primrose.” Several other Collier stories were adapted for Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1956) and The Twilight Zone (1960).

Goldman’s adaptation changed Collier’s framing device: The original story was told in the form of journal entries in a pad of paper found by a department store customer. But he retained many of Collier’s characters and plot elements, while deepening characters and sharpening the focus of the narrative. The watchman in Collier’s story is a rival for Ella’s affections; Goldman diminished his importance.9

Perhaps Collier’s story appealed to Sondheim on “the very real issue of psychological survival. One can read a kind of symbolism in the concept of a child who is lost or abandoned by parents and is wandering in an airless world filled with beautiful objects, one that offers every kind of tempting display and consolation except that of human warmth.”10 Sondheim and Goldman’s “predilection toward mystery, fantasy, and the macabre”11 resulted in a tale that lands somewhere “between a hallucination and a nightmare.”12

Many elements of Evening Primrose seem like harbingers of topics, themes, and stories that Sondheim returned to subsequently. “The heartbeat vamp in ‘If You Can Find Me, I’m Here’ is similar to the busy signal vamp to the title song in Company, providing both mood and tone. Dorothy Stickney’s arch, card-playing grande dame Mrs. Monday is reminiscent of Madame Armfeldt in A Little Night Music.”13

Cast and Characters

Actor Anthony Perkins had a boyish earnest quality that had served him well in several films early in his career (he received an Academy Award nomination for Friendly Persuasion in 1956). His big break—playing Norman Bates in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho in 1960—meant he was a known performer who added star power to Evening Primrose. In 1966 at age 34, he retained a kind of naïve sophistication that worked well for him as Charles Snell, penning awkward poems about Ella, rhyming her name with “tarantella,” “umbrella,” and “a cappella.” Perhaps Sondheim had fun with a rhyming dictionary, “but these lyrics also point to Charles’s failed efforts to produce any authentic verse.”14

Fresh-faced Charmian Carr was a good choice for 19-year-old Ella. She had played Liesl, the eldest von Trapp daughter, in the legendary cinematic version of The Sound of Music (1965) with Julie Andrews. At 23, her timid, youthful freshness was right for Ella, and her singing—especially of “I Remember”—was spot on. (Carr’s acting career was brief, 1964–1967; she spent most of her life working as an interior decorator. She died in 2016 at 73.)

Dorothy Stickney was 70, a fine choice for the overbearing Mrs. Monday, playing her with old-fashioned starch and conservative dominance. (Stickney was best known for the long-running Broadway hit Life with Father; she was married to playwright Howard Lindsay for more than forty years. She lived to be 102, passing away in 1998.)


MUSICAL NUMBERS


	“If You Can Find Me, I’m Here”–Charles

	Charles Meets Mrs. Monday (instrumental)

	Charles and Ella (instrumental)

	Check List (instrumental)

	The Basement (instrumental)

	“I Remember”–Ella

	I Remember (underscore)

	“When”–Charles and Ella

	Sums/“When” (reprise)–Ella/Charles

	“Take Me to the World”–Ella and Charles

	The Ball (instrumental)

	Roscoe and the Guard (instrumental)

	The Ball (Part 2) (instrumental)

	Escape (instrumental)

	“Take Me to the World” (reprise)–Charles and Ella

	Final Credits (instrumental reprise of “Take Me to the World”)





Score

Musical theater authority Stephen Banfield praised Sondheim’s four songs, “all of them good, with an intimate, wistful romanticism often akin to the ‘symphonic’ style of Anyone Can Whistle and amounting to the best personal presentation of Sondheim thus far in his canon; uninterrupted close focus on two ‘neurotic’ characters brings out his most characteristic voice.”15 Perkins called the songs “beautiful,” and added, “It’s impossible for Steve to treat anything lightly or trivially.”16

Sondheim’s musical voice was fully recognizable in Evening Primrose’s score. “The four songs emerge smoothly from the dramatic texture and not only convey the inner state of the characters but also elucidate aspects of their story that reflect larger societal concerns.”17

Sondheim heightened Evening Primrose’s dramatic impact with clever sonic devices. Not unlike the iconic dial tones that opened Company just a few years later, Evening Primrose opened with Charles secreting himself in the department store to the rhythm of a two-note hand drum that’s clearly meant to evoke the character’s nervous heartbeat. That sound transitions into the show’s opening number, “If You Can Find Me, I’m Here,”18 demonstrating Sondheim’s firm grasp on supporting character with sound through this “jittery vamp.”19

“When,” the melancholy interior dialogue between Charles and Ella during Mrs. Monday’s bridge game, provided the show with a very “televisual moment … [offering] a smooth elision between speaking and singing.”20 The bidding in the bridge game was woven between the lyrics of this number,21 and Bogart’s direction of camera angles demonstrated the growing attraction between the two leads (although Bogart subsequently questioned the effectiveness of having this number done as voiceover, saying he would have preferred to have Ella and Charles sing directly to one another. The number was arranged “for its final notes to coincide with a clock chiming the hour.”22

Sondheim has discussed at length how “I Remember” is the closest he’s come to writing directly from a source, in this case Goldman’s book. “The lyric to ‘I Remember’ is as much Jim Goldman’s as it is mine,” Sondheim said. “We discussed it at great length, and he wrote [a] speech for Ella that began “I remember snow. It’s white as bed sheets and as cold as frozen food. It comes down from the sky. I remember sky. It’s blue as ink, and very far away …”23 The song, which one critic jokingly called “The Simile Song,”24 is full of comparisons to items that Ella knows specifically from her existence inside the department store. Goldman’s passage concluded with a statement of Ella’s profound desire to escape: “Oh, I’d do anything for snow. I’d even die I’m so unhappy here.” Drawing upon these words and phrases, Sondheim wrote Ella’s “sad threnody” overnight.25

Ethan Mordden cites Charles and Ella’s love duet “Take Me to the World,” performed in the store’s sporting goods department, as an example of Sondheim’s “playwriting” music.26 It’s a joyous, romantic moment, but Charles’s enthusiasm for providing the sounds of nature has him flipping switches, including the store’s PA system. That inadvertently alerts Mrs. Monday that she needs to send the Dark Men to dispose of the lovers.

“I Remember” and “Take Me to the World” reflect the show’s “youthful yearning—for love, for acceptance, for art.”27

Both have become cabaret standards, popularized especially by the inclusion of “I Remember” in the revue Side by Side by Sondheim ten years later. It’s one of Sondheim’s most recorded songs.28

Sondheim’s score also includes considerable incidental and background music. Theater composer David Shire, early in his career, served as Evening Primrose’s assistant conductor, and he actually assembled the music for the culminating chase sequence. But most of the score demonstrates Sondheim’s musical evolution. For instance, a waltz piece for two unaccompanied clarinets has been compared to “the work of a Boulanger pupil”29 or Erik Satie.30 That piece is certainly a harbinger of his scoring for Alain Resnais’s film Stavisky (1974).31

Although brief, a tad offbeat, and not much noticed in 1966, Sondheim’s score for Evening Primrose demonstrated the increasing maturity of his composing and lyric skills.

Television Production

Director Paul Bogart was “a visual stylist with a reputation for capturing the heart of literary classics and a way with actors. A five-time Emmy winner … Bogart was the go-to director for everything from literary and stage adaptations … to musicals … and original stage dramas.” He was in awe of Sondheim’s work. “I just thought, ‘This is the smartest guy I ever, ever saw in my life,’ and his music was such a knockout.”32

But there were several challenges to getting the show produced. It had originally been scheduled to air on February 22, 1967, but the delay of a documentary about Bob Dylan pushed Evening Primrose’s airdate back to November.33 The department store scenes were to be filmed at Macy’s flagship store on Manhattan’s 34th Street on Sunday evening, September 25, 1966, after the close of business. On short notice, Macy’s informed the production team that it wouldn’t be possible to allow the TV crew—some thirty technicians, production assistants, and cast members—to be in the store while décor and exhibits from an immense Far Eastern exhibit were being removed.

That might have been a complication, but it also provided a convenient excuse. As reported by the New York Times, some Macy’s executives decided the show’s tale, which featured lax store security, was not flattering. As a result, more of the show’s filming was done in a studio. But a day’s worth of on-site shooting did happen in a last-minute arrangement with Stern Brothers, a nearby department store. (Located at 42nd Street and Sixth Avenue, Stern’s closed in 1969 and was subsequently demolished.)

Such complications meant that production time, already uncomfortably short, was even more compressed, allowing very little time for rehearsal, despite Bogart’s concerns. Perkins said, “When it came to doing the book scenes, we only had one take of each scene. No re-dos, so it was very, very much like live television.”34 The usually unflappable theater, film, and television legend John Houseman, serving as executive producer, was troubled by the limitations of the schedule.

Even Perkins felt that the pressure didn’t serve the production well. He believed that Stage 67 “was one of the worst series ever filmed. I think our project suffered somewhat from being a part of it. It came off a little stiff because they insisted on doing it on tape instead of film.”35

The broadcast received mixed reviews and came in a distant third behind The Danny Kaye Show on CBS and I Spy on NBC. A few critics offered positive assessments, and subsequent appraisals have commented on the promise that Evening Primrose offered more than the quality of the program.36 One praised “the crisp quality of the soundtrack” that brought “out the impeccable arrangements by legendary television music director Norman Paris (with assistance from David Shire).” Another said, “Perkins’ thin voice translated much better in the more intimate medium of television and record, and his nervousness serves him extremely well in the role of Charles Snell.”

Harriet Van Horne with the New York World Journal Tribune wrote, “As played by Anthony Perkins and Charmian Carr, these star-crossed lovers took heart with their innocence and beauty. The few songs—dropped willy-nilly into the script—were sung in the warm, natural way TV’s intimacy demands and too often fails to achieve. … Considering the rather somber tone of this fantasy, a sad ending was altogether in order.” John Sullivan in the Boston Herald wrote, “It carried with it the same class [Sondheim] has brought to the stage.”37

Director Paul Bogart’s final assessment was offered in a 1989 seminar at the Paley Center in New York City: “You can see where the thrust of the show doesn’t have the room to expand. On the other hand, you will hear some of the most beautiful music you’ve ever heard in your life.”

Recordings


Dress Casual (Columbia FMK 45998). Mandy Patinkin’s 1990 studio recording was conducted by Paul Gemignani with musical arrangements by William Brohn, Bill Byers, Michael Starobin, and Don Byron. It was digitally recorded at RCA/BMG Studio A in New York City. Evening Primrose’s four songs were included, with Patinkin singing “If You Can Find Me, I’m Here” and Bernadette Peters performing “I Remember”; together they sang “When” and “Take Me to the World.” It was the first release of the songs as a set.

Sondheim at the Movies (Varèse Sarabande VSD-5805). The recording featured singers Liz Callaway and Gary Beach, who performed renditions of Evening Primrose’s four songs. Produced by Bruce Kimmel, the recording was conducted by Tom Fay, using orchestrations by Larry Moore.

The Frogs (Nonesuch 79638). The CD from 2000 principally offered the world premiere of music from The Frogs (sung by Nathan Lane, Brian Stokes Mitchell, and Davis Gaines previously at an event at the Library of Congress). But it also offered Evening Primrose’s four songs. They were recorded on June 12, 2000, at the Hit Factory in New York City by Neil Patrick Harris and Theresa McCarthy; Paul Gemignani conducted the American Theatre Orchestra, using orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick. Reviewer Scott Ross preferred Harris’s delivery of “If You Can Find Me, I’m Here” to Patinkin’s “typically overwrought rendition on the Dress Casual CD.”38

Evening Primrose, Kritzerland (KR-20011-6). A recording of the full soundtrack of the 1966 television broadcast was issued in 2008. At a length of 35:37 it offered the four songs performed by Anthony Perkins and Charmian Carr, plus all of the show’s underscoring and incidental music, including the music for the end titles. Production of this recording was limited to 3,000 copies.

Evening Primrose (DVD from Entertainment One). In 2010, after many years of bootleg distribution of deteriorated copies of a low-quality kinescope of Evening Primrose, a DVD transferred from a high-quality sixteen-millimeter kinescope of the original show was released by Entertainment One in conjunction with the Archive of American Television. In addition to the fifty-two-minute program, it offered three bonus features: a thirty-three-minute video interview with director Paul Bogart; audio of a half-hour interview with Charmian Carr; and a twenty-one-minute selection of silent color test footage of Anthony Perkins inside and outside of Macy’s department store in Manhattan. The DVD came packaged with a twenty-eight-page booklet with several extensive background essays by Jane Klain, director of research at the Paley Center for Media in New York City.39
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Favorite Films

At a very young age Sondheim became an ardent, lifelong moviegoer. He has been involved with film in one way and another throughout his career, and his knowledge and passion go far beyond the average cinephile. Movies played a part in his love of music. “The music that most influenced me at first was movie music,” Sondheim said in a radio interview in 2018. “I was a big movie buff, so it was the scores of people like Franz Waxman and Max Steiner and Bernard Herrmann that got me going.”1

Mark Eden Horowitz compiled a list of Sondheim’s favorite or recommended films from various interviews and articles. He included titles that Sondheim selected as guest director of the Telluride Film Festival in 2003, as Turner Classic Movies’ guest programmer in 2005, and later that same year curating a film series at the Museum of Modern Art:


	The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1939, USA), directed by Alfred L. Werker; starring Basil Rathbone

	Balanta (1992, Romania), directed by Lucian Pintilie (English title: The Oak).

	Bang the Drum Slowly (1973, USA), directed by John Hancock, starring Michael Moriarty and Robert DeNiro

	La Belle Équipe (1936, France), directed by Julien Duvivier (English title: They Were Five)

	Un Carnet de Bal (1937, France), directed by Julien Duvivier (English title: Dance of Life, Dance Program, or Life Dances On)

	Citizen Kane (1941, USA), directed by and starring Orson Welles

	The Clock (1945, USA), directed by Vincente Minnelli, starring Judy Garland and Robert Walker

	I Compagni (1963, Italy), directed by Mario Monicelli (English title: The Organizer)

	Dead of Night (1945, USA), directed by Alberto Cavalcanti

	Elephant (2003, USA), directed by Gus Van Sant

	The Elephant Man (1980, USA), directed by David Lynch, starring Anthony Hopkins, John Hurt, and Anne Bancroft

	The Enforcer (1951, Add location), directed by Bretaigne Windust, starring Humphrey Bogart and Zero Mostel

	Fresh (1994, USA), directed by Boaz Yakin, featuring Samuel L. Jackson

	The Grapes of Wrath (1940, USA), directed by John Ford, starring Henry Fonda

	Hangover Square (1945, USA), directed by John Brahm, starring Laird Cregar, Linda Darnell, and George Sanders; score by Bernard Herrmann

	Au Hasard Balthazar (1966, France), directed by Robert Bresson

	Henry Fool (1997, USA), directed by Hal Hartley

	La Historia Oficial (1985, Argentina), directed by Luis Puenzo (English title: The Official Story)

	Les Invasions Barbares (2003, France), directed by Denys Arcand (English title: The Barbarian Invasions)

	Karakter (1997, Netherlands–Belgium), directed by Mike van Diem (English title: Character)

	Kontrakt (1980, Poland), directed by Krzyztof Zanussi, featuring Leslie Caron. This movie was made for television. (English title: The Contract) Sondheim commented, “It’s a movie of his I find so extraordinary, I want to share it with everybody.”

	Lone Star (1996, USA), directed by John Sayles, starring Chris Cooper

	A Matter of Life and Death (England, 1946), directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, starring David Niven and Kim Hunter (American title, Stairway to Heaven)

	The Mind Reader (1933, USA), directed by Roy Del Ruth

	The More the Merrier (1943, USA), directed by George Stevens, starring Jean Arthur and Joel McCrea

	Night Must Fall (1937, USA), directed by Richard Thorpe, starring Robert Montgomery and Rosalind Russell. Sondheim was in a stage production of Emlyn Williams’s play when he was a student at Williams College.

	Nobi (1959, Japan), directed by Kon Ichikawa (English title: Fires on the Plain)

	Out of the Fog (1941, USA), directed by Anatole Litvak, starring Ida Lupino and John Garfield

	Panique (1946, France), directed by Julien Duvivier (English title: Panic)

	Pygmalion (1938, England), directed by Anthony Asquith and Leslie Howard, starring Howard and Wendy Hiller. Sondheim called this film “a lesson in how to adapt a play for the movies.”

	Raba Lyubvi (1976, Russia), directed by Nikita Mikhalkov (English title: Slave of Love)

	Rebro Adama (1990, Russia), directed by Vyacheslav Krishtofovich (English title: Adam’s Rib)

	Das Schreckliche Mädchen (1990, Germany), directed by Michael Verhoeven (English title: The Nasty Girl)

	The Sea Wolf (1941, USA), directed by Michael Curtiz, starring Edward G. Robinson, Ida Lupino, and John Garfield

	Sommarnattens Leende (1955, Sweden), directed by Ingmar Bergman. This movie inspired Sondheim’s A Little Night Music.

	Tengoku to Jigoku (1963, Japan), directed by Akira Kurosawa, starring Toshiro Mifune (English title: High and Low)

	The Thief of Bagdad (1940, USA), directed by Ludwig Berger, Michael Powell, and Tim Whelan, and several other uncredited artists. Sondheim called this film “the best fantasy picture of them all.”

	This Is Spinal Tap (1984, USA), a “mockumentary” directed by Rob Reiner

	To the Ends of the Earth (1948, USA), directed by Robert Stevenson

	Torchy Blane in Chinatown (1939, USA), directed by William Beaudine, starring Glenda Farrell, a friend of Sondheim’s mother. She mentioned the Sondheim name in an ad lib in the nightclub scene.

	Voyna i Mir (1966, Russia), directed by Sergei Bondarchuk (English title: War and Peace)



Note: This should not be considered a complete list.
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FERLAND, DANIELLE (1971–)

Actress Danielle Ferland was born on January 31, 1971, in Derby, Connecticut. A stage, television, and film actress, she originated two Broadway roles as a teenager: Louise in Sondheim’s Sunday in the Park with George (1984) and Little Red Riding Hood in Into the Woods (1987). She attended Frank Scott Bunnell High School in Stratford, Connecticut, graduating in 1987. She graduated in 1991 from New York University Tisch School of the Arts.

Her Broadway debut was as Louise, an irksome, bespectacled girl, in Sunday. “Tons of children auditioned for this role,” Ferland told an interviewer in 2009. “Boys and girls, because they weren’t sure yet who the character would be. James Lapine had me sing ‘Where Is Love?’ from Oliver! and then ‘Take Me Out to the Ballgame’ a dozen different ways. He wanted to see if I could be directed.”23 She initially turned down the role because she had been cast in a non-Equity production of Gypsy as Baby June; Lapine made arrangements for Ferland to do both roles. “I rehearsed Sunday during the day and performed Gypsy at night. I was so lucky! It was that one moment that set me on my way.”

Ferland, age 13, was nearsighted and wore glasses, but they didn’t belong in Seurat’s painting. So Sondheim and Lapine had Mandy Patinkin as the painter dash to her in the final seconds of Sunday’s first act and remove them. For Act 2, Sondheim wrote into the song “It’s Hot Up Here” two insistent lines for Louise: “I want my glasses” and “I can’t see anything.”4 Both references remain in the number.

In Into the Woods in 1987 Ferland originated the role of a sassy, street-smart Little Red Riding Hood, a child who grows wiser as the story unfolds; she performed the solo song, “I Know Things Now.” The role was created with Ferland in mind: “I definitely think there is a little bit of Red in me,” she recalled in a 2012 interview. “I do have that dry sense of humor.”5

Ferland received a 1988 Theatre World Award for her performance in Into the Woods, and she was nominated for a 1988 Drama Desk Award as an Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical. In 2012 she was cast as the Baker’s Wife in a coproduction by the Westport Country Playhouse in Connecticut and Baltimore Center Stage. She performed in special tenth-anniversary benefit concerts with the original cast of Sunday in the Park (May 15, 1994) and Into the Woods (November 9, 1997).

Ferland’s other theater credits include Mercy Lewis in The Crucible (1991, Broadway’s Belasco Theatre), Fredrika in A Little Night Music (1991, Lincoln Center revival), Pervenche in A Little Hotel on the Side (1992, Broadway’s Belasco Theatre), Carter in Wendy Wasserstein’s Uncommon Women and Others (1994, Second Stage), Tartuffe (1999, Delacorte Theatre in New York City’s Central Park), various roles in A Year with Frog and Toad (2003, Broadway’s Cort Theatre), Engaged (2004), She Stoops to Conquer (2005, Irish Repertory Company), Summer of ’42 (York Theatre, concert and recording), Like Love (2007, New York Theatre Company), Lydia Lubey in All My Sons (2008, Broadway’s Schoenfeld Theatre), and The Most Beautiful Room in the World (2017, Long Wharf Theatre).

Ferland portrayed a singing child star in Woody Allen’s Radio Days (1987) and was Cassandra in another Allen film, Mighty Aphrodite (1995). She had a small role in the TV movie of Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart (2014). She also played guest roles in several television series, including Rescue Me (2007), Inside Amy Schumer (2013), Law & Order: Special Victims Unit (2013), The Good Wife (2014), Jessica Jones (2015), and The Deuce (2018).

Ferland gave master classes and taught at Boston Children’s Theatre in 2009. For that theater she directed A Year with Frog and Toad (2011), a show in which she performed on Broadway.

Ferland and Michael Goldstein were married in 2002; they and their two children live in New Jersey.
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“FINISHING THE HAT” (Song from Sunday in the Park with George, 1984)

One of Sondheim’s inspirations behind Sunday in the Park with George happened as he and James Lapine studied a print of Georges Seurat’s painting “A Sunday on La Grande Jatte—1884.” The book writer (and the show’s eventual director) commented that a major character was missing: the artist. In a sense, the show succeeds in uniting Seurat with the world he depicts. Thus a work of art by one artist (Sondheim) completes the life of the artist (Seurat) of another work of art. Sunday could be represented as a Möbius strip with real life on one side and art on the other.

Sondheim found the spark for “Finishing the Hat” when he imagined Seurat in the park with his dog, sketching and talking to himself and occasionally to Spot. He is pondering relationships with his mistress and with his art. It becomes a moment when he recognizes the difference between life and art and realizes he cannot have both.

An enormous effort and Seurat-like obsession went into Sondheim’s creation of this song. For “Finishing the Hat,” Sondheim wrote twenty-seven pages of notes and lyric sketches, generated eleven pages of typed lyric sheets with annotations, and produced seven pages of music sketches and a seventeen-page final copy of the completed song. That’s much more material than normally stands behind a song of such modest length and straightforward structure.6

The song was completed at 4 p.m. one day in the middle of Sunday’s workshop production at Playwrights Horizons (July 6–31, 1983). Patinkin sang it in rehearsal between 5:00 and 5:30 p.m. After a strong positive reaction from the cast, Patinkin delivered it in that evening’s performance. The song is George’s only true solo in the first act. It gives him an opportunity to understand himself, and it allows the audience to forgive his seeming ill treatment of Dot—or at least to appreciate that he suffers as much from his behavior as she does.

Lyrics

Sondheim brainstormed at least seven pages of notes and outlines before he began to shape his thoughts into a lyric. Seurat was notoriously secretive, and one page of Sondheim’s notes suggested a song titled “Secrets” and annotates “Dog = shrink.” Several lines he conceived are profoundly informative: “I have a painting or a child,” “Drawing people … you get to love them.” Several phrases are insightful: “Here’s the secret: There aren’t any secrets” [or perhaps “I have no secrets”] and “I know all your secrets/You are all points of light.”

These ideas provide a subtext for the song’s eventual lyric. George’s goal is to understand himself. Sondheim’s audiences might never be consciously aware of what underlies a song. But actors and directors who work with him do; they convey a sense of that depth of feeling to the audience.

Consider the following lines: “How you watch the rest of the world/From a window” and “What you feel when voices that come/Through the window/Go/Until they distance and die.”7 Coupled with the music, they convey a sense of longing and sadness but lack specificity. Sondheim has George make several references to a window. It’s clear that he means the world outside his window: couples whispering and children laughing, the aspects of life that George has sacrificed for his art.

The song’s lyrics never mention children, but Sondheim’s notes reflect this subtext. The image of the window appears to have evolved from concepts of what’s inside and what’s outside the frame. While using the image of a frame might seem more appropriate in discussing a painter’s world, “window” is a sadder word, suggesting distance. What’s more, an artist rarely paints a framed canvas.

Sondheim’s word choices reward close scrutiny: “Stepping back to look at a face/Leaves a little space in the way like a window,/But to see—/It’s the only way to see.” To George, an artist is an observer. As soon as you become an observer, you’re not part of the world you observe. “The only way to see,” accordingly, is by “stepping back.”

As Sondheim’s lyrics for “Finishing the Hat” began to coalesce, he considered using past or present tense, first or second person, questions versus statements, and two words instead of contractions. For the second line of the song’s chorus, he tried out at least eight different possibilities, including “Somewhere I will/Always be/Painting/The hat,” “Can you ever finish the hat?” and “When you have to finish the hat.”

The song’s actual final two lines are heartbreaking. Spot, his dog, is the only individual with whom George can share his pride and achievement. He shows Spot a sketch: “Look, I made a hat …/Where there never was a hat.” It shows why songs staged in the context of a musical have the potential to be powerful and moving in a way that cannot be equaled in a concert or on recording.

Music

The latter-day George in Sunday’s second act doubts his ability to find his way to something new. Sondheim actually does that with the show’s score, creating musical equivalents to Seurat’s pointillism, which juxtaposes colors that blend through vision. Using new concepts in tonality, Sondheim’s score uses notes that literally blend in to create harmonies based on chords that shimmer between major and minor or that result when two chords are superimposed. Rhythmic figures echo the physicality of pointillist painting. Since the two acts are separated by a century (1884 and 1984), as well as by place and character, Sondheim’s musical parallels between songs in the two acts give cohesion and balance to the show.

The music for “Finishing the Hat” is an early example of Sondheim’s evolution toward minimalism. This derives in part from his oft-expressed fondness for the maxim “Less is more.” Even in his most thickly textured and densely chorded music, Sondheim is a minimalist to the degree that he makes maximum use of his resources, a principle he learned when he studied with composer Milton Babbitt after graduating from Williams College.

The vast majority of Sondheim’s musical brainstorming for “Finishing the Hat” dealt with finding the right melody; surprisingly little focused on harmony and texture. The melody of the chorus of “Finishing the Hat” itself has a structure that mirrors its subject. It starts with the five-note phrase (“Finishing the hat” using the notes D-flat, E-flat, G-flat, D-flat, and B-flat) followed by more than a measure’s worth of rest. The phrase is repeated, but it grows (“… how you have to fin-ish the hat”), Followed by a shorter rest. Then it begins again with several more notes added (“How you watch the rest of the world from a window while you finish the hat”). The chorus is about the accretion of notes to make a melody, similar to the accretion of dots Seurat used to make his painting of a hat. Put another way, the song feels like the creative process of making a choice, and then using the first choice to guide the second, and so on.

Over the course of this song, George’s emotions evolve from thoughtful to frustrated and angry, focusing on Dot—“the woman that you wanted”—and what she turned out not to be—“the kind of woman willing to wait.”8 The music is as distant in tone and style as it’s possible to be while still never leaving its home key; it reflects George’s struggle. The music about art and creativity is mostly controlled and deliberate, while the music about life is passionate and dramatic.

The song ends where it began, several statements of the five-note theme with long breaths between. After the final line, “Where there never was a hat …,” there’s a brief musical tag. The next-to-last measure contains two chords that include a discordant F-flat and then a quick run of eight notes that end abruptly on the off-beat. Sondheim stated frustration with the conclusion, saying that three measures was too short and four too long. But the ending he used feels appropriate because the song concludes not with a compromise but a giving up of something.

The five-note theme of “Finishing the Hat” returned in the second act as the basis of the song “Putting It Together.” Sondheim expanded the theme to six notes with an added A-flat. While the melody evolves quite differently, the tune grows from the same cell. Both songs reflect on the difficulties of making art.

Recordings

There are a dozen or so commercial recordings of this demanding number. (It ranges vocally across nearly two octaves.) The song works best in the context of the show. Sondheim clearly had Patinkin’s vocal range and timbre in mind when he wrote the song, especially when the singer’s voice leapt up to high G-flats during the release. Patinkin recorded the song twice: on the show’s original cast album and for his solo CD, Mandy Patinkin Sings Sondheim, with piano accompaniment by Paul Ford. The DVD of the show’s live performance captures Patinkin aurally and visually. He’s the standard to which others are compared.

The song “Finishing the Hat” and the show have international appeal, evidenced in recordings by singers from Norway, France, Canada (in French), and three from London. A concert at the Donmar Warehouse in 2002 employed a piano arrangement by Jason Robert Brown that makes great use of limited resources

Sondheim has repeatedly said that “Finishing the Hat” is not autobiographical. But he admits that elements are based on how he approaches his work. It’s a song about making art and the craft and concentration required, written by an artist noted for his craft and commitment to his work. The song can move audiences to tears and provoke powerful thoughts and feelings. It demonstrates the value of art and artists, and it supports George’s decision to make personal sacrifices—and even hurtful choices—for the benefit of the work.

Sondheim’s close personal identification with this song is evidenced by the titles he applied to his two volumes of lyric studies: Finishing the Hat (2010) and Look, I Made a Hat (2011).
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FOLLIES (1971)
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Follies’ “Loveland,” designed by Boris Aronson.
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Original Production


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: James Goldman

Choreographer: Michael Bennett

Directors: Harold Prince and Michael Bennett

Producer: Harold Prince, in association with Ruth Mitchell

Scenic Designer: Boris Aronson; Costumer Designer: Florence Klotz; Lighting Designer: Tharon Musser; Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Associate Choreographer: Bob Avian; Dance Arranger: John Berkman; Musical Director/Choral Arranger: Harold Hastings;

Assistant Musical Director: Paul Cianci

Original Cast: Sally Durant Plummer (Dorothy Collins), Benjamin Stone (John McMartin), Buddy Plummer (Gene Nelson), Phyllis Rogers Stone (Alexis Smith), Carlotta Campion (Yvonne De Carlo), Roscoe (Michael Bartlett), Dimitri Weismann (Arnold Moss), Solange LaFitte (Fifi D’Orsay), Young Buddy (Harvey Evans), Young Ben (Kurt Peterson), Young Sally (Marti Rolph), Young Phyllis (Virginia Sandifur), Hattie Walker (Ethel Shutta), Young Hattie (Mary Jane Houdina), Heidi Schiller (Justine Johnson), Young Heidi (Victoria Mallory), Emily Whitman (Marcie Stringer), Theodore Whitman (Charles Welch), Vanessa (Jayne Turner), Young Vanessa (Graciela Daniele), Vincent (Victor Griffin), Young Vincent (Michael Misita), Stella Deems (Mary McCarty), John J. Martin (Max Deems)

The original Broadway production of Follies at the Winter Garden Theatre had the first of twelve previews on March 24, 1971. It opened on April 4, 1971; after 522 performances, it closed on July 1, 1972.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1971 TONY AWARDS (8): Original Score (Sondheim), Director (Prince and Bennett), Actress (Smith), Choreography (Bennett), Scenic Design (Aronson), Costume Design (Klotz), Lighting Design (Musser). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (4): Best Musical, Book (Goldman), Actress (Collins), Featured Actor (Nelson). 1971 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (7): Choreography (Bennett), Lyrics (Sondheim), Music (Sondheim), Costume Design (Klotz), Set Design (Aronson), Performance (Alexis Smith), and Director (Prince and Bennett). NEW YORK DRAMA CRITICS AWARD: Best Musical.





Overview

Follies was Stephen Sondheim’s seventh Broadway musical, opening on April 4, 1971. It had 522 performances in 1971 and 1972 and earned twelve 1972 Tony Award nominations. It won eight. (The season’s Best Musical Tony went to Two Gentlemen of Verona.)

The show began as The Girls Upstairs, a collaboration with bookwriter James Goldman; they also partnered on the television musical Evening Primrose. When Hal Prince came on board as producer and director, The Girls Upstairs evolved into Follies. While it ran for more than a year (522 performances) and became a legendary production, it did not provide any return to its many investors who had fronted $800,000, making Follies one of the costliest shows ever mounted on Broadway as of 1971. The extraordinarily ambitious—and expensive—production is today one of Sondheim’s most beloved and revered shows.

Follies is set in 1971 as the Weismann Theater is about to be demolished. Dimitri Weismann, the impresario who staged the Weismann Follies beginning in 1918, is hosting a reunion of his past performers, with their husbands and wives, many of whom have featured numbers. The action focuses chiefly on Sally and Phyllis, two chorus girls who were best friends in 1941 but who have lost touch. They attend the reunion with their husbands, Buddy and Ben, onetime stage door Johnnies. Their present-day marriages are wobbly—Ben abandoned Sally for Phyllis; his marriage to her is on the skids; Sally married Buddy, who’s had affairs while she still pines for Ben. During the evening, their problems boil over, and we enter a fantasy world in which their emotions are musically portrayed.

“Follies is about the past, revisited, embraced, rejected, relived, denied,” wrote Ted Chapin in Everything Was Possible. “It is really about the effects the past has on the present and the future.”9

Synopsis

On the stage of the deteriorated Weismann Theatre, it’s 1971, and a party is being thrown to honor Weismann’s Follies and the chorus girls who performed between World War I and II. The unseen ghosts of young showgirls drift through the theater.

Anxious Sally Durant Plummer, age 49, is the first to arrive. One of the ghostly showgirls, a younger version of Sally, begins to follow her, undetected. Sally receives a sash denoting her year in the Follies, 1941. More former showgirls arrive with husbands and dates, people ranging in age from 50 to 80. That includes Sally’s friend from 1941, Phyllis Rogers Stone, with her husband Ben, a philanthropist and renowned public figure. Their younger ghosts approach them, too, also invisible. Sally’s husband, Buddy, a boisterous salesman, enters, very eager to get the evening started.

Impresario Dimitri Weismann greets the guests for the “first and last” reunion of his Follies. He announces that his theater will soon be reduced to a parking lot. Roscoe, once the master of ceremonies, wearing top hat and tails, introduces the Weismann Girls for one final, grand entrance (“Beautiful Girls”). They descend a staircase wearing sashes emblazoned with the year they performed.

In attendance are Max and Stella Deems, former radio stars now managing a store in Miami; Solange LaFitte, once and still a vibrant coquette; Hattie Walker, who burned through five younger husbands; Vincent and Vanessa, dancers who now run a ballroom dance studio; Heidi Schiller, an elderly coloratura soprano; and Carlotta Campion, a film star who has expansively embraced life.

Guests reminisce while the histories of Sally, Buddy, Phyllis, and Ben are recalled, sometimes reenacted by the ghosts of their younger selves. The women were roommates; the men were college pals who courted them. Ben was once in love with Sally, although he chose to marry Phyllis. Sally still carries a torch for him and fears what he will think of her now (“Don’t Look at Me”). The couples reminisce about the old days (“Waiting for the Girls Upstairs”). A vaudevillian pair, the Whitmans, perform an old routine (“The Rain on the Roof”), and Solange demonstrates her panache (“Ah, Paris”). Hattie proves she’s still a trouper (“Broadway Baby”).

Buddy warns Phyllis that Sally still yearns for Ben, who wonders if he made the right choice (“The Road You Didn’t Take”). Sally feels trapped in a one-way marriage (“In Buddy’s Eyes”). Phyllis tells Buddy that she has compromised her life for material possessions.

Phyllis and Sally have a harsh encounter about Ben, cut short by Stella Deems, who recruits a half-dozen former chorines for an old high-energy routine that no one has performed in years. After some protests, they sing about an unhappy woman who never knew real love (“Who’s That Woman?”). The ghosts of their youthful selves join in.

Both couples argue bitterly about their marriages and what might come next. Buddy admits to an affair on the road, but he always returns to Sally, whom he adores. Carlotta performs a Follies number as her own anthem of survival (“I’m Still Here”). With their young ghosts swirling around them, Ben confides to Sally that his life is empty (“Too Many Mornings”), and impulsively kisses her while Buddy secretly observes. [An intermission is sometimes inserted here.]

Buddy wonders why he stays with Sally; he contrasts his frustrations with Sally to his happiness with his mistress, who asks little of him (“The Right Girl”). He begins to rehearse a speech to end his marriage; Sally enters and naively announces that she and Ben will be married.

After too many drinks, Ben propositions Carlotta, who turns him down. Heidi Schiller, shadowed by Young Heidi, sings one of her romantic numbers about the end of a love affair (“One More Kiss”). Phyllis has been off in a corner enjoying the company of a young waiter. Ben tells her he wants to find real love again and suggests that she leave him. She angrily lists reasons why she might but refuses to say if she will (“Could I Leave You?”).

The couples see the innocence and idealism of their ghosts and blame them for making choices that have led to unhappiness. Ben tells Sally he will not marry her, and the couples’ angry exhortations to their younger selves dissolve into an ironic fantasy production of “Loveland,” a gaudy, surreal Weismann extravaganza in which everyone supposedly lives for love. Young Ben and Young Phyllis sing a duet about their happiness (“You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow”), while Sally and Buddy’s younger selves imagine overcoming each other’s irritating traits (“Love Will See Us Through”).

Still in Loveland, the adult Sally, Buddy, Phyllis, and Ben perform solo numbers reflecting their inner turmoil. Buddy, dressed as a clown, sings a vaudeville number, revealing his feelings and fears about love (“The God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues”). Sally, dressed as a 1930s torch singer, performs a song about how she can think of nothing but her lover (“Losing My Mind”). Phyllis is up next with a dance number about two unhappy and distinctly different women who envy one another and need to become one person to be truly happy (“The Story of Lucy and Jessie”).

Ben begins a song about a sophisticated man who denies his fears (“Live, Laugh, Love”), but he loses track of his lyrics, and the song ends in disarray with him frantically justifying his choices to the chorus members and crying out for Phyllis. The performers blithely ignore him and continue to sing and dance. He breaks down completely amid the chaos, and the “Loveland” scenery disappears.

Finally, the hubbub fades and the madness dissipates; the real world of the crumbling theater returns. The sun is rising. Phyllis and Ben gather themselves to go home together; Buddy helps an emotionally devastated Sally to her feet and they too leave as a couple. Young Buddy and Ben call to “the girls upstairs” one last time. The Follies—literal and metaphoric—are ended.

Sources and Book

The show that became Follies began in a very different form when Sondheim and book writer James Goldman first conceived it as a kind of murder mystery called The Girls Upstairs. Sondheim said it was initially “Not a whodunit, but a who’ll-do-it,”10 about two couples wrestling with marital strife. They began to create it in 1965, but their efforts paused when Sondheim took time to assemble Company(1968–1970), which Harold Prince agreed to produce and direct before taking on Sondheim’s show with Goldman.

They had several songs, the characters, and an evocative setting, but they soon realized that “what was wrong with the show was the plot—the mood and atmosphere were everything, the events secondary.”11 Prince recalled “a photograph of the silent movie star Gloria Swanson standing in the sunlit rubble of a razed movie palace … [and] envisioned the Follies musical as a metaphor for age.”12 Sondheim reported, “Hal said that that’s what the show should be about—rubble in the daylight.”13 Prince’s new direction added the ghosts of the characters’ younger selves to haunt the theatrical reunion.14

Turning their naturalistic show into a lavish, surrealistic spectacle required considerable rethinking. “Like Company,” Ethan Mordden observed, “but so much more, Follies was not a show to be taken literally.”15

In fact, there’s only a minimal story. “It is,” said Sondheim, “about a party and nothing happens in it at all, except people say hello and have a few drinks and go home. That’s the entire plot.”16

Sondheim and Goldman constructed a plotless narrative that moved fluidly between past and present as ghosts reawakened memories and conjured moments from the central characters’ pasts. It took nine drafts to get to a production that featured twenty-two musical numbers arrayed across what Sondheim described as “possibly the shortest script ever written for a traditional song-scene-song-scene musical.”17

But Follies was an unwieldy—and expensive—show. During its Boston tryout, Sondheim observed, “Our main problem is that there is too much of everything. It’s the biggest, most complicated musical ever, and we’re just going to have to cut it down to size. It’s an embarrassment of riches.”18

Over the years, Goldman’s book with its downbeat ending has been blamed for the show’s box office failure. “Goldman wrote a kind of libretto that had never before existed,” Ethan Mordden suggested, “two hours of real time in which messages of falsehood and honesty vie with each other to solve the eternal mystery, which is ‘What happened, and what can we do about it now?’”19 That didn’t sit well with audiences expecting more upbeat entertainment.

But Follies presented a powerful cultural metaphor that has remained strong, applicable, and increasingly appreciated by serious musical theater audiences over the years and around the world. Stefan Kanfer noted the ambiguity of the title, “beyond its recollections of past theatrical extravaganzas, it refers to the careers of two show business couples, and it also concerns the miscalculations and missteps of their public careers and private lives.”20 Sondheim interpreted the show’s message as “the collapse of a dream. The point of the show was that you should use the past to look into the future.”21

Creative Team

As Follies’ producer, Hal Prince assembled an A-team of creative talent, each one eventually honored with a 1971 Tony Award. Prince additionally served as codirector with rising star choreographer Michael Bennett. Also recruited were scenic designer Boris Aronson (who had designed Company), costume designer Florence Klotz, and lighting designer Tharon Musser.

Prince estimated the show would cost roughly $800,000, the biggest budget ever for a show produced by his office and one of the most expensive Broadway shows ever mounted up to that time. Follies was a serious gamble for Prince: “a musical of controversial and not very cheerful material that required more than an eight-month run at capacity business in order to recover its investment … a cast of fifty, a large orchestra [with thirty musicians, twenty-eight backstage crew members], a modern complicated setting, and a breakeven of $85,000 a week.”22 That required selling a lot of tickets that, at $12 each, were seen as expensive in 1971. The show ran for fifteen months, but Prince’s gamble did not pay off: The investment was never recovered.

Prince and Bennett had an uneasy relationship. Although they were codirectors, Prince had more leverage, since he was also the producer, necessarily making final decisions. Nevertheless, Bennett’s contributions were key to Follies’ success, and he strongly trained the ghosts gliding across the stage. They “were under strict orders to keep to a count in their head, ignoring the orchestra and the tense rhythms of the party wait staff or they’d be thrown off, for the ghosts weren’t in synch with what was happening at the party. That was now. The ghosts were then.”23

Bennett had mixed feelings about the show; he was never quite convinced that it would succeed. “I think that eighty percent of Follies was the greatest musical ever done. … I could not talk about Follies for a year after it opened, I was so bitter about its failure. So much of that show was better than anything I’ve ever seen or anything I’ve ever done.”24 Bennett and Prince never worked together again after Follies; the choreographer subsequently created the 1976 Tony Award winner, A Chorus Line.

Aronson’s scenic design emphasized the grandeur and monumental nature of the decrepit theater. He contrasted the disintegration of the doomed building with the surrealistic “Loveland” sequence, for which he “designed a fan-shaped and lacy collage reminiscent of a Victorian valentine, ‘a flash of color amidst the doom,’ he explained. The moment when a bare stage becomes an elaborate kaleidoscopic setting into which the ghosts of showgirls pirouette and prance would be the musical’s most famous sequence.”25 When Aronson began to work on Follies’ design, almost no script was in place. The valentine idea was conceived late in the production process, and its final version wasn’t ready until the first rehearsal.

But it worked. As Bruce Kimmel wrote in his 2012 liner notes for Follies’ remastered original cast recording, “The set by Boris Aronson was beyond brilliant. At the end of the show when past and present collide and suddenly the show is vomiting up everything we’ve seen during the evening in a horrifying cacophony, and Aronson’s set begins to morph into Loveland, it was one of the most brilliant, perfect, breathtaking bits of theatrical magic in the history of musical theater.”

Klotz created lavish costumes to outfit the ghosts, played by extremely tall, lithe women. They were dressed largely in extravagant black-and-white, figure-revealing fabrics, and immense feathered headpieces. The guests were in “living color.” In all, Klotz designed more than 200 costumes.26 “Follies was a rare case of a musical ‘wearing’ its themes; it really looked like a comparison of now and then.”27

Musser created pools of light that enabled Prince to evoke a cinematic flow of scenes onstage. Employing the onstage equivalent of dissolves, Prince gave the show a nonstop momentum. He said, “In Follies there was a place for your eye to go every minute.”28

Cast and Characters

Follies’ four central characters had names that underscored their roles. Ruthless Ben Stone was hard as a rock (at least externally) that crumbled at the end. Buddy Plummer was a drinking pal, perhaps a kindred spirit with a low-on-the-totem-pole plumber. The name Phyllis had a cultured, glamorous aura with a bit of a chill, while Sally suggested someone friendly, unsophisticated, and cute.29

Prince sought actors with reputations that underscored their roles. “We wanted the leads to be close to the characters they were playing because it would help us persuade the audience that the people onstage were reliving their earlier celebrity, which is gone for them. We cast three movie stars—Alexis Smith, Gene Nelson, and Yvonne De Carlo—and Dorothy Collins, who had been a TV star on Your Hit Parade.”30

They were not necessarily respected actors with instant marquee recognition. In some cases, their personal weaknesses seemed part and parcel of their characters. Dorothy Collins and Gene Nelson never made it clear “whether the desperation and failure was the character or the actor.” Alexis Smith and John McMartin were accomplished, “but many central players—Yvonne De Carlo, Fifi D’Orsay, Justine Johnston, Ethel Shutta—seemed to be walking an exhilarating tightrope. All of which amplifies the meaning of the show.”31

Smith had been an ingénue in the 1940s, cast in more than forty films, so she perfectly fit the role of Phyllis, earning unanimous praise and a 1971 Tony Award. In his New York Times review, Clive Barnes called her “a mixture of ice and vitality that is tantalizingly amusing. She also sings and dances with style and acts with commanding serenity.” In the early 1970s Broadway shows were no longer big news, but Smith’s “movie-star radiance”32 landed her on the covers of national publications including Time magazine.

Many of the actors—“professional has-beens”33—were not hired for mere camp. They were familiar to 1971 audiences from their own collective past. “Now they are aging and we see them aged, and Follies is about aging and age. In a sense, these actors are being used as people rather than as performers.”34

Prince hired Yvonne De Carlo to play Carlotta, not initially envisioned as a major character. When the team realized that the “minor movie star known more as a sexpot than as a singer” was familiar to Broadway audiences and had “an extraordinary vocal range,”35 Sondheim wrote “Can That Boy Foxtrot” (eventually cut) and “I’m Still Here” with her in mind.

Fifi D’Orsay, a well-known musical theater performer from the 1920s, made such an impression during auditions that “Ah, Paris!” was created for her.”36 Mary McCarty (“Who’s That Woman?”) played Stella Deems, who browbeat the former chorus girls to join her in a long-ago dance routine. In 1975, McCarty created the role of Mama Morton, the amiably corrupt prison matron in Kander and Ebb’s Chicago.37


Musical Numbers


	“Beautiful Girls”—Roscoe and Company

	“Don’t Look at Me”—Sally and Ben

	“Waiting for the Girls Upstairs”—Buddy, Ben, Phyllis, Sally, Young Buddy, Young Ben, Young Phyllis, and Young Sally

	“Rain on the Roof“—Emily and Theodore Whitman

	“Ah! Paris!”—Solange LaFitte

	“Broadway Baby”—Hattie Walker

	“The Road You Didn’t Take”—Ben

	“Bolero d’Amour”—Danced by Vincent and Vanessa

	“In Buddy’s Eyes”—Sally

	“Who’s That Woman?”—Stella Deems and Company

	“I’m Still Here”—Carlotta Campion

	“Too Many Mornings”—Ben and Sally



OPTIONAL ACT BREAK


	“The Right Girl”—Buddy

	“One More Kiss”—Heidi Schiller and Young Heidi

	“Could I Leave You?”—Phyllis



The Loveland Sequence


	The Folly of Love: “Loveland”—The Ensemble

	The Folly of Youth: “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow”—Young Ben, Young Phyllis

	“Love Will See Us Through”—Young Buddy, Young Sally

	Buddy’s Folly: “The God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues (Buddy’s Blues)”—Buddy, Margie, Sally

	Sally’s Folly: “Losing My Mind”—Sally

	Phyllis’s Folly: “The Story of Lucy and Jessie”—Phyllis and Company

	Ben’s Folly: “Live, Laugh, Love”—Ben and Company



Cut Numbers


	“Bring on the Girls”—Roscoe (an early version of “Beautiful Girls”)

	“Cheri”—Solange

	“Can That Boy Foxtrot!”—Carlotta

	“Pleasant Little Kingdom”—Sally and Ben

	“Little White House”/“Who Could Be Blue?” Add name(s)

	“Uptown/Downtown”—Phyllis (replaced by “The Story of Lucy and Jessie”)

	“The World’s Full of Girls, The World’s Full of Boys”—Ben and Girls

	“All Things Bright and Beautiful”—Ben and Sally

	“That Old Piano Roll”—Buddy

	“It Wasn’t Meant to Happen”—Sally



Added Numbers (London, 1987)


	“Country House”—Phyllis and Ben

	“Loveland” (revised)—Roscoe and Company

	“Ah, But Underneath”—Phyllis

	“Make the Most of Your Music”—Ben (replacing “Live, Laugh, Love”)





Score

Follies featured a huge score—more music than book—that created a palpable momentum. An intermission was tried in several positions, but Goldman didn’t like the result. “It was kind of an accumulation of feelings that the show built to, and when we interrupted that, it was damaging.”38

Sondheim drew upon the Broadway canon for two kinds of songs: those for the four principals and those for the other characters, in styles that ranged from 1918 to the 1940s. Many of them are “pastiches,” song imitations in the style of various past composers. “Here was a chance for me to pay homage without attitude to the genre I loved, the past I had known only through recordings and sheet music. It allowed me to imitate the reigning composers and lyricists from the era between the World Wars, and I grabbed at it with all ten fingers and a rhyming dictionary. Follies is an orgy of pastiche.”39

Sondheim listed composers Irving Berlin, Nacio Herb Brown, Cole Porter, Buddy DeSylva, Lew Brown, Ray Henderson (often referred to as “DeSylva, Brown, and Henderson”), Richard Rodgers, Harold Arlen, Sigmund Romberg, Jerome Kern, Burton Lane, George Gershwin, and Arthur Schwartz, as well as lyricists Berlin, Otto Harbach, Porter, E. Y. Harburg, Dorothy Fields, “early” and “middle” Hammerstein, Noel Coward, Arthur Freed, Ira Gershwin, and Howard Dietz.40

The numbers Sondheim composed for Follies are constant signposts of the show’s timescape. In fact, as Martin Gottfried pointed out, “The score is composed in past and present tenses, to counterpose past against present and age in opposition to youth.”41 The show uses these juxtapositions to ask, “How did we become so dissatisfied?”42

Although some of Sondheim’s pastiche numbers are the show’s most memorable, Follies is by no means mired in the past. In many ways, his compositions revive the older song forms. Perhaps they took some getting used to because “the lyrics plow so deeply into the action that it’s difficult at the first hearing to enjoy melody while concentrating on the words.”43 Indeed, Sondheim’s music underscores the show’s disenchantment, even when it employs “up” tunes such as “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow” to convey its message. Each song has a backstory worth understanding. Here are some of them:


“Beautiful Girls.” Sung by Roscoe, the onetime emcee of the Weismann Follies, this is a tribute to Irving Berlin’s “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody,” the theme song for many Ziegfeld Follies productions.44

“Rain on the Roof.” The bouncy number for the Whitmans “doesn’t honor a specific lyricist or composer so much as a genre: the ‘novelty song.’” Such songs often featured a repetitive gimmick or heavy alliteration, such as the punctuated kisses Sondheim crafted for this couple.45

“Ah! Paris!” The song for Solange LaFitte is one of four Cole Porter pastiches in the show.46

“Broadway Baby.” One of Follies’ most memorable numbers gained authenticity as performed by Ethel Shutta, who originated the role of Hattie Walker. She had twice been a Ziegfeld performer—in Louie the 14th (1925) and Whoopee (1928). Sondheim called this song another “genre pastiche, the genre here being the songs of the 1920s, just before the crash with their optimistic dreams of upward mobility as well as their open enthusiasm about life as it presents itself to us Americans.”47 Prince went to elementary school with Shutta’s twin sons and remembered her when she auditioned for Follies: “When she came in … and sang ‘Broadway Baby,’ she knocked us off our chairs; she was the real thing. No one will ever be able to touch her in that role.”48

“In Buddy’s Eyes.” Originally titled “In Someone’s Eyes,” this song had virtually the same lyric, but with a counterpoint from Ben. Dorothy Collins’s bluesy, melodic performance made the song memorable.49

“Who’s That Woman?” Mary McCarty created Stella Deems, a hearty woman in her fifties who leads the middle-aged chorines in a physically demanding past number. Each one holds an imaginary mirror; during the song their younger selves join the formation and dance among them as their own invisible reflections.50 The lyric imitates Cole Porter in a weary mood (“Down in the Depths”) with music reminiscent of “Richard Rodgers in his Rodgers and Hart days, spikier and less sorrowful than Porter’s.”51

Sondheim considered Michael Bennett’s choreography for “Who’s That Woman?” to be “maybe the most brilliant musical number in terms of staging I have ever seen in the theater.”52 It began with the middle-aged women who are shadowed, then “mirrored,” by the ghosts who were posed upstage. “The show girls were on six-inch platforms,” Bennett recalled, “and the headdresses they wore were huge and the girls were six feet two to begin with. I wanted it all to look bigger than life. I wanted those girls to be bigger than Ziegfeld girls could ever have been. It was like looking into a mirror and seeing the past—not the reality of the past, but the glorification of it.”53

“I’m Still Here.” This number might never have happened if Yvonne De Carlo had been right for “Can That Boy Foxtrot!” the first song Sondheim composed for Carlotta Campion. It was amusing (it’s still performed regularly in cabarets and revues in the dry style of singers such as Elaine Stritch), but when the team recognized De Carlo’s vocal range, Sondheim replaced the “one-joke number” with more of a blockbuster.54 “I’m Still Here” is about survival. “The first half is a breezy impersonal history and might be taken as a pastiche of Harburg, who often wrote sociopolitical lyrics; the second half leans toward Dorothy Fields, whose lyrics were often characterized by introspective ruefulness with self-deprecatory humor and eventual optimism, reflected here by the song’s progression from resignation to triumph at the end. In other words, a showstopper.” The song is stuffed with historical details.55

Jonathan Tunick’s orchestrations for Follies gave the pit band an authentic sound. For this number in particular, the orchestra reflected “the theme of age and memory … Sondheim’s raunchy accompaniment is drenched in whiskey, befitting the kind of saloon song that ‘I’m Still Here’ represents.”56 It’s been performed by numerous singers and occasionally reworked by Sondheim: once for Shirley MacLaine in the movie Postcards from the Edge (1990) and again for Barbra Streisand’s Back to Broadway album (1993).

“One More Kiss.” Heidi Schiller’s duet with her younger self was the first song Sondheim wrote for Follies, replete with lush music and purple lyrics. It was inspired by the leading operetta composers of the 1920s, Sigmund Romberg and Rudolf Friml.

“Could I Leave You?” This angry, spiteful waltz, sung by Phyllis when Ben suggests they separate, might be seen as a harbinger for others that Sondheim composed for A Little Night Music.57

Loveland. For Follies’ final twenty minutes, Prince said, the Loveland sequence of five songs finally gave the audience “what it had expected all along. The only difference was that the stars of our follies would confront in lavish production numbers the lies that had led them relentlessly to the brink of madness.” He confessed, “The final third of the show, in fact, did not exist until the last two weeks of the six-week rehearsal period,” and added, “I wouldn’t take that chance with anyone but Steve Sondheim.”58

A few of the Loveland numbers still indulged in pastiche (especially “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow” and “Love Will See Us Through”), but Loveland is actually a complicated mix of songs for the four central characters and their ghosts, a kind of nightmarish mini-follies. Each song is a follies-type number whose words relate to the individual’s story. These songs reflect what’s been termed a “group nervous breakdown”59 as each character acts out his or her major folly.60

Sondheim drew upon MGM musical extravaganzas from the late 1930s through the mid-1950s. Ethan Mordden observed, “The kids thought they lived in Loveland, but Loveland is a Ziegfeldian fantasy, pure show biz. There is no Loveland. … Loveland is a nice place to visit. But they don’t let you live there. Or they do, but your stay leads to the blues, the torch song, the split personality, the fraud: the four Follies numbers that close the score to defeat.”61

“The God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues” is also sometimes referred to as “Buddy’s Blues.” Another pastiche, this one is rooted in vaudeville music for chases and low comics, with a rapid-fire lyric.62

“Losing My Mind.” Sondheim called this bluesy torch song “less an homage to, than a theft of, Gershwin’s ‘The Man I Love,’ complete with near-stenciled rhythms and harmonies. But it had a difference: a lyric written not in the style of his brother [Ira Gershwin], but of Dorothy Fields.” Dorothy Collins sang it as Sally, after Alexis Smith (for whom it was initially written) suggested that she would prefer a dance number.

“The Story of Lucy and Jessie.” A dance number was created for Phyllis when Alexis Smith suggested reassigning “Losing My Mind” to Dorothy Collins. It’s reminiscent of Ira Gershwin and Kurt Weill’s “The Saga of Jenny.” The number represents Phyllis’s personal form of madness, schizophrenia, via a song about two desperately unhappy women, each one yearning to be the other.63 When Follies was staged in London in 1987 with Diana Rigg as Phyllis, Sondheim composed “Ah, But Underneath.” It’s been used in subsequent productions when the role is played by a woman who’s more a singer than a dancer.

“Live, Laugh, Love.” Ben’s breakdown song, Sondheim said, is not an homage to a songwriter but to dancer Fred Astaire, who often benefited from easygoing numbers by Irving Berlin, the Gershwins, Kern, Fields, and others. “It seemed appropriate here,” he said, “because Astaire’s persona is the way Ben sees himself.”64 So convincing was John McMartin’s performance that some audiences mistakenly thought that the actor rather than his character was forgetting his lyrics.

The finale that grows out of Ben’s disintegration is reflected by chaotic noise from the orchestra and onstage cast members. Michael Bennett doubted that the audience fully grasped that almost “every song was played with one instrument or another and every performer was on the stage doing different songs or replaying scenes that occurred earlier.” The result was a true descent into madness.65



When Cameron Mackintosh staged the London debut of Follies in 1987, he was granted permission to make changes in the script and the score. Ben’s “The Road You Didn’t Take” was cut, since Mackintosh felt it revealed his despair too soon. Sondheim did not object to this or other changes. “Although I had been happy with the way it was,” he said, “I saw no reason not to try new things, knowing we could always revert to the original (which eventually we did). The net result was four new songs: “Country House,” “Loveland” [revised], “Ah, But Underneath” (replacing “The Story of Lucy and Jessie”), and “Make the Most of Your Music” (replacing “Live, Laugh, Love”).66

Sondheim believed in trying different approaches by an insightful director or producer. “The axiom ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ is a valuable truism in the theater, but Follies is a show that’s a bit crippled by its size, ambition, and mysteriousness and thus always worth the effort of experimentation—if only it were produced more often.”67

Reviews and Reactions

Frank Rich, then a 21-year-old undergraduate at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, covered Follies’ Boston tryout in 1971, observing that the show was “not yet in perfect shape, although it clearly will be soon.” He added that “there is no getting around the fact that a large part of the chilling fascination of Follies is that its creators are in essence presenting their own funeral.”68

That curious perspective meant that early critical response to Follies was largely discouraging. During its Boston tryout in March 1971, Kevin Kelly in the Boston Globe summed up the consensus: “Follies is in trouble.” Variety suggested that the show “had too many characters, too many leading players, too many scenes, and the most bewildering plot-line in years.”

Critic Elliot Norton was of two minds. “When it sings and dances,” he wrote for the Boston Record American, “Harold Prince’s new Follies is generally exuberant and exhilarating, ingenious and extraordinary entertainment. When it talks, however, when its four principals thrash out the follies of their love lives, it is bitter and shallow.”69

Many similar opinions were echoed once the show opened on Broadway. Writing for the New York Times, Walter Kerr said, “Follies is intermissionless and exhausting, an extravaganza that becomes tedious.”70

A few others had more positive reactions. In the New York Daily News, Douglas Watt was effusive. “Follies is a pastiche show so brilliant as to be breathtaking at times. It struck me as unlikely that the tools and resources of the Broadway musical theater had ever been used to more cunning effect than in this richly evocative work.”71 In Newsweek, Jack Kroll proclaimed, “Follies is a brilliant show, wonderfully entertaining, extraordinarily intelligent, and having both a stunning direct appeal and a rare complexity of feeling and structure.”72

Clive Barnes, the leading critic for the all-important New York Times, wrote a very mixed assessment of Follies: “Mr. Sondheim’s music comes in two flavors—nostalgic and cinematic. The nostalgic kind is for the pseudo-oldie numbers, and I must say that most of them sound like numbers that you have almost just forgotten, but with good reason. The non-hit parade of pastiche trades on camp, but fundamentally gives little in return. … The cinematic music is a mixture of this and that, chiefly that. I doubt whether anyone will be parodying it in 30 or 40 years’ time. … The lyrics are fresh as a daisy. I know of no better lyricist in show-business than Mr. Sondheim—his words are a joy to listen to, even when his music is sending shivers of indifference up your spine.”73

The Times apparently thought another opinion was warranted, and shortly after Barnes’s unenthusiastic review was published, a commentary by Martin Gottfried was offered. “Sondheim’s qualities as a theater composer can hardly be overstated. He is constantly extending his vision, a composer applying a trained imagination to a stage he intimately understands. He works with, perhaps, the finest orchestrator in our theater’s history, Jonathan Tunick, who uses ingenious and sympathetic instrumental combinations to bring out Sondheim’s inner voices, his fresh turns of harmony, his inventive meters, and surprising resolutions. Sondheim’s music is modern even when it is nostalgic and Tunick understands this. Moreover, by writing his own virtually perfect lyrics, Sondheim matches the words to the (musical and intellectual) personality of his music as no partner lyricist could possibly do. … I am convinced that Follies is monumental theater. Not because I say so but because it is there for anybody to see.”74

In the Village Voice, John Lahr offered an even broader, more philosophical assessment in The New Yorker, calling the show “a resonant, complex event which grows in the mind.” He went on, “Follies is the first Broadway musical to examine its genre as a myth-machine. This is a brutal business, but the effects can only be healthy … Follies depicts a society living for and sustained by illusion. The need is as tangible in the audience, who bravo when they should be crying, as in the tale of the stage performers … Follies outlines the process of delusion and also argues for more authentic priorities for the imagination. I’ll bravo for that.”75

Those very elements of difficulty, ambivalence, and a depressing message have affected enthusiasm for Follies over the years. Before 1971, very few musicals spurned happy, uplifting endings. They were seen as carefree entertainments; diverging from that path was a risk. Record producer Bruce Kimmel stated it well in 2012: “The title of the show is perfect and problematic at the same time—at least it was for audiences who bought tickets thinking they’d be seeing an old-fashioned Follies show. But that’s the brilliance of it—nothing is what it seems on the surface. There are cracks everywhere …”76

While praising the Roundabout 2001 revival in the New Yorker, Nancy Franklin wrote insightfully, “It’s possible to think that Follies is a great show and yet not entirely love it; to think that it’s invaluable and yet not feel embraced by it. You may walk out of the theatre feeling a little mixed up inside, as though you had just received the most unforgettable parting kiss of your life.”77

One of the most detailed and informative books ever written about a Broadway musical is Ted Chapin’s Everything Was Possible: The Birth of the Musical “Follies” (New York: Applause Theatre & Cinema Books, 2005). At age 20, Chapin was in his third year at Connecticut College in 1971 when he landed a job listed in the Follies programs as “Production Assistant”—in other words a gofer, typist, and occasional chauffeur—during the show’s out-of-town tryout at Boston’s Colonial Theatre. He had access to numerous behind-the-scenes experiences that he carefully recorded as the production was readied for its opening and the events of its early performances on Broadway.

Thirty years later he gathered his memories into a comprehensive narrative that brought the players back to life. “Sometimes when I contemplated this book,” he wrote in its introduction, “I wondered if there wasn’t something a little voyeuristic about the whole exercise. But I kept coming back to the idea that I had witnessed something unique and important. I saw the agony of artists at work. I saw a lot of disparate, almost warring, elements merge together to become a show. Everyone wanted Follies to succeed, whatever the cost. That, I realized, is what putting a musical together is all about.”78 It’s a fascinating tale, and a book that offers a unique perspective for fans of musical theater. Chapin went on to become the president and executive director of the Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization.

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout. Follies was first tried out at Boston’s Colonial Theater (February 20–March 20, 1971). Before that, the cast rehearsed for a month in New York City at the American Theatre Lab, Jerome Robbins’s dance studio. They used a mockup of the set with indicated elevation, one foot for every five. For the final two weeks before Boston, they were at the Feller Scenic Studio in the Bronx,79 where they rehearsed on the finished set.

Follies in Concert featured an all-star cast at Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall in New York City on September 6 and 7, 1985. Paul Gemignani conducted the New York Philharmonic. The cast included Barbara Cook (Sally), Mandy Patinkin (Buddy), Lee Remick (Phyllis), and George Hearn (Ben). Other performers included Elaine Stritch (Hattie), Carol Burnett (Carlotta), Phyllis Newman (Stella), Liliane Montevecchi (Solange), and Betty Comden and Adolph Green (the Whitmans).

Original London Production. Cameron Mackintosh presented the show’s London debut at the Shaftesbury Theatre, when it opened on July 21, 1987; it had 644 performances by the time it closed on February 4, 1989. Mike Ockrent directed, with musical direction by Martin Koch. The production featured Diana Rigg (Phyllis), Julia McKenzie (Sally), Daniel Massey (Ben), and David Healy (Buddy). This production featured script revisions approved by Goldman and several new songs by Sondheim.

Paper Mill Playhouse. Follies was presented by the legendary regional theater in Milburn, New Jersey, from April 15 to May 31, 1998. Robert Johanson directed a cast including Donna McKechnie (Sally), Dee Hoty (Phyllis), Laurence Guittard (Ben), Tony Roberts (Buddy), Ann Miller (Carlotta), Kay Ballerd (Hattie), and Phyllis Newman (Stella). There was some expectation that this production might transfer to Broadway, but it never happened.

Broadway Revival. Follies received its first full-fledged Broadway revival by the Roundabout Theatre Company at the Belasco Theatre (April 5–July 14, 2001), staged by Matthew Warchus. Performers included Blythe Danner (Phyllis), Gregory Harrison (Ben), Judith Ivey (Sally), Treat Williams (Buddy), and Polly Bergen (Carlotta).

Encores! A staging of Follies for New York City Center’s Encores! series was presented February 8–12, 2007, directed and choreographed by Casey Nicholaw, with musical direction by Eric Stern. In the cast were Donna Murphy (Phyllis), Victoria Clark (Sally), Victor Garber (Ben), Michael McGrath (Buddy), Christine Baranski (Carlotta), and Joanne Worley (Stella).

Kennedy Center/Broadway Revival. In 2011, the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC, produced Follies (May 21–June 19), staged by Eric Schaeffer. The cast included Bernadette Peters (Sally), Jan Maxwell (Phyllis), Danny Burstein (Buddy), Ron Raines (Ben), Elaine Paige (Carlotta), and Linda Lavin (Hattie). The production transferred to Broadway several months later with most of the cast; Jayne Houdyshell replaced Lavin. It had a limited run of 152 performances from September 12, 2011, to January 22, 2012.



Recordings


Original Broadway Cast (1971, Capital SO 761), reissued on CD in 1989 (Capitol 92094); remixed, remastered, and sonically improved in 1992 (Broadway Angel 64666). This recording was long disparaged for its rushed, ragged recording sessions and abridged arrangements, necessitated to accommodate the show on a single LP (56 minutes). The original recordings were remixed and remastered by Bruce Kimmel in 2012 using eight-track edited session masters (Kritzerland, KR-220023-3; limited edition of 1,500, followed by a second printing of 1,000). The resulting recording is both startling and remarkable.

Follies in Concert (1985) with the New York Philharmonic, conducted by Paul Gemignani; album produced by Thomas Z. Shepard (RCA 7128 in various formats). Some critics find the overall recording “less than the sum of its parts.”80 The recording also includes Sondheim’s instrumental music for Alain Resnais’s film Stavisky.

Follies: A Broadway Legend, Cameron Mackintosh’s original 1987 London production, was issued by First Night Encores (CD3), with Goldman’s revised book and new or revised numbers by Sondheim. Julia McKenzie is heard in memorable renderings of “In Buddy’s Eyes” and “Losing My Mind.” Diana Rigg gave a brittle, coruscating performance of the new song, “Ah, But Underneath.”

Follies: The Complete Recording. Conducted in 1998 by Follies’ original orchestrator Jonathan Tunick, this recording (TVT Soundtrax 1039) from the Paper Mill Playhouse’s production features the full score plus much cut material. Useful liner notes include an essay by Ted Chapin, “This Is My Belief, In Brief: Reflections on Follies”; Frank Rich’s 1971 Harvard Crimson review of the show’s Boston tryout; and Sondheim “Notes on the Appendix” (comments on seven songs, several cut from the show).

Kennedy Center, 2001. The production of Follies that transferred to Broadway made a two-disc cast recording on October 3–4, 2011, at Avatar Studios in New York. Nearly 110 minutes of material, the album was produced for PS Classics (PS-1105) by Tommy Krasker and Philip Chaffin, assisted by executive producers Michael M. Kaiser and Sean Patrick Flahaven. Bart Migal recorded and mixed the performances. The recording included a forty-eight-page booklet with numerous color photos of the production.
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FORD, PAUL (1953–)

Pianist Paul Ford was born in Atlanta on April 27, 1953. He attended Georgia State University but did not graduate, then moved to New York City in 1978. There he found work with off-Broadway productions of The Golden Apple (1978) at the York Theatre, as well as rehearsal work on Bob Fosse’s Dancin’ (1978) and Richard Rodgers’s I Remember Mama (1979) before he joined the third national tour of Annie. He was an active accompanist and rehearsal pianist on Broadway from 1978 to 2015, starting with A Day in Hollywood/A Night in the Ukraine (1980), Upstairs at O’Neals (a 1982 revue), and The Rink (1984).

In 1984 he began a longtime collaboration with Stephen Sondheim and the composer’s go-to music director Paul Gemignani. Ford served as the original pianist for the orchestras of Sunday in the Park with George (1984), Into the Woods (1987), the off-Broadway production of Assassins (1991), and Passion (1994). He was also the rehearsal pianist as each of those four shows were developed and for several workshops of Wise Guys/Bounce/Road Show (1997–1999). Sondheim picked Ford to play “The Saga of Lenny” for Lauren Bacall to sing at Leonard Bernstein’s 70th Birthday Celebration (1988) at Tanglewood. He was the first to play Sondheim’s songs for Warren Beatty’s Dick Tracy (1990) on a demo for Madonna.

Accepting his 1988 Tony Award for Best Score for Into the Woods, Sondheim thanked orchestrator Jonathan Tunick and music director Paul Gemignani. And he quickly added Paul Ford, described by writer Tom Shea as “Sondheim’s pianist of choice, a valued member of the composer/lyricist’s inner creative circle.” Shea explained that the rehearsal pianist is an essential link between the composer and others involved in a production, “helping to shape the score as the composer and director hear it played in rehearsal. Tempos, textures, even phrasing are aided greatly by the presence of a good rehearsal pianist.”81

Ford was the rehearsal pianist for Follies in Concert at Lincoln Center (1985), and he performed in the Carnegie Hall concerts of Sondheim: A Celebration (1992) and Anyone Can Whistle (1994), plus the tenth anniversary concert of Sunday in the Park with George (1994) and the tenth anniversary concert of Into the Woods (1997). He was also part of the Library of Congress concert for Sondheim’s seventieth birthday (2000) and subsequently accompanied Nathan Lane and Brian Stokes Mitchell’s recording of The Frogs, which also included the Evening Primrose songs performed by Neil Patrick Harris (2000).

Ford played piano for the Tony Award–winning revival of Assassins (Roundabout, 2004), the Pacific Overtures revival (Roundabout, 2005), Gypsy (Ravinia, 2006, with Patti LuPone), and Anyone Can Whistle (2010) at Encores. His final Sondheim connection was as pianist for Sondheim! The Birthday Concert (2010) with the New York Philharmonic at Avery Fisher Hall.

Ford’s other Broadway credits included Rags (1986), The Secret Garden (1991), Falsettos (1992, directed by James Lapine), and High Society (1998).

In addition to his theatrical work but rooted in Ford’s early connection with Mandy Patinkin (Georges Seurat in Sunday), he accompanied the singer on all of his albums and concert tours, including Mandy Patinkin: Dress Casual at the Public Theater and on Broadway (1989). The recording of that show featured Peters and Patinkin, accompanied by Ford, in the first recording of the suite of Evening Primrose songs since the musical was broadcast on ABC-TV in 1966. Mandy Patinkin Sings Sondheim was recorded live in concert at Philadelphia’s Prince Music Theater in 2002. Ford was the music director and provided the “piano conception” for An Evening with Patti LuPone and Mandy Patinkin (2011–2012).

Ford continued to live in New York City after retiring in 2015, still playing the piano three hours daily.
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FRIEDMAN, MARIA (1961–)

Maria Friedman was born on March 19, 1960, in Birmingham, England. Her British mother Clair was a concert pianist. Her father Leonard, a professional violinist, took a position with the Bremen Philharmonic in Germany when Maria was an infant, and the family lived in Germany. Her parents divorced when she was 5; Clair moved with her children to London. Her father relocated to Scotland, where he founded the Scottish Chamber Orchestra and the Scottish Opera.

Friedman left school at age 15. With no specific career in mind she worked variously as an au pair, a waitress, a kindergarten teacher, and the assistant manager of toys at a London department store. Her job as a singing waitress at a Beefeater restaurant put her on her career path to musical theater.

By 1980 she had earned her Equity card and performed in the chorus of a touring production of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! The show finished with a one-year run in London during which Friedman stepped into the role of Ado Annie. Her first notable success was playing “Girl with a Date” in the 1987 London production of Blues in the Night.

Friedman’s lengthy résumé encompassed many musical productions, but she became best known for her work in shows by Stephen Sondheim. In a 1997 interview, she said, “I can honestly say that Sondheim is the reason why I do what I do. It’s as simple as that.”82 Before she was 20 she had seen productions of A Little Night Music and Sweeney Todd, leading her to be “completely determined to work with this man [Sondheim], although I had no idea how it would come about.”83 She played one of the Gemini in a 1982 production of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.

In 1990, Friedman took on the role of Dot/Marie for the London debut of Sunday in the Park with George; she was nominated for a 1991 Olivier Award for Best Actress in a Musical. In 1992 she played Mary Flynn in the Haymarket Square Theatre’s revival of production of Merrily We Roll Along; Sondheim and bookwriter George Furth worked closely with that cast. (Her 1995 one-woman show, Maria Friedman By Special Arrangement, earned her an Olivier for Best Entertainment.) In 1996 she played Fosca in the London premiere of Sondheim’s Passion, and received the 1997 Olivier Award for Best Actress in a Musical.

In 1998 Friedman participated in Hey, Mr. Producer (1998), a London concert honoring Cameron Mackintosh; she sang “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” (Company) and “Broadway Baby” (Follies). Later the same year she performed “Losing My Mind” (Follies) and “More” (Dick Tracy) for a tribute event, Sondheim Tonight, at London’s Barbican Center. In 2007 at London’s Royal Festival Hall she played Mrs. Lovett in a concert production of Sweeney Todd opposite opera star Bryn Terfel as the demon barber. In 2010 she was a soloist in the BBC Proms tribute, Sondheim at 80.

She acknowledged that Sondheim’s songs can be physically demanding. “I always find that when you surmount the initial demand, a beautiful liberation follows. With Sondheim, it’s about a voice that emerges, a combination of his own voice, great tunes, and amazing lyrics. He writes very specifically. Not songs that anyone can sing, but songs which are specific to the emotional vocabulary of the character.”84

In the twenty-first century, Friedman made her directorial debut with a production of Merrily We Roll Along (2012) at Menier Chocolate Factory. After transferring to London’s West End (2013), it earned her another Olivier Award (for Best Musical). The production was filmed and distributed worldwide. Friedman also staged Merrily for Boston’s Huntington Theatre Company (2017).

Friedman’s other roles included Liza Elliott in the 1997 London revival of Kurt Weill’s 1941 show, Lady in the Dark, for which she was nominated for an Olivier Award. She was recognized with a 1999 Olivier nomination for her performance as Roxie Hart in Chicago. In 1999 she starred as Sukie in the London production of The Witches of Eastwick. She won the 2004 Olivier Award for Best Actress in a Musical when she played Mother in the original London production of Ragtime (2004). In 2005 she received an Olivier nomination when she created the role of Marian Halcombe in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s The Woman in White, a performance she repeated on Broadway in 2005–2006, during which she was treated for breast cancer. She joined Trevor Nunn’s production of Fiddler on the Roof as Golde in 2019.

Her work for British television included Red Dwarf (1989), Casualty (1991–1992), Black Daisies for the Bride (1993), and In Deep (2002). From 2014 to 2017 she played Elaine Peacock in more than four dozen episodes of the long-running British soap opera, EastEnders. Her film work included the Narrator in the film for television of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat (1999), which won the Silver Rose in Music at the Rose d’Or Montreux Festival.

Friedman married her longtime boyfriend, dancer Roland Brine, in 1985, but they eventually divorced. In August 1994 she had a son, Toby, with director Jeremy Sams; her second child, Alfie, whose father was Cameraman Oleg Poupko, was born in 2002. She has also been involved with actor Adrian Der Gregorian.
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THE FROGS (1974, 2004)


Broadway Production (2004)


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim (Lyrics for “Fear No More” from Cymbeline by William Shakespeare)

Book: Burt Shevelove (1974), based on Aristophanes’ comedy (405 B.C.); additional material by Nathan Lane (2004)

Director: Susan Stroman

Choreographer: Susan Stroman

Producers: Lincoln Center Theater (André Bishop, Artistic Director; Bernard Gersten, Executive Producer), in association with Bob Boyett; Associate Producer: Ira Weitzman.

Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Dance Arranger: Glen Kelly; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani; Scenic Designer: Giles Cadle; Costume Designer: William Ivey Long; Lighting Designer: Kenneth Posner; Sound Designer: Scott Lehrer; Special Effects: Gregory Meeh; Puppet Designer: Martin P. Robinson.

Original Cast: Dionysos (Nathan Lane), Xanthias (Roger Bart), Pluto (Peter Bartlett), William Shakespeare (Michael Siberry), George Bernard Shaw (Daniel Davis), Herakles (Burke Moses), Charon/Aeakos (John Byner)

The original Broadway production of The Frogs at Lincoln Center’s Vivian Beaumont Theater began on June 22, 2004; after thirty-two previews, it opened on July 22, 2004; after ninety-two performances, it closed on October 10, 2004.





Overview

In 1974, to return a favor to Burt Shevelove (one of his collaborators for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum), Sondheim agreed to write some incidental music for a production at Yale University. It would be a remounting of Shevelove’s 1941 adaptation of The Frogs, a satirical play written by Aristophanes in 405 B.C., to be presented in Yale’s swimming pool. A short assignment was the concept, just a few weeks working with Shevelove, actors from Yale Repertory Theatre, and students. The project was more complicated than initially intended—Sondheim had to write choral music in the style of an Ancient Greek comedy—but with a one-week run, it seemed doable, even as he was in the process of finishing A Little Night Music. When it was over, he imagined he had finished this curious project.

Nathan Lane revived the show in a more expansive form in 2004, staged and choreographed by Susan Stroman. Sondheim incorporated additional musical numbers, expanding The Frogs from about fifty minutes to two-and-a-half hours. Lane’s adaptation featured political commentary—much in the same manner that Aristophanes’ original work took on issues in ancient Athens. Accordingly, the show’s opening description states, “The time is the present; the place is ancient Greece.”

Synopsis

Note: This synopsis is for Nathan Lane’s 2005 adaptation of Burt Shevelove’s 1974 script. It is the text that is licensed by Music Theatre International.

Prologue

After a fanfare, the actors who play Dionysos and Xanthias speak to the audience, announcing a story in traditional Greek style, using slapstick, music, dances, spectacle, and commentary about contemporary topics. Their subject: a god and his slave. Their purpose: to save mankind. They offer playful ancient and modern do’s and don’ts about audience behavior (“Invocation and Instructions to the Audience”).

Act 1

The curtain opens, and a Greek chorus introduces The Frogs by Aristophanes, written in 405 B.C. The time is now, we are told, but the setting is Ancient Greece. Dionysos, the Greek god of wine and drama, and his loyal slave, Xanthias, arrive. In Athens, the Peloponnesian War seems unending, and Dionysos frets about humanity’s complacency and growing hopelessness.

He decides to go to the underworld and bring back playwright George Bernard Shaw, whose writings, he believes, will save mankind. It will be an arduous journey, but he only fears soggy frogs with small minds and narrow mentalities. But, his journey is necessary. Dionysos and Xanthias depart for Hades (“I Love to Travel”)!

They visit Dionysos’s half-brother Herakles, a great warrior who has previously journeyed to Hades. He tells Dionysos to “Dress Big” and gives him a lionskin to wear. Disguised as Herakles, Dionysos heads to the River Styx (“I Love to Travel” reprise).

At the docks, they meet Charon, the boatman (“All Aboard”). On the river, Dionysos expresses his fear that Styx is full of frogs; Charon dismisses it as a rumor. Charon naps. Dionysos sings about Ariadne, his beautiful wife, who died (“Ariadne”). Xanthias falls asleep. Suddenly aggressive frogs surround the boat (“The Frogs”), taunting and tempting Dionysos to join their ranks. A gigantic frog pulls Dionysos into the water; Xanthias tries to save him, but it’s too late.

Act 2

With Dionysos lost, Xanthias is ready to take over the show, but Dionysos has escaped the frogs and climbs back on board. They arrive in in Hades, and Charon warns them that they have just twenty-four hours before all hell breaks loose. Dionysos goes in search of George Bernard Shaw. He and Xanthias narrowly escape a man-eating bird and then head toward the palace of Pluto, Dionysos’s uncle.

Dionysians, worshippers of pleasure and wine, sing and draw the travelers into an orgy (“Hymnos: Evoe!”). Dionysos is distracted, but Xanthias reminds him they haven’t yet found George Bernard Shaw. As the hymn ends, they arrive at Pluto’s Palace.

Aeakos, the palace doorkeeper, mistakes Dionysos for Herakles, who killed Cerberus, his three-headed dog. Dionysos forces Xanthias to wear the lionskin and pose as Herakles. Charisma, a handmaiden to Persephone, Pluto’s wife, mistakes Xanthias for Herakles and invites him to join her in a sensuous bath of hippopotamus milk. Jealous Dionysos takes back the lionskin, but then meets Virilla, Queen of the Amazons, bent on punishing him for stealing the girdle of the goddess Hippolyte. Aeakos returns with five huge guards prepared to wreak vengeance for his beloved dog.

In the midst of confusion, Pluto arrives and recognizes his nephew Dionysos. He extols the virtues of the underworld (“Hades”). Dionysos tells Pluto he plans to bring George Bernard Shaw back to earth, and Pluto mentions that all the great playwrights are at a banquet at the palace. Dionysos informs Pluto about earth’s dire circumstances. The chorus assures the audience that, despite the serious conversation, there’s no need to worry: Everything will turn out just fine (“It’s Only a Play”). Pluto, Dionysos, and Xanthias go to the banquet.

Dionysos heralds the acerbic Shaw (“Shaw”), surrounded by Shavians, his loyal, pretentious fans. Shaw is willing to leave, but Shakespeare’s arrival disrupts his departure. Shaw wants to put Will in his place. Their rivalry becomes a full-fledged fight that Dionysos proposes to resolve with an “agon,” a contest of words (“Bring Out the Writings”). He announces topics—“Woman,” “Man,” and the “Life Force.” The writers spar with passages they have written. Shaw uses logic and intellect; Shakespeare counters with poetry (“The Contest”).

Ariadne appears and urges Dionysos to follow his heart. Inspired by her words, he announces the final topic: “Death.” Shaw delivers a stirring passage from Saint Joan. Shakespeare’s response is about the natural cycle of life (“Fear No More”). Moved by the Bard’s words, Dionysos names Shakespeare the winner and offers him passage back to earth. Shaw, astounded by his defeat, is dragged offstage, complaining loudly.

Xanthias returns to discover that Shakespeare will travel to earth rather than Shaw. Shakespeare is reluctant to return to a world of suffering and grief, but Dionysos convinces him that humanity desperately needs him. Xanthias decides to stay.

Dionysos and Shakespeare depart, while Ariadne and the Dionysians serenade them (“Exodos”). Shakespeare decides that a new play is needed to inspire humanity. Dionysos encourages audience members to shrug off complacency and take action to resolve earthly problems (“Final Instructions to the Audience”). Froglike inaction must be abandoned: It’s time for a new start, and Dionysos’s mission is complete.

Source and Book

During his graduate studies in theater at Yale, Shevelove also supervised the Yale Dramatic Association. A devotee of Greek theater, he staged Aristophanes’ comedy The Frogs as his 1941 thesis project. His production received a surprising amount of attention, including an editorial in the New York Times praising the production as “a lively and original show.”

Three decades later, Robert Brustein, then dean of the Yale Drama School, recalled that production and invited Shevelove to revive his version of the play from 405 B.C. as a post-season production in 1974 for Yale Repertory Theatre, for which Brustein also served as artistic director. Shevelove chose to produce it in the swimming pool at Yale University’s Payne Whitney Gymnasium.

Shevelove and Sondheim had collaborated a decade earlier on the very successful production of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (adapted from a classic comedy by Roman playwright Plautus). Sondheim owed Shevelove a favor, so he asked for some incidental music for the production. The show was not quite a musical, but it was more than a play with music. Adhering to the tropes of ancient Greek theater, Shevelove needed music to be performed primarily by a chorus, unlike anything Sondheim had previously composed.

The production schedule was tight: roughly four weeks of writing and four more to rehearse: “I thought it would be a lark,” Sondheim recalled.85 Brustein had been harshly critical of Sondheim’s work in some reviews he wrote. Sondheim agreed to join the project only if he did not have to meet with Brustein. The dean was eager for recognition of his program. Despite a promise that the production would not be reviewed, Brustein invited New York critics who attended a preview for the one-week run.

When Burt Shevelove directed The Frogs in 1974, he often used Charon’s rowboat in the Yale Pool to coordinate the action using a megaphone. The gymnasium was not well suited for theatrical production. (The production’s stage manager and lighting designer, Carol Waaser, had written her master’s thesis a few years earlier about lighting and sound design for a show in a pool.) Beyond the acoustical challenges, the narrow deck area where dancers were expected to perform became slippery with water. The under-rehearsed performers had a difficult time keeping their footing. What’s more, this area was distant from the audience, who were amused but often mystified by the action.

There were many problems, including a limited budget, no dress rehearsals, and difficult acoustics. (Sondheim said the orchestra sounded as if it had been piped in from a neighboring tunnel and on another occasion compared the sound to a urinal.) Brustein subsequently wrote a piece for the New York Times commenting on the challenges of working with “Broadway types,”86 such as Shevelove and Sondheim. Although commentaries about the odd production were supportive, Sondheim called it one of his most unpleasant experiences.

The Frogs bears little resemblance to conventional musical theater, and the production in a swimming pool was certainly challenging. Stephen Banfield said, “it has a flavor and effectiveness all of its own, though it tails off with a diminishing dramatic perspective in the second part with its agon [contest] between Shakespeare and Shaw.”87 (Aristophanes’ play included a similar competition between ancient playwrights Aeschylus and Euripides.)

In 1979 Nathan Lane found a copy of Shevelove’s libretto at New York’s Drama Book Shop. Recognizing it as a collaboration between the creators of Forum, he bought the script. “I was intrigued. It wasn’t like anything I had read before. It wasn’t a conventional musical. … I had the script for a very long time. Every once in a while I’d look at it and think, ‘There’s something in this.’”88

Two decades later—after he played Pseudolus in the 1996 award-winning Broadway revival of Forum—he was asked to host a concert at the Library of Congress in honor of Sondheim’s seventieth birthday in 2000. It included an abbreviated version of The Frogs. Lane played Dionysos; Brian Stokes Mitchell handled the other roles; Davis Gaines sang “Fear No More,” the Shakespearean poem that Sondheim gave a musical setting for a 1975 staging of The Frogs in Cleveland. Lane added a few jokes that Sondheim said were very much in Shevelove’s style.

Lane decided to develop the piece into a full-fledged Broadway production. He planned to expand the libretto, and asked director and choreographer Susan Stroman to stage it. They invited Sondheim to expand the score, and he agreed. It had ninety-two performances at New York City’s Lincoln Center from July 22 to October 10, 2004.

Following the historical model of Aristophanes, who used The Frogs to criticize Athens’ long involvement in the Peloponnesian War (Athens surrendered to Sparta a year after the comedy was presented), Lane gave the show an overtly political slant. He was writing in the period when America—and especially New York City—was still reeling from the September 2001 terrorist attacks, and messages about art rescuing society seemed pertinent.

Via the complacent frogs—opposed to creativity and free thinking—Lane added a lot of political commentary implying that policies of President George W. Bush’s administration were misguided and had put the United States in a position resembling fifth-century Athens, unable to achieve a peaceful resolution.89

Lane also added the character of Ariadne, Dionysos’s deceased wife, who was not in Aristophanes’ or Shevelove’s versions of The Frogs. In Lane’s retelling, she became a key factor in deciding the outcome of the contest between Shaw and Shakespeare.

Sondheim said that Lane “emphasized certain colors in [the show] that give it a balance, but the spirit is the same.” He confessed that it wasn’t easy to return to the mindset he used three decades earlier when writing music for Shevelove’s version. “It was very hard to get back. I had the same trouble with Merrily, trying to get back to the spirit of being a twenty-five-year-old in the 1950s.”90

Sondheim enjoyed this endeavor, but he wasn’t convinced that Lane’s version of The Frogs was an improvement. “Although it had many funny and effective moments in both dialogue and staging, it suffered from inflation. In Aristophanes’ and Burt’s hands, it had been an hour and a half long; it should have stayed that way.”91

Creative Team

Director and choreographer Susan Stroman was intrigued by the story’s relevance in 2004. Nevertheless, she said, “I only wanted to be involved if Sondheim was willing to roll up his sleeves and write more music to make it a full evening.” Their collaborative creative process involved Lane reading the whole script aloud. “He reads in all those characters,” Stroman described. “He becomes Charon, the old man. He becomes Xanthias. And he, of course, is Dionysos. He even becomes Virilla the Amazon.”92

Stroman encouraged Lane, a quick-witted ad libber, to improvise and inject timely material: “If something happens in the news that day, it could wind up in the show, as it did in the time of Aristophanes. … at any point in the evening Nathan might turn to the audience and say something that hits home … [that’s] perfect for the kind of writer that Aristophanes was and for the kind of performer that Nathan is. They’re a perfect fit, really.”93 Lane relished the opportunity. “What’s exciting to me,” he said, “is that a play from 405 B.C. could move people or make them laugh today.”94 Of course, his own joke-filled performance added considerably more contemporary humor.

Jonathan Tunick orchestrated Shevelove’s 1974 production at Yale, as well as the Library of Congress concert in 2000. Those arrangements were classically inspired, reflecting the lyre, flute and percussion of Greek drama by using woodwinds, harp, and percussion. For the Lincoln Center, strings were added to Paul Gemignani’s eighteen-piece orchestra. Sondheim said this version sounded much better than “the pool acoustics of a urinal.”

Puppeteer Martin P. Robinson (the creator of Audrey II for Little Shop of Horrors) designed the elaborate giant frog puppet that kidnaped Dionysos. He also worked with costume designer William Ivey Long for the sleek frog suits.

Cast and Characters

For his first outing as a librettist, Lane crafted an immense role for himself as Dionysos: Constantly onstage, he had extreme physical demands, both vocal and acrobatic. He was well matched with veteran Roger Bart, who replaced Chris Kattan as Xanthias during previews. Bart not only kept up with Lane’s antics but brought experience as a Broadway singer and dancer.

Kattan, a zany alum of Saturday Night Live (1996–2003), had no stage experience, but Stroman perceived him as a perfect fit with Lane. However, after a few previews, it was evident he was not the right choice. Bart, who played Carmen Ghia in Stroman’s award-winning 2001 production of The Producers that also featured Lane, stepped in and made the role work.


Musical Numbers

Act One


	“Invocation and Instructions to the Audience”—1st Actor, 2nd Actor, Greek Chorus

	“I Love to Travel”—Dionysos, Xanthias, Greek Chorus

	“Dress Big”—Herakles, Dionysos, Xanthias

	“I Love to Travel” (reprise)—Dionysos, Xanthias

	“All Aboard”—Charon

	“Ariadne”—Dionysos

	“The Frogs”—Dionysos, A Splash of Frogs, Fire Belly Bouncing Frogs



Act Two


	Hymn to Dionysos—3 Graces, Dionysians, Dionysos, Xanthias

	“Hades”—Pluto & The Hellraisers

	“It’s Only a Play”—Greek Chorus

	“Shaw”—Dionysos, Shaw, Shavians

	“All Aboard” (reprise)—Charon

	“Fear No More”—Shakespeare

	Hymn to Dionysos (reprise)—Greek Chorus

	“Final Instructions to the Audience”—Company





Score

Mark Horowitz, seeking to sum up Sondheim’s music for The Frogs’ score, wrote, “While it’s clearly in Sondheim’s voice, and while it includes echoes of earlier works and presages later ones, the score is as slippery to characterize as its title suggests.”95 The Washington Post’s Nelson Pressley appreciated the score’s bounce and its mix of thoughtful melodies and choral material.

Using traditional forms that originated in Greek drama, Sondheim in 1974 composed a series of choral numbers including “Prologos: Invocation to the Gods and Instructions to the Audience,” “Parodos: The Frogs,” “Hymnos: Evoe!,” “Parabasis: It’s Only a Play,” “Invocation to the Muses,” and “Exodos: The Sound of Poets.”

In Finishing the Hat Sondheim offered minimal comments on the lyrics, suggesting that the chorus-heavy show for Shevelove in 1974 was more of an exercise than a serious endeavor. “It offered me a chance to harangue an audience, to use a chorus a cappella to make sound effects, to write massed choral music, and to indulge in vulgarity, adolescent humor and moral preachment, just like Aristophanes.”96

When he joined the 2004 endeavor with Lane and Stroman, he added seven new or significantly revised songs to supplement the original numbers. His new lyrics, Sondheim said, “were written to suit the requests of the star and director, a process I had encountered before: they were tailored for a commercial, albeit nonprofit production.”97

The opening number, “Prologos: Invocation and Instructions to the Audience” came from a discarded opening for Forum, used in 1974 because Sondheim had limited time to compose. In 2004, he added mentions of cell phones and candy bar wrappers. (The 1974 version had allusions to swimming pools and classrooms.) Horowitz pointed out that the usually oblique Sondheim is very straightforward and more personal in this song. Lane’s production closed with a thoughtful reprise of the opening, “an admonition and directive that might stir viewers from their frog-like stupor into Shakespeare (and Sondheim)-inspired action.”98

The traditional “Parados” is sung by the Frogs, the show’s chorus, on its first entrance. It’s followed by a “Hymnos to Dionysos,” a traditional song of praise or joy to heroes or gods. Next is a non-traditional choral piece, called “Traveling Music” in 1974. Sondheim expanded it into a plot number, “I Love to Travel,” adding a duet by Dionysos and Xanthias as they set off to find Herakles. It might be likened to a number popularized by Bing Crosby and Bob Hope in their series of “Road” movies (1940–1962).

Another number, “Paean: Hades,” traditionally a song of praise or thanks to a deity is sung by Pluto himself as a character number, using a tried-and-true musical comedy trope: the comic whooping it up with the chorus girls. The Frogs positions it as a Vegas-inspired number, “a number that makes Hell something to sing about.”99

The song “It’s Only a Play” steps into the position of the show’s “Parabasis,” a scene in which the chorus directly addresses the audience. This is the least songlike number in the show, with barely a melody and a wildly fluctuating meter. Horowitz suggested it’s effective “because its form makes it seem as though the thoughts were already in the listener’s head. It is musical brainwashing, and its ideas are pernicious. This descent into Hades is more dangerous than we thought: it’s not just frogs and three-headed dogs we must beware of, but ideas as well.”100

With the addition of Ariadne as a character, Sondheim composed a gentle ballad for Lane’s Dionysos to recall his late wife. Given that Lane would perform “Ariadne,” it also had room for some shtick.

The show’s best-known number, Shakespeare’s “Fear No More (the Heat o’ the Sun),” was not part of Shevelove’s Yale production. It was composed a year later (1975) in response to a request from the Great Lakes Theater Festival in Cleveland, giving The Frogs its second staging—this time without a pool. The song’s bittersweet beauty on the subject of life’s transitory nature, conveyed via a slow waltz, made the song a popular concert number long before Lane’s 2004 production. It’s the only instance of Sondheim setting someone else’s lyrics to his music.

While the score of The Frogs is not impressively coherent, it has several pleasing elements and offers music that Ethan Mordden characterized as “carefree and accommodating,”101 terms not often applied to Sondheim’s music.

Reviews and Reactions

The Frogs show never developed a passionate fan base. Lane’s version, which can be licensed through Music Theatre International, is occasionally presented. Lane’s political overlay offered a model for injected commentary about more in-the-moment events and circumstances. The Frogs was anchored in a moment in time—or maybe two, 1974 and 2004—and in the twenty-first century, America’s ongoing military engagements beyond Iraq mean there is continued relevance. As Sean Patrick Flahaven commented in a 2004 review for the Sondheim Review, “The themes of art transforming public policy and the self-empowerment (and resulting frustration) of the artist in doing so are deeply held and deeply felt, regardless of one’s party affiliation.”102

While the show’s classical roots are evident, Lane’s juiced-up one-liners did not result in a hit. The majority of reviews were harshly negative. Ben Brantley’s review in the New York Times opened with this observation: “What should have been a zesty, airy soufflé is a soggy lumpy batter that never shows the slightest sign of rising.”103 In the New Yorker, Hilton Als wrote: “Lane has rewritten the script to match his astonishing ego. A self-consciously adorable one-man band in a toga, he goes out of his way to upstage all the other performers, not to mention the text itself.”104

Michael Feingold, who helped assemble material for Shevelove’s 1974 production, wrote in the Village Voice, “The Vivian Beaumont stage has no pool, and Stroman’s unfocused, often visually unattractive chunks of spectacle don’t compensate for its absence.” He added, Lane’s “ambition to try something different and difficult deserves praise; the tragedy is that he and Stroman have never decided what exactly they were trying.”105 It did seem evident that they had fun doing it.

Other Significant Productions


Yale University Production (a weeklong run of eight performances that opened May 20, 1974, at the Yale University swimming pool). Staged by Burt Shevelove. Music Director: Don Jennings. Orchestrations: Jonathan Tunick. Choreographed by Carmen de Lavallade. Scenery designed by Michael H. Heargan. Costumes by Jeanne Button. Lighting by Carol M. Waaser. Selections from Shakespeare and Shaw selected and arranged by Michael Feingold. Although a small cast of eighteen had been envisioned, it became an extravaganza involving more than a hundred people: a singing and dancing chorus of twenty-eight Frogs (including Yale Drama students Christopher Durang, Meryl Streep, and Sigourney Weaver as well as members of the Yale swim team), an orchestra of twelve, and a support group backstage of thirty-five. Broadway actor Larry Blyden (1925–1975) played Dionysos. Shevelove and Sondheim knew him from his Tony Award–winning performance as Hysterium in the 1972 revival of Forum, featuring Phil Silvers. (Blyden died just a year after The Frogs in a mysterious car accident in Morocco.)

Great Lakes Shakespeare Festival gave the show its first “dry-land” production a year after its Yale debut when it staged The Frogs at the Lakewood Civic Auditorium in suburban Cleveland, Ohio, opening on August 2, 1975, and continuing in rotating repertory with other productions through September 29, 1975. Lawrence Carra staged the show; Stuart W. Raleigh was its music director. Sondheim wrote “Fear No More” for this production, creating a melody to support a poetic Shakespearean passage from Cymbeline.

Library of Congress Concert (May 22, 2000, at the Coolidge Auditorium in Washington, DC). Nathan Lane emceed a one-night, condensed concert version in which he played Dionysos. Brian Stokes Mitchell played all the other characters, with Davis Gaines performing “Fear No More.” Kathleen Marshall staged the concert. Paul Gemignani was the musical director, with Paul Ford playing the piano. Jonathan Tunick reorchestrated the score for a twenty-six-piece orchestra. The performance used the numbers created in 1974, with the addition of “Traveling Music,” “Evoe for the Dead,” and “Fear No More.”



Recordings


Original Broadway Cast. The 2004 Broadway production starring Lane and Roger Bart was recorded at New York City’s Hit Factory on October 12, 2004. It was released by PS Classics (PS-525, 56:47 minutes). Tommy Krasker was the producer, working with Philip A. Chalfin. Katharine L. Edmonds prepared the music, and Paul Gemignani conducted the recording session. The recording included enough dialogue to follow the show’s story, as well as much of the comic banter between Lane and Bart as Dionysos and Xanthias. The booklet, featuring eighteen color photos, offered an essay by playwright Wendy Wasserstein, who ushered the Yale production of The Frogs while she was a second-year undergraduate there, and some remarks from Nathan Lane; Ira Weitzman, the show’s associate producer, assembled the synopsis.

Studio Recording. The Library of Congress concert in May 2000 resulted in a “world premiere recording” of The Frogs, produced at New York City’s Hit Factory on June 12, 2000, by Tommy Krasker. Nonesuch Records assembled a fine studio performance by Lane, Mitchell, and Gaines (79638, 46:41 minutes), but it should be noted they are the only performers—Mitchell sings all the roles except for Dionysos (Lane) and Shakespeare (Gaines). Frank Rich provided a liner essay; producer Tommy Krasker wrote synopses of The Frogs and Evening Primrose. (The recording also included Sondheim’s four songs for Evening Primrose performed by Neil Patrick Harris and Theresa McCarthy.)
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A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO THE FORUM (1962)
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John Carradine (Marcus Lycus), Jack Gilford (Hysterium), David Burns (Senex), and Zero Mostel (Pseudolus) in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.
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ORIGINAL PRODUCTION

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart, based on the plays of Plautus

Director: George Abbott

Choreographer and Musical Staging: Jack Cole

Producer: Harold Prince

Scenic Designer: Tony Walton; Costumer Designer: Tony Walton; Lighting Designer: Jean Rosenthal; Orchestrators: Irwin Kostal and Sid Ramin; Dance Arrangements: Hal Schaefer; Musical Director: Harold Hastings; Additional Dance Music: Betty Walberg; Uncredited Staging and Choreography: Jerome Robbins

The show began its seven previews at the Alvin Theatre (now the Neil Simon Theatre) on May 1, 1962. It opened on May 8, 1962, and closed August 29, 1964, after 964 performances.

Original Cast: Prologus/Pseudolus (Zero Mostel), Senex (David Burns), Marcus Lycus (John Carradine), Hero (Brian Davies), Hysterium (Jack Gilford), Miles Gloriosus (Ron Holgate), Domina (Ruth Kobart), Philia (Preshy Marker), Erronius (Raymond Walburn), The Geminae (Elisa James, Judy Alexander), Tintinabula (Roberta Keith), Panacea (Lucienne Bridou), Vibrata (Myrna White), Gymnasia (Gloria Kristy), The Proteans (Eddie Phillips, George Reeder, David Evans).

AWARDS AND HONORS: TONY AWARDS (6) in 1963: Best Musical, Producer (Hal Prince), Book (Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart), Direction (George Abbott), Actor (Zero Mostel), Supporting or Featured Actor (David Burns). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS: Supporting or Featured Actor (Jack Gilford), Supporting or Featured Actress (Ruth Kobart).



Overview

A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum was Sondheim’s third Broadway production and his first opportunity to be both composer and lyricist. A collaboration with Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart—television writers with a yen for classical comedy and farce—it was an auspicious and successful debut. With nearly 1,000 performances, the show had the longest run of any of Sondheim’s original Broadway productions. It won six Tony Awards, although Sondheim’s score and lyrics were not nominated.

Sondheim dedicated his musical contributions to this show to the memory of Oscar Hammerstein II, his mentor who died two years earlier. That’s slightly ironic, since Forum is the antithesis of the concept of musicals that Hammerstein taught to Sondheim. Instead of songs that advanced the story and revealed character, Forum’s numbers interrupted the action, allowing audiences to catch their breath in the face of a steady stream of frenetic comedy.106

Shevelove, Gelbart, and Sondheim began working on the show in 1957, adapting material from comic farces by the Roman playwright Titus Maccius Plautus (254–184 B.C.). As Sondheim took six months off to work on Gypsy in 1958–1959, interruptions extended the process to nearly five years as they refined the script. The writers ended up with eleven iterations stuffed with puns, malapropisms, tongue twisters, double-entendres, insults, disguises, slapstick, mistaken identities, and crazed narrative twists and turns.

Shevelove called the show “a scenario for vaudevillians.” Sondheim pointed out that “one of the triumphs of the script, for all the intricacy of its plotting, is that the performers seem to be making it up as they go along. There are almost no jokes—everything depends on who and why and when more than on how.”107

Following the success of West Side Story and Gypsy, Jerome Robbins was the go-to director desired by numerous producers. Shevelove and Gelbart shared an early draft of Forum with him in 1958. (It featured three songs by Sondheim that Robbins liked well enough to propose him to Ethel Merman as Gypsy’s composer and lyricist. However, she vetoed the suggestion, preferring the more experienced Jule Styne.)

David Merrick, who coproduced Gypsy, picked up the option on Forum for $4,000 when producer Leland Hayward abandoned it in 1959. In 1960 Robbins said he had time to take on Forum, but he was unwilling to work with Merrick. Sondheim persuaded Merrick to step aside, and the team returned the producer’s option payment. Hal Prince took over as producer, and everyone believed Robbins was in the fold.

As eager as the workaholic Robbins was to choreograph and direct Forum, he truly had more projects than he could handle, including the 1960 film of West Side Story. When he dismayed the team by abruptly resigning in July 1961, Prince sought out George Abbott. The authors were not enthusiastic about the legendary director, nor was he excited by the show, which he initially called “sophomoric.” But upon consideration of the full script, he changed his mind.

Ambitious as Robbins was about serious theater and his Ballets: U.S.A. dance company, he was not entirely ready to walk away from Broadway and its substantial financial rewards. When Forum ran into problems near the end of its Washington, DC, tryout, he was brought in as an uncredited play “doctor”—for which he received 0.5 percent of the hit show’s weekly gross.

In 1993 Sondheim called Forum “the only really popular show I ever had,”108 and, while Into the Woods eventually eclipsed it as his most frequently produced work, countless audiences have been enormously entertained by the Roman farce. “It’s almost a foolproof piece,” Sondheim said. “It can be done by any high school class or a group of vaudevillians and the play holds up.”109

Synopsis

Act 1

Prologus, an actor who subsequently plays the wily slave Pseudolus, greets the audience. Accompanied by a trio of “Proteans” (three actors who step in and out of numerous small roles), he explains that the show will be a farce with a happy ending (“Comedy Tonight”).

Three adjacent homes on an ancient Roman street are Forum’s scene from start to finish. One belongs to Erronius, a befuddled, elderly man who has spent decades searching for his children, stolen years earlier by pirates. The second is a brothel operated by opportunistic Marcus Lycus, a purveyor of courtesans—including virginal Philia, who has been promised to the vain soldier Miles (pronounced ME-lace) Gloriosus. The third belongs to Senex, a lecherous Roman senator ruled by his overbearing wife Domina. Their handsome if dull son Hero has seen Philia in a brothel window and fallen hopelessly in love with her. A nervous chief slave, Hysterium, serves Senex, while Hero’s slave, Pseudolus, yearns to be free.

When Senex and Domina leave for a trip to visit her mother, he orders Hysterium to prevent Hero from romantic entanglements. Hero has other thoughts (“Love, I Hear”). The conniving Pseudolus plays on Hero’s desires and offers to help him get to Philia in exchange for his freedom (“Free”).

Marcus Lycus showcases his courtesans to Pseudolus, who suggests he has sufficient funds to acquire one: They appear as Lycus describes their charms (“The House of Marcus Lycus”). After rejecting Tintinabula, Panacea, the Geminae, and Vibrata, Pseudolus is captivated by the athletic Gymnasia.

When Pseudolus learns that Philia has been sold to the vain captain, he convinces Lycus that she has the plague and must be quarantined at Senex’s home—allowing the sweet but dimwitted young lovers to meet (“Lovely”). Pseudolus prevents Hysterium from separating them and then proposes an elopement (“Pretty Little Picture”).

Philia feels obligated to honor her arranged marriage, so Pseudolus continues to scheme, planning to give her a sleeping potion and proclaim that she has died. He leaves to find a key ingredient (“mare’s sweat”). Senex returns unexpectedly and is mistaken by Philia as the betrothed soldier. When Pseudolus gets back, he tells Senex that Philia is a new servant (“Everybody Ought to Have a Maid”).

Senex plans to meet Philia at Erronius’s vacant home, but Pseudolus secretly sprinkles the mare’s sweat on him and persuades him to bathe. Hysterium is beside himself with anxiety (“I’m Calm”). Erronius comes home, still childless, only to be convinced that his house is haunted. A soothsayer—Pseudolus in disguise—tells the old man he must walk seven times around the seven hills of Rome to exorcise the ghosts. Senex and Hero cross paths, and each realizes that Philia’s beauty has captivated the other (“Impossible”).

Miles Gloriosus arrives and loudly demands that Philia be presented (“Bring Me My Bride”). She’s unwilling to drink Pseudolus’s potion, so he has to think quickly. “May I be allowed a word?” he asks. “It better be a good one,” says the arrogant soldier. Pseudolus announces: “Intermission.”

Act 2

The second act begins with Pseudolus narrowly escaping execution by promising to find the missing bride. Senex’s tryst with Philia is foiled by Domina’s return. She intends to find out what her husband has been up to (“That Dirty Old Man”). Gloriosus mistakes Domina for one of Lycus’s courtesans. Philia hopes to console Hero by suggesting that she will envision him while the soldier has his way with her (“That’ll Show Him”).

Pseudolus convinces Hysterium to wear a dress and pose as the “deceased” bride (“Lovely,” in a comic reprise). Gloriosus, momentarily heartbroken, demands a funeral, including a farewell kiss. That’s a step too far for Hysterium, who bolts. A chaotic chase sequence ensues, finishing with the capture of Pseudolus and Hysterium.

Erronius, on another lap around Rome, appears and recognizes family rings that reveal Philia and Gloriosus as his long-lost children. As a result, she is freeborn and able to marry Hero. All is happily resolved—Pseudolus is free and with Gymnasia—so it’s time for a final rendition of “Comedy Tonight.”

Source and Book

Burt Shevelove earned his graduate degree in drama from Yale University. While directing the student drama club there in 1946, he created the musical When in Rome. It combined two classic comedies, Miles Gloriosus and Pseudolus, by Plautus, the first classical playwright to focus on erring mortals rather than gods. Shevelove was convinced that such a concept could succeed on Broadway, which had been short on low comedy at the time. Shevelove mentioned his idea for a show to Gelbart when they worked together on television shows in the early 1950s.

Although Gelbart and Shevelove had not previously collaborated as a writing team, they decided to undertake the project. In an essay for the show’s published script, Gelbart wrote, “working in separate capacities, we learned that our tastes in comedy were identical; that we both laughed at the same things and, happily, always at the same moment.”110 Shevelove’s young friend Sondheim was enticed to write music and lyrics.

Gelbart called Plautus “the high priest of low comedy, inventor of the genre, building the machine on which all theater humor has run for over two millennia.”111 The characters and situations used in Forum derived from five plays by Plautus: Miles Gloriosus, the braggart soldier; Pseudolus, the crafty slave; The Menaechmi, twins separated at an early age; Mostellaria, the haunted house; and Casina, about a romantic rivalry between father and son.

Shevelove’s carefully defined approach, rooted in his Yale experience, was to “preserve the classic unities of time, place, and action. We would use the classic characters of Plautus. We would have no anachronisms or sly references to today. But we realized we would have to invent a plot (the original plots are negligible) to accommodate all the characters we wanted to use.”112

The cobbled-together plot of what was first called Roman Comedy retained the spirit of the Roman comic theater, but the writers also infused their script with the zany humor of American burlesque. One critic described it as blending “Roman convention with American invention.”113 []

Sondheim thoroughly enjoyed working with Shevelove and Gelbart, “two of the funniest and wittiest men I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing.” He called their libretto “low farce clothed in elegant language” and added that “the book of Forum is the tightest, most satisfyingly plotted and gracefully written farce I’ve ever encountered …”114

Assembling the intricately conceived story elements took time. When one item was changed, others connected to it required tinkering. “It’s not that we kept getting it wrong all the time,” Gelbart said. “It was more a matter of never getting it right all at the same time. … In the process, we rewrote and rewrote endlessly. Rewrote it, rethought it, restructured it. You name it, we redid it.” After ten drafts they settled on a final script in 1962, titling it A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, adapting a classic opening line used by stand-up comedians.115

One theme in Forum does not harken back to Plautus: Pseudolus’s desire to be freed from slavery. “To give it some vague relevance to our times,” Gelbart said, “we made Forum about a slave who would do anything to be free. It gives an overall theme to all the connecting incidents because they are all basically dependent on the fact that he has to buy his freedom.”116

Aside from that exception, Forum hews close to its classical roots. “Gelbart and Shevelove play to our intelligence,” wrote Martin Gottfried. “They make us feel educated even though we don’t have to be classical scholars to get all the jokes. It is enough that we are familiar with innocent young lovers who want to elope and long-lost children who can be identified by their rings.”117

Sondheim said Forum’s book is “vastly underrated. It’s brilliantly constructed. … The plotting is intricate, the dialogue is never anachronistic, and there are only two or three jokes—the rest is comic situation. It’s almost like a senior thesis on two thousand years of comedy with an intricate, Swiss watch-like farce plot. …”118 It’s truly an unusual work, one that, as Martin Gottfried observed, “does not even seem like a musical—or a play either. Forum is one of a kind, and surely the funniest of all Broadway musicals.”119

Cast and Characters

Forum is populated with two-dimensional characters that Sondheim called “adjective-noun” personalities: conniving slave, lecherous husband, braggart warrior. “It is the clash among these personalities that keeps the plot boiling,” he observed. “They generate songs which, like the characters who sing them, deal with only one idea at a time and play with it.”120 Shevelove is said to have called them “savor-the-moment” songs.

In June 1961, Jerome Robbins was briefly in the director’s chair to audition performers. With producer Harold Prince, they tried to secure comedian Phil Silvers or Milton Berle for the role of Pseudolus; they hoped Bert Lahr (The Wizard of Oz’s Cowardly Lion) might play Senex.

Silvers was hired, but after reading the script, he decided the role was too much like Sergeant Bilko, a character he played on TV’s Phil Silvers Show (1955–1959). George Abbott, the director who replaced Robbins, had been working with Milton Berle, but the script was trimmed to the point that the TV star lost interest.

Finally, Prince turned to Zero Mostel, who was not a vaudeville type and because of blacklisting had not been in a musical since the 1940s. But he was a comic performer and a respected actor who won a Tony Award in 1961 in Ionesco’s Rhinoceros. No one was completely satisfied with Mostel, according to Shevelove. “Anybody can be as difficult as he likes, commensurate with his talent.”

But Mostel crossed the line. Gelbart said, “Zero was a giant. He was a giant talent … and a giant pain in the ass. But there are very few leading men—and leading men, in the conventional sense, are immediately snapped up for pictures. The theater keeps getting robbed of that kind of guy, but Zero had no major movie career so he could afford to return to the theater.”121

Mostel made the role of Pseudolus uniquely his own, winning the 1963 Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical. (In fact, every actor who played Pseudolus in a Broadway production of Forum became a Tony winner, including Silvers in 1972 when he took on the role written with him in mind for a well-received Broadway revival. Nathan Lane, who mined the role’s humor in 1996, was similarly honored. Even Jason Alexander, who sang “Comedy Tonight” in 1989’s Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, won a Tony for his performance.)

Other roles in the original production were eventually filled by the gifted comic actor Jack Gilford (Hysterium), by versatile film and Shakespearean performer John Carradine (Marcus Lycus), by musical theater veteran David Burns (Senex), and by character actor Raymond Walburn as the doddering Erronius. Walburn had made his Broadway debut in 1914.


Musical Numbers

Act One


	Overture

	“Comedy Tonight”—Prologus and the Proteans

	“Love, I Hear”—Hero

	“Free”—Pseudolus and Hero

	“Lovely”—Hero and Philia

	“Pretty Little Picture”—Pseudolus, Hero, and Philia

	“Everybody Ought to Have a Maid”—Senex, Pseudolus, Hysterium, and Lycus

	“I’m Calm”—Hysterium

	“Impossible”—Senex and Hero

	“Bring Me My Bride”—Miles Gloriosus, Pseudolus, and Company



Act Two


	“That Dirty Old Man”—Domina

	“That’ll Show Him”—Philia

	“Lovely” (reprise)—Pseudolus and Hysterium

	Funeral Sequence—Pseudolus, Miles Gloriosus, and Company

	Finale—Company





Score

For Forum, Sondheim had to rethink the lessons he had learned from Oscar Hammerstein about creating songs for musicals. “Forum required exactly the reverse of what Oscar had taught me to do. It was a farce, a play with broadly drawn characters who find themselves in uncomfortable situations which, when seemingly solved, lead to further and more uncomfortable situations.”122

Instead of music and lyrics to extend the plot and expand characters’ motivations, a farce needs songs to provide some respite from the hilarity. Sondheim had complained “that Forum would be better off as a play than a musical. … Burt [Shevelove] replied that if it were just a play, it would be relentlessly and unrelievedly funny, and the audience, unable to recover between gasps of laughter, would soon become restless for a breathing space.”123

At the same time, the intricate plotting of a farce could be damaged by too many distracting interruptions. “That’s why the songs in Forum are bunched together in the first half of the first act,” Sondheim pointed out, “where there is more exposition than action, and then become scarcer and scarcer, until eventually in the last twenty minutes before the Finale there are no songs at all.”124

One-joke songs like “Impossible” and the drag version of “Lovely” are dramatically static but theatrically funny. As Sondheim worked through the show’s musical needs, he “made the subtle, though thankfully not fatal, error of being witty instead of comic.” Sondheim had fun writing “Pretty Little Picture,” a number full of tricky alliteration and clever wordplay. (He confessed that “the ironic truth is that ‘Pretty Little Picture,’ wrong as it is for Forum, is one of my favorite lyrics.”)125

Another witty number works perfectly: “Everybody Ought to Have a Maid,” a list song full of word juggling and playfulness that is Forum’s guaranteed showstopper.126 The show’s comic lechers expand from a duet to a trio to a quartet, employing the comic burlesque technique of additive encores.

Despite the success of these numbers, many others were cut (eventually resurfacing as cabaret-styled, stand-alone songs, such as “I Do Like You” and “There’s Something About a War”). In fact, ten songs were discarded from Forum (including several drafted for subsequent productions), more than any other Sondheim show.

As rehearsals continued, Sondheim had a nagging concern that something was fundamentally amiss. He asked his friend, playwright James Goldman, “to take a look at the script and listen to the songs. After reading it, he praised its brilliance; after hearing the score, he was equally enthusiastic. I started to glow in relief, when he added, ‘The problem is that they don’t go together.’”127

That problem was especially evident in the show’s breezy opening number “Love Is in the Air,” which Sondheim had composed at Abbott’s request for something hummable to start the show. The original opening number, “Invocation,” was stuffed with witty humor in its advice to the audience, but it lacked a memorable melody. Tryout performances in New Haven, Connecticut, and Washington, DC, were a disaster according to Sondheim. As the May 1962 opening loomed, something had to be done. Abbott, long known as a director who could fix a show that wasn’t working, was at a loss. (He quipped, “We need to call in George Abbott.”)

Producer Harold Prince was convinced the show would be a hit. But he could see that Shevelove, Gelbart, Abbott, and Sondheim were not on the same page. “Steve needed somebody else to tell him what to do. Namely Jerry Robbins.”128

This was a risky move, since Robbins was a persona non grata with several cast members due to his controversial congressional testimony in 1950 before the House Committee on Un-American Activities, when he had named Jack Gilford’s wife Madeline Lee as one of several communists. Gilford and Mostel were blacklisted during the Red Scare and struggled to find work. Gilford contemplated quitting Forum, but his wife convinced him to stay. (“Why should you blacklist yourself?” she asked.) Even Mostel knew that Robbins’s expertise was needed. He haughtily told Prince, “We of the left do not blacklist.”129

Robbins made several important contributions to Forum, including adding comic verve to the second act’s chaotic eleven o’clock number, the funeral chase scene. He even tinkered with Tony Walton’s set when no one else was around, painting over some busy scenery and sawing off several Roman busts that obstructed views of the stage action.

But it was the sweet opening song, “Love Is in the Air,” that Robbins quickly focused on as something that misled audiences “into expecting a light, not a low, comedy, something gracefully filigreed rather than elegantly vulgar,” Sondheim said. Robbins told him, “Don’t write any jokes. Let me do the jokes.” Sondheim spent a weekend assembling “Comedy Tonight,” the song that “changed what had been a catastrophe in New Haven and Washington into a three-year hit on Broadway.”130

Robbins prompted Sondheim to write one of the all-time great opening numbers. He also choreographed baggy-pants staging that previewed the low comedy in store for the evening using “Proteans” who popped in and out of doors, handled stage business with unlikely props, and made quick changes (“A proud Roman. A patrician Roman. A pretty Roman. A Roman slave. A Roman soldier. A Roman ladder …”). Their humor drew the audience into the fun.131

Reviews and Reactions

Some initial critical reactions to Forum’s score were unenthusiastic. But Shevelove defined a significant change in assessment a decade later. “It came out in the light of today as very melodic. Some of the same critics reversed what they said. Now the music makes more sense. Steve is a child of his times, and in expressing himself, he is not being derivative, as most composers are. … Audiences go to the theater preconditioned. They didn’t laugh at the lyrics originally, mainly because of the music. Most of the time when you write a comic song you put it to a very simple melody so that the lyrics shine out. Well, Steve’s music is a little tricky. Today, we hear the music more easily because our ears have changed and the lyrics seem much funnier when the music is easier to comprehend.”132

Forum’s tryout woes were documented in reviews. One in Washington, DC, urged that the show simply close. Richard Coe in the Washington Post wrote, “It’s not a bad idea to have an intimate musical from an old Roman farce, but a good deal more steam will be needed to reassure you that you haven’t wandered into amateur night.”133

Robbins’s tweaks, changes, and the new opening number clearly added the necessary steam. Two weeks later when the Broadway production opened, Howard Taubman wrote in the New York Times: “Know what they found on the way to the forum? Burlesque, vaudeville and a cornucopia of mad, comic hokum. … No one gets to the forum; no one even starts for it. And nothing really happens that isn’t older than the forum, more ancient than the agora in Athens. But somehow, you keep laughing as if the old sight and sound gags were good as new.”134

In 1972 when Forum was revived on Broadway, New York Times reviewer Clive Barnes wrote, “Everyone ought to have a favorite Broadway musical. Personally my favorite for 10 years has been ‘A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.’ Last night at the Lunt-Fontanne Theater ‘A Funny Thing’ happened once again, and I fell in love with it as desperately as ever.”135

“What the authors of ‘A Funny Thing’ have done is to take a sampling of Plautus’s kind of humor and link it with our contemporary sense of fun,” Barnes continued. “The results are not merely hilarious, they are also immeasurably endearing.” He also praised Sondheim’s score, which he called “original and charming, with considerable musical subtlety but a regard for down-to-earth show-biz vigor that is precisely what is needed. And, as always, his lyrics are a joy to listen for. The American theater has not had a lyricist like this since Hart or Porter.”136

When Forum was revived in London in 2004, critic Charles Spencer cited an observation from Gelbart that “the aim of the show was to fill the ‘vulgarity vacuum’ created by the more serious musicals of Rodgers and Hammerstein, and Lerner and Loewe. In this ambition the writers succeeded. The piece is a riot of sexy courtesans out of burlesque, gags that owe more to ancient vaudeville than ancient Rome, and such imperishable stock characters as the dirty old man, the dumb blonde and the bossy old bag of a wife. The comic plot never stops boiling in a show that creates mounting farcical mayhem with rare precision. As Gelbart ruefully recalled, it took five years to get Forum right, but the authors’ pain has ensured our pleasure.”137

Academic Joanne Gordon observed the irony “that the man whose name has become synonymous with serious and provocative musical theater should present as his first work on Broadway both as composer and lyricist a ribald, rollicking, low farce.”138 But Wall Street Journal reviewer Terry Teachout in 2009 praised “Sondheim’s neatly turned rhymes and clean, crisp harmonies, especially in ‘Free,’ [that] play cleverly against the plot, adding a pinch of sweetness that sharpens the savor of the knockabout humor.”139

The success of Forum likely encouraged an off-Broadway revival of Rodgers and Hart’s The Boys from Syracuse from 1938, the first Broadway musical that Sondheim saw (at age 8). Staged at Theatre Four (500 performances between April 1963 and June 1964), it was a modernization of Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors with some inspiration from Plautus’s The Menaechmi. The original Broadway production featured a book by George Abbott, who also served as its producer and director. The revival’s producers altered a few scenes, adding the low humor that so amused Forum’s audiences.

In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim suggests that Forum marked “the birth of the theatrical process that has come to be known as workshopping. When the show was being developed and Jerome Robbins was initially attached to the production, he decided to assemble actors to read the unfinished piece. That approach worked so well that Prince and Sondheim repeated it when they were putting Company together. “Once George Furth, the book writer, had written a few scenes and I had written the first songs,” Sondheim recalled, “we held readings of the script and score, no matter how unfinished, every couple of months or so, tracking the show as it grew and changed until rehearsals began.”140

Film

The cinematic version of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum in 1966, directed by Richard Lester (who directed the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night and Superman II and III), was not a success—financially or artistically. Mostel and Gilford reprised their Broadway roles, and Silvers was Marcus Lycus (a role originally envisioned for Mostel when comedian Milton Berle was unsuccessfully approached to play Pseudolus).

However, the screenplay (by Melvin Frank and Michael Pertwee) abandoned the notion of timelessness that had been a principle carefully followed by Gelbart and Shevelove. Anachronisms abounded, including a line deleted from the Broadway script about the vintage of a bottle of wine, when Pseudolus asked, “Was 1 a good year?”

With Silvers, the well-known TV comedian, as Lycus, the filmmakers felt compelled to enlarge his role to be comparable to Mostel’s. “So they began to invent new story points and lots of twists,” Gelbart said. “Forum is a very finely put together Chinese puzzle, and if you change one piece you have to account for about fifty more pieces behind it. They … lost any continuity of style.”

Iconic silent film comedian Buster Keaton was cast, then underutilized as the doddering Erronius. Gelbart observed, “Any film in which Buster Keaton is an embarrassment says a lot for how unfunny it is.”141

The score was adapted by Ken Thorne to fabricate a pseudo-Roman musical landscape. Many of Sondheim’s original songs were eliminated, and some new, more pointed lyrics he wrote for “Free” were not used. The result was a meager imitation of the original. In Craig Zadan’s Sondheim & Company, Gelbart said that watching the film’s premiere “was like being hit by a truck that backed up and ran over you again. It was one of the most painful evenings of my life.”142

Even Mostel, who had supported the hiring of Lester as the film’s director, became disenchanted. “The stupid damned thing of Hollywood is to open up a film! The great thing about the piece on the stage was that it was one set, sixteen characters, three houses, and you did it very simply. You go to the movie and there’s horses, zebras, peacocks shitting all over the place, your father’s moustache, orphans, winos, donkeys. …”143

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout, 1962. The show gave its first performance at the Shubert Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut, opening March 31, 1962, and closing April 7 (one preview, eight performances). It then moved to the National Theatre in Washington, DC, opening on April 11, 1962, and closing on April 28 (twenty-two performances).

London, 1963. The Strand Theater (October 3, 1963–July 31, 1965, 762 performances, directed by George Abbott). Comedian Frankie Howerd played Pseudolus.

Los Angeles, 1971. The Ahmanson Theatre (October 13–November 20, 1971, forty-seven performances, directed by Burt Shevelove). Phil Silvers was Pseudolus (a role originally written with him in mind); Larry Blyden was Hysterium, and Nancy Walker played Domina.

Broadway Revival, 1972. Lunt-Fontanne Theatre (April 4, 1972–August 12, 1972, 156 performances). This staging was based on the 1971 Los Angeles production, staged by Burt Shevelove and starring Phil Silvers. (Nancy Walker did not move to the Broadway production.)

London Revival. Piccadilly Theatre (November 14, 1986–December 27, 1986, forty-nine performances, directed by Larry Gelbart). Frankie Howerd reprised his 1963 performance as Pseudolus in the original London production.

Broadway Revival, 1996. St. James Theatre (after thirty-six previews, the production ran April 18, 1996–January 4, 1998, 715 performances, directed by Jerry Zaks and choreographed by Rob Marshall, with new orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick.) Nathan Lane played Pseudolus until February 17, 1997when Whoopi Goldberg replaced him.

All-Male Cast. Williamstown Theatre Festival (2010), Two-River Theater Company, Red Bank, New Jersey (2015). Directed by Jessica Stone in the style of Roman traditions.



Recordings


Original Broadway Cast. The recording of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum was released by Capitol Records (1717) on May 21, 1962. It debuted on the Billboard charts on July 7, 1962, reached No. 60, and remained on the charts for fourteen weeks. Andy Wiswell and Dick Jones produced it; Mark Kirkeby provided insightful liner notes.

Original London Cast, 1963. The production starred Frankie Howerd and had its own recording, produced by Norman Newell for His Master’s Voice/EMI (1518). A remastered version in 1993 (Angel 7243 5 65070) featured liner notes by Rexton S. Burnett.

Motion Picture Soundtrack, 1966. The recording was released (United Artists 5144) on October 16, 1966. That year’s Academy Award for Scoring of Musical Adaptation or Treatment went to the film’s music director Ken Thorne, who also composed incidental music. Sondheim’s musical numbers were significantly reduced: All that remained were “Comedy Tonight,” “Lovely” (both versions), “Everybody Ought to Have a Maid,” “Bring Me My Bride,” and “The Funeral Sequence” (listed as “The Dirge”).

Broadway Revival, 1996. Nathan Lane was Pseudolus. New orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick were featured on this 1996 cast recording (Broadway Angel 7243 8 52223), produced by Phil Ramone with liner notes by Theodore S. Chapin.
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FURTH, GEORGE (1932–2008)

[image: ]

Book writer George Furth.

Photofest

Born on December 14, 1932, the son of George and Evelyn Schweinfurth, George Furth was a child actor in Chicago. He earned a bachelor’s degree in speech from Northwestern University in 1954, where he met Warren Beatty. He followed his undergraduate education with an M.F.A. degree from Columbia University in 1956. A lifelong member of the Actors Studio in New York City, he worked onstage, in movies, and on television throughout his career. But in the late 1960s he began to write occasionally. One of his first forays eventually became the book for Sondheim’s 1970 musical Company.

Furth made his Broadway stage debut in 1961 as Jordan, an inept soldier, in A Cook for Mr. General, a comedy by Steven Gethers. In 1963 he became acquainted with Sondheim when they were both involved in Mary Rodgers’s musical revue, Hot Spot, Furth as an actor and Sondheim contributing lyrics for several numbers.

Furth’s first movie was Gore Vidal’s 1964 political drama, The Best Man. He had numerous minor roles—often an odd duck, a milquetoast, or a stammering, uneasy man with something to hide, according to his New York Times obituary144—in thirty movies over the next three decades, including The Boston Strangler (1968), Myra Breckinridge (1970), Woody Allen’s Sleeper (1973), Mel Brooks’s Blazing Saddles (1974), Airport ’77 (1977), Oh God! (1977), and The Cannonball Run (1981).

He is perhaps most remembered as an actor for his role in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), in which he played Woodcock, a loyal railroad employee who allows himself to be blown up by Cassidy rather than let the train be robbed. “Butch, you know if it were my money,” he said, “there’s nobody I’d rather have it than you. But you see, I am still in the employment of E. H. Harriman of the Union Pacific Railroad.” His friend Warren Beatty, a fellow Northwestern alum, cast him in Shampoo in 1975 and Bulworth in 1988. At the time of Furth’s death in 2008, Beatty said, “His intelligence was of inestimable value to me in the work I’ve done.”145

A steadily working character actor between 1962 and 1998, Furth played numerous small roles in dozens of television shows, including Batman, Bonanza, and The Monkees in the ’60s; The Odd Couple and All in the Family in the ’70s; and Murder, She Wrote, Murphy Brown, and L.A. Law in the ’80s and ’90s.

In the late 1960s Furth’s psychoanalyst suggested he write plays as part of his therapy. He drafted eleven short scenes that explored relationships between couples, some married, some not. A hoped-for production with Kim Stanley playing each of the female roles never got off the ground. In January 1969 Furth asked Sondheim for suggestions, and he passed the material along to Harold Prince for an opinion.

Prince suggested musicalizing them, a brainstorm that led to Company, produced in 1970. (Only two-and-a-half of Furth’s original scenes were used; he generated more material as the show evolved.) Prince and Sondheim recognized a common structure with a couple and a third person. “It gradually dawned on us,” Sondheim observed, “that the third person should be the same person.” Hence the creation of commitment-averse Robert.146

Sondheim had to work hard to create Company’s score because “George writes the kind of people who do not sing.”147 Instead of character songs, most of the numbers for Company needed to be “Brechtian,” commenting on and counterpointing the show’s action.

While Sondheim and Furth, both gay men, steadfastly denied that Robert was homosexual, Furth did write the scene between Robert and Peter in Company’s original script that danced around the issue. Both characters deny being gay; Peter presses the question, “Do you think that you and I could ever have anything like that?” Robert uncomfortably deflects, laughing that Peter is putting him on. The scene was cut just before the production’s opening, but restored in Sam Mendes’ 1995 production and used in John Doyle’s 2006 Broadway revival.

Shortly after Company’s original Broadway success, Furth’s play Twigs had a successful run (November 14, 1971–July 23, 1972, 289 performances). Sondheim pointed out its resemblance to Company, a collection of vignettes—four one-act pieces about three sisters and their mother, each one focused on one of the women coping with a relationship with a man. (The play was rooted in Furth’s memories of his mother, grandmother, and aunts.) Sada Thompson played each of the women.

One character, Celia, had been offered a career in the movies but chose marriage and found herself trapped with an insensitive boor. “George asked me to write a song for Celia,” Sondheim said, “who mid-scene is reminiscing about a number she had sung in her movie days.” The song was “Hollywood and Vine.”148

In 1977, Furth wrote the book for Kander and Ebb’s The Act, a vehicle for the singing, dancing, and acting talents of young Liza Minnelli. Other shows by Furth were The Supporting Cast (1981); Precious Sons (1986), based on his own family; and Sex, Sex, Sex, Sex, Sex, Sex and Sex (2003), seven one-acts based on various friends and acquaintances.

In 1995–1996, Sondheim and Furth cowrote a mystery, Getting Away with Murder (March 17–31, 1996, seventeen performances). Set in the office of a Manhattan psychiatrist in a building vacated for imminent demolition, the story brought together seven patients for a weekly group therapy session. They discover that their doctor has been murdered, perhaps by a member of the group. First titled The Sins of the Fathers and then The Doctor Is Out, the show had a pre-Broadway production in 1995 at San Diego’s Old Globe Playhouse. It was well received there, but New York critics savaged it. Sondheim observed, “I had such a good time writing it, the audience enjoyed it, but it gave the critics a chance to shoot me through the heart, the chance they’d been waiting for, for years. I was surprised how vicious they were.”149

Secrest attended the opening night in March 1996 (she was writing Sondheim’s biography at the time) and witnessed the production’s problems. “By letting the audience know who the murderer was at the end of the first act, most reviewers seemed to think that the authors had sacrificed suspense.” Changes were quickly made to the second act in the directions that audiences expected (the serial killer met his demise). “But by then,” Secrest wrote, “it was too late. The play cost $1.5 million and closed in a week. Final advertisements showed a gargoyle holding a gun to its temple with the caption, ‘Goodbye, cruel world.’”150

Because Furth authored the book for Merrily We Roll Along (1981), he was often blamed for the confusing reverse chronology, as the characters peel away years of bitterness to return to their innocent young lives. But that concept was Harold Prince’s idea, based on the 1934 Kaufman and Hart play of the same title, which traced a similar backwards path. Furth merely followed that model, but he was criticized: “The problem through much of the evening is George Furth’s book,” wrote Howard Kissel in Women’s Wear Daily, “which is short on character, short on motivation, long only on bitchiness.”151

Furth and Sondheim worked to revise subsequent productions of Merrily in 1985 (La Jolla Playhouse, California, staged by James Lapine) and 1992 (Leicester Haymarket, England, staged by Paul Kerryson). They rewrote several book scenes, changed some musical numbers, and deleted the opening and closing high school graduation sequences. In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim wrote, “We finally succeeded in fixing the show to our satisfaction.”152 Not everyone agreed, but the updated version is the one that’s licensed for production.

Furth had many friends, but he was very private. He often told hopeful journalists, “I just don’t do interviews. That’s why I have so many friends.”153
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GELBART, LARRY (1928–2009)

Gelbart kept America laughing for the better part of a half-century with television scripts—most famously for the first four seasons of M*A*S*H (1972–1976)—and movies including Oh, God! (1977, featuring George Burns) and Tootsie (1982, starring Dustin Hoffman). With Burt Shevelove, another talented comic writer whom he worked with in the early days of television, Gelbart cowrote the book for Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.

Larry Simon Gelbart was born in Chicago. His parents were Harry Gelbart, a barber, and Frieda Sturner; they were Jewish immigrants from Latvia and Poland. The family moved to Los Angeles, where Gelbart attended Fairfax High School. At the age of 16 he began to write for the Maxwell House Coffee Time with Danny Thomas radio program after his father, who was Thomas’s barber, showed the comedian some jokes his son had written.

With no higher education but an exceptionally quick wit, he went on to write for Duffy’s Tavern (1945–1947) and The Bob Hope Show (1948). He was drafted shortly after World War II and worked for the Armed Forces Radio Service in Los Angeles. In the 1950s he moved into television, where he wrote for The Red Buttons Show (1952); Caesar’s Hour, with Sid Caesar (1955–1957); The Art Carney Show (1959); and The Danny Kaye Show (1963) among others.

In 1958, he joined forces with Burt Shevelove, a director and writer he’d worked with on The Red Buttons Show. “We learned that we laughed at the same things and, happily, always at the same time.”1 Deploring the lack of low comedy on Broadway, they collaborated to create the hilarious script for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum from historic Roman comedies by Plautus. Shevelove and Gelbart read all twenty-six of Plautus’s surviving plays, then cobbled together their own story using elements of those works. Sondheim shared their enthusiasm for the material, and the show afforded him his first opportunity to create music and lyrics on a Broadway stage.

Because of other work and Forum’s intricate plotting, it took ten drafts, spanning four years, to assemble the show. “Our day jobs were turning out television shows for other people,” Gelbart recalled. “But we always stayed with Forum. It became night school.”2 The show had a painfully contentious out-of-town tryout in Washington, DC, before its New York opening. Starring Zero Mostel, produced by Harold Prince, and staged by George Abbott, it lasted for 964 performances between 1962 and 1964.

Gelbart’s other stage works were the musicals The Conquering Hero (1961), a flop, and City of Angels (1989), a Tony Award winner with a score by Cy Coleman. He also wrote a play, Sly Fox (1976), based on Ben Jonson’s sixteenth-century comedy, Volpone.

He and Shevelove collaborated on another project, the screenplay for The Wrong Box (1966), a dark comedy about a battle for an inheritance in Victorian England. The cast included Ralph Richardson, John Mills, and Michael Caine.

Gelbart is most broadly remembered for the highly rated comedy–drama television series M*A*S*H, which he developed with Gene Reynolds in 1972 from Robert Altman’s popular 1970 feature film. Gelbart wrote and directed nearly 100 episodes over the course of the series’ first four years. (He stepped away in 1976; the show continued until 1983, one of television’s longest-running series.) He described the series as “the Marx Brothers superimposed on All Quiet on the Western Front,” adding, “I wanted it to be more crazy than sad.”3

Gelbart was a master of one-line quips: He once summed up the tribulations of working on Forum before its Broadway opening by saying, “If Hitler’s still alive, I hope he’s out of town with a musical.”4

His collection of essays and reminiscences, Laughing Matters, was published in 1998. In it, he observed, “Contrary to popular belief, it’s not the legs that go first, it’s remembering the word for legs.”5 When Gelbart passed away in 2009, his longtime friend Carl Reiner called him “the Jonathan Swift of our day. It’s a great, great, great, great, great, great loss. You can’t put enough ‘greats’ in front of it. The mores of our time were never more dissected and discussed. He had the ability to make an elaborate joke given nothing but one line.”6

In 2002, Gelbart was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame; in 2008, he was named to the Television Hall of Fame.
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GEMIGNANI, PAUL (1938–)
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Music director Paul Gemignani.

New York Public Library.

Born in 1938, Paul Gemignani grew up in Northern California. His parents were educators, and his mother was musical. In the sixth grade he took up violin and cello but eventually found percussion to be his passion. Following military service, he attended San Francisco State University, graduating in 1968 with a music major and a humanities minor. Gemignani aspired to be a conductor, but he was wary about classical music. His first opportunities were as a drummer. On a trip to New York City in 1969 he attended a performance of Cabaret’s original Broadway production; a friend, actor Edward Winter, was playing Ernst Ludwig. “I was blown away. I had never seen a Broadway show before. … I thought I could contribute.”7 Through Winter he met Hal Hastings, the show’s music director and landed his first New York job as drummer and assistant conductor for Cabaret.

Hastings was Harold Prince’s resident conductor. He hired Gemignani to conduct a 1970 touring production of Zorba featuring Chita Rivera and John Raitt. In 1971 Hastings invited him to play drums for Prince’s production of Follies. Seriously committed to conducting, Gemignani at first turned down the opportunity. Hastings persisted, telling him it was a chance to work with Prince, Michael Bennett, and Sondheim (Gemignani was so new to musical theater he “had no idea who that was”8) and offering him the position of assistant conductor. With encouragement from others, Gemignani changed his mind. Hastings left Follies shortly after it opened, giving Gemignani his first Broadway conducting opportunity.

After Follies, he conducted the first concert celebration of Sondheim’s music, Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1973). Hastings invited him to work on A Little Night Music as the pit drummer and assistant conductor. Shortly after the show’s 1973 premiere and recording session, Hastings, age 54, had a heart attack and died. Gemignani stepped in. “I expected that they’d bring in another name,” he imagined at the time, “and I’d remain as assistant, but that was because I didn’t know then how this business works. I learned that they could promote me and save money.”9

Hastings taught Gemignani about the business side of being a Broadway conductor. “He showed me that you can’t walk into the pit, throw off your cape, and do art. You have to work with the unions and with the producers. You need to know how to make a budget and work within that budget. The world has no idea of how much extra-musical work we have to do.”10

From 1973 onward, the conductor was repeatedly Sondheim’s first choice as music director. Gemignani conducted the original productions of Pacific Overtures (1976), Side by Side by Sondheim (1977), Sweeney Todd (1979), Merrily We Roll Along (1981), Sunday in the Park with George (1984), Into the Woods (1987), Assassins (1990, off-Broadway), Passion (1994), Into the Woods (2002 revival), Assassins (2004), The Frogs (2004), and Pacific Overtures (2004 revival). He also was on the podium for concerts (and concert recordings): Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1973), A Stephen Sondheim Evening (1983), Follies in Concert (1985), Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall (1992), the Anyone Can Whistle concert production (1995), Sondheim: The Birthday Concert (with the New York Philharmonic, 2010), and Company (with the New York Philharmonic, 2011). He was the music director for Tim Burton’s 2007 cinematic rendition of Sweeney Todd.

Musical directors play a central role in assembling a new Broadway show: They help the composer connect with actors. Gemignani was skilled at this, often participating in casting. Sondheim also valued Gemignani’s work with performers. “He makes non-singers feel like they’re singers,” Sondheim said. “Any performer who worked for Paul Gemignani feels like they can sing, even if they can’t. So a cast in a Paul Gemignani show always has confidence, and boy, is that important to a [new] show. The cast must have confidence, or you never get a chance to see if the material is any good or not. Paul inspires that; he’s quite remarkable … he makes love to an orchestra. He’s nonpareil.”11

Gemignani led pit orchestras without relying on the score, memorizing each one he conducted. Actors loved working with him. Marin Mazzie, Passion’s original Clara, said, “When he’s in the pit and you’re onstage, he is breathing with you. We feel each other.”12 Gemignani said, “I memorize everything on purpose because I think my face should be on the stage. I consider myself the other actor in the show.”13

Betsy Joslyn, a member of the chorus ensemble for Sweeney Todd said that Prince expected performers to have her or his character’s life in mind. She observed that Gemignani approached the music for the show from an acting standpoint. “He’s able to give you the one word which will make the drama in the song clear to you. Sondheim wants all the notes to be there, and Paul is able to help everybody to do that through the drama of what’s going on in a song.”14

Orchestrator Michael Starobin praised Gemignani, pointing out that a conductor does much more than simply guide a performance. “There’s a lot more underneath: the underscoring, the pacing and dealing with the composer’s wishes during the rehearsals. It’s a job that has creative elements because you’re creating incidental music, shaping songs, changing arrangements before they go to the orchestrator, and then ‘driving the ship’ in performance. There’s no greater thrill than conducting a show. The thing I learned from Paul was that you don’t conduct songs, you conduct acts—shaping the entire arc of the show.”15

An admired collaborator, Gemignani worked closely and productively with Sondheim’s orchestrators, enabling good relationships between the composer and Starobin or Jonathan Tunick. “When it comes to actually conducting the song, it is a culmination of what the composer wants, the performer delivers, the orchestrator arranges, and how I feel—all things considered—it should come out sounding.”16 His preference has been for new works. “Your creative energies are used totally because you’re doing stuff nobody’s ever done before—you have to make it up. … I much prefer to start from scratch and see what happens.”17

Gemignani particularly appreciated working with Sondheim, calling him “probably the best collaborator in the sense that he writes his music and will adapt it and fit it and work on it to make the show work. It’s not ‘This is what I wrote, make it work.’ It’s collaboration, totally.”18

Gemignani’s role included teaching the music to performers, especially finding the correct keys. Most composers write in the key they sing it in themselves. “I put it in the best key for whoever is singing it.”19

The conductor excelled at keeping actors true to their characterizations from performance to performance. “You must develop a fairly close relationship with the people on the stage,” he said, “because ultimately you are the one who’s in charge once the curtain goes up, regardless of whether the stage manager is calling cues or keeping the show running from the back. You must keep the pace going with the actors.”20 Gemignani routinely remained on board as a production’s conductor for up to a year. “I don’t get bored that easily. I enjoy the work, I enjoy keeping the show fresh, and I enjoy performing the music.”21

Generally considered the “dean of Broadway’s music directors,” Gemignani’s numerous other Broadway credits included: Candide (1975), On the Twentieth Century (1978), Evita (1979), Dreamgirls (1982), A Doll’s Life (1982), Zorba (1983 revival), The Rink (1984), Grind (1985), Smile (1986), Jerome Robbins’ Broadway (1989), Crazy for You (1992), Big (1996), 1776 (1997 revival), High Society (1998), Kiss Me, Kate (1999), The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (2001), 110 in the Shade (2007 revival), Pal Joey (2008 revival), The Mystery of Edwin Drood (2012), She Loves Me (2016 revival), and Kiss Me, Kate (2019 revival). He conducted studio cast recordings of Carousel (1987), Man of La Mancha (1990), and Kismet (1991).

As the music director of the American Theater Orchestra, he recorded numerous cast recordings and albums featuring musical theater and opera singers. He also conducted the scores for several films, including Kramer vs. Kramer (1979) and Warren Beatty’s Reds (1981). He was often on the podium for PBS’s Great Performances, winning a 2006 Emmy Award for Best Musical Direction for South Pacific in concert at Carnegie Hall. He was a guest conductor at the New York City Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago, Royal Opera Company in London, and the New York City Ballet.

Gemignani earned numerous accolades. In 1989 he was recognized with a special Drama Desk Award for “consistently outstanding musical direction and commitment to the theater.” In 1994 he received the Los Angeles Theatre Critics Award. The 2001 Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement in Theater was added to his honors, and in 2011 he was inducted into the American Theatre Hall of Fame.

Gemignani is married to Derin Altay, who succeeded Patti LuPone as Eva Perón during the run of Evita (1979–1983). He was previously married to another Broadway performer, Carolann Page (Candide, 1974). Their son, Alexander, performed in several Sondheim productions on Broadway (as John Hinckley in the 2004 Broadway production of Assassins), The Beadle in the 2005 revival of Sweeney Todd, and the Boatman in Sunday’s 2008 Broadway revival).
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GLEASON, JOANNA (1950–)

Johanna Hall was born on June 2, 1950, in Winnipeg, Canada. She was the daughter of television producer Monty Hall, best known as creator and longtime host of Let’s Make a Deal. (Before she was born, he changed his surname from Halparin to Hall.) He gave her pragmatic insights about working in show business: “He felt I had the talent and the drive,” she recalled, “but he made sure I understood that it is a business, and that I had to have a real life away from the stage.”22

Neither Johanna Gleason, as she came to be known, nor her two siblings were pointed toward the entertainment world. “No one encouraged us to define ourselves in this way,” she says, noting that they had a “very normal upbringing. It just happened to be that at certain times of the day, you’d turn on the TV and there’d be my father.”23

The family moved from Toronto to New York City in 1956 and to Los Angeles in early 1962. Gleason graduated from Beverly Hills High School in 1968. She attended UCLA and Occidental College, graduating from the latter. She performed onstage in California in Promises, Promises with the Long Beach and San Francisco Light Opera companies. In 1974 she played Ophelia opposite Stacy Keach in Hamlet at the Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles.

In the late 1970s Gleason called herself “an actress with a suitcase”24 because she traveled so much between the East and West Coasts. After several years of TV sitcoms and game shows in Hollywood, she settled in New York City to pursue Broadway opportunities. Her debut came in in 1977 in Cy Coleman’s I Love My Wife, a musical satire on wife-swapping. She was recognized with a Theatre World Award that year.

She worked steadily as a featured actress, performing in Terrence McNally’s It’s Only a Play (off-Broadway, 1982, Drama Desk Award), in a revival of Peter Nichols’s Joe Egg (1985, Tony nomination), and in Andrew Bergman’s Social Security (Broadway, 1986, Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Featured Actress in a Play).

As Gleason became more experienced, she was drawn to roles in new works. In 1987, she originated the part of the Baker’s Wife in Sondheim’s Into the Woods during that production’s workshops. She won the 1988 Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical. Raising her son at the time, the show spoke to her about parental responsibility and experience. Three decades later she said, “Now I think it speaks to me about community and working together.”25

In her 1988 Tony acceptance speech she acknowledged her castmates. “They’re a bunch of trapeze artists—they fly through the air and they catch each other.” She thanked Sondheim and James Lapine “who for the past two years have treated me really like a collaborator on this project.”26 In a late-night conversation with Sondheim, Gleason “noted in passing that she felt like she was ‘in the wrong story.’”27 That remark changed Sondheim’s perception of her and the Baker’s roles, and it became a lyric in the song “Moments in the Woods,” a line that usually evokes a huge laugh. “Only once in my experience has an actor said something that I immediately latched onto,” Sondheim wrote in Look, I Made a Hat—“not only a good notion for a lyric line, but also an insight into a character that hadn’t occurred to me.”28

In 2005 Gleason was nominated for Tony and Drama Desk Awards for her featured actress performance in the musical Dirty Rotten Scoundrels as wealthy Muriel Eubanks, a role written with her in mind. In a 2018 interview she said she’d someday like to play Madame Armfeldt in A Little Night Music: “You get to sit in a chair all night, sing ‘Liaisons,’ and die.”29

In addition to her work onstage, Gleason had small but noteworthy film roles in Woody Allen’s Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) and Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) as well as Mike Nichols’s Heartburn (1986), Mr. Holland’s Opus (1995), and Boogie Nights (1997). She often made guest appearances in TV series, including Murphy Brown, ER, The West Wing, The Good Wife, and Blue Bloods.

She was first married to Paul G. Gleason, an acting coach and director of the Los Angeles Civic Light Opera, where she performed. Although they divorced in 1982, she continued to use his surname professionally. She has one child from that marriage. In 1984 she married film executive Michael Bennahum; their union lasted six years. In 1994, she married actor Chris Sarandon, whom she met during the brief run of the ill-fated Broadway musical Nick & Nora (1986), in which she played Nora Charles.
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GINGOLD, HERMIONE (1897–1987)

Hermione Ferdinanda Gingold, the deep-voiced, acid-tongued British actress, was born in London on December 9, 1897, and raised in a nonobservant Jewish family. Her father and grandfather were Viennese stockbrokers; her mother was an English homemaker. As a 5-year-old, Gingold performed in a kindergarten rendition of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII as Cardinal Wolsey.

In 1908 she made her professional debut at age 11 in Pinkie and the Fairies; the cast included Ellen Terry, a leading actress of the time. In 1911 Gingold appeared in the original production of the children’s Christmas play Where the Rainbow Ends; another child actor in the cast was Noël Coward. Gingold acted in Shakespearean productions at London’s Old Vic as a young woman.

Due to nodules on her vocal cords in the late 1920s, her soprano voice dropped in pitch. “One morning it was Mozart,” she joked, “and the next ‘Old Man River.’”30 In the 1930s and 1940s Gingold became famous for musical revues, including Spread It Around (1936), Swinging the Gate (1940), Above It (1941), Sky High (1942), and Sweet and Low (1943, which evolved over a period of six years into Sweeter and Lower and Sweetest and Lowest). In the latter she played 1,676 performances before 800,000 people—many of them for American GIs in London—negotiating more than 17,000 costume changes. In 1953 she delivered wacky comic monologues in a long-running Broadway revue, John Murray Anderson’s Almanac, with Harry Belafonte, Polly Bergen, and Billy De Wolfe.

In the 1950s and 1960s Gingold worked mostly in the United States, appearing onstage and as a frequent guest on TV talk shows. She was in more than two dozen films across her lifetime, including Around the World in 80 Days (1956) and Gigi with Maurice Chevalier (1958, winning a Golden Globe Award for Best Supporting Actress).

In the 1962 film of Meredith Willson’s The Music Man, Gingold played Eulalie Mackecknie Shinn, the mayor’s silly, haughty wife. She was Madame Rosepettle, an outrageously possessive mother, in stage productions of Arthur Kopit’s Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma’s Hung You in the Closet and I’m Feelin’ So Sad, first in New York City (1963) and then in London (1965).

In 1973 Gingold originated the role of Madame Armfeldt in the Broadway production of Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, playing a onetime courtesan whose illegitimate daughter, actress Desirée, is the show’s central character. It was a role Gingold sought out, despite doubt and resistance from director Harold Prince, Sondheim, and book writer Hugh Wheeler. She had not auditioned in four decades. “I’d never been so nervous in years,” she recalled. “I’d played for royalty, but Steve Sondheim and Hal Prince were too much for me.” When Sondheim asked her to sing a second number, she told him, “I’m sorry, but I only know one song. I’ll sing it again if you’d like.”31

Sondheim recalled the audition in Finishing the Hat. Gingold read a few scenes with the stage manager and demonstrated “unexpectedly, genuine verve and autocratic condescension.” Departing, she offered this: “I notice that in the script Madame Armfeldt is seventy-four years old. Coincidentally, gentlemen, so am I. I also noticed that when she dies at the end, the stage direction indicates that her wig slips a bit off her head.” At that point, Gingold lifted off her wig, “revealing herself to be completely bald.” Sondheim concluded the anecdote, “We decided to give her the part before she left the theater. Incidentally, she was actually seventy-five.”32

The song Sondheim wrote for Gingold as Madame Armfeldt, “Liaisons,” she said “is the most difficult song I know. It’s very long and I can hardly ever remember which man I had when. It’s a wonderful number and it requires a fairly intelligent audience to understand it. I thought that it would go over much better in London than here … there at least they know what a liaison is.”33

Gingold’s performance as Madame Armfeldt was nominated for a 1973 Tony Award as a featured actress. In 1975, she reprised the role for the show’s London debut and repeated it in the film version (1977).

During the run of Night Music, Gingold also participated in Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1973). In 1977 she took over as the narrator for the Broadway production of Side by Side by Sondheim. She traveled with that show in 1979 but suffered a debilitating injury during the tour that ended her performance career.

She published an early autobiography, The World Is Square, in 1958. When she was 66 and asked about retirement, Gingold responded, “I suppose I shall drop dead in the theater,” she answered, “to a full house, I hope.” She actually died from heart failure on May 24, 1987, at Lenox Hill Hospital in Manhattan. Another book by her came out a year after her death: How to Grow Old Disgracefully (1988).

Gingold married the publisher Michael Joseph in 1918 and had two sons; she and Joseph divorced in 1926. Later that year she married writer and lyricist Eric Maschwitz; they divorced in 1945. When she was once asked if her most recent husband was dead, she dryly replied, “That’s a matter of opinion.”34
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GOLDMAN, JAMES (1927–1998)

Sondheim’s friend and book-writing collaborator for Follies was born on June 30, 1927 to a Jewish family in Highland Park, Illinois, a Chicago suburb. His parents were Maurice and Marion Goldman. Maurice had success in business, but he was ruined by alcoholism and eventually committed suicide when James was a young adult. Marion was deaf, which added stress to their home. Goldman’s younger brother William was also a successful writer of novels, plays, and screenplays. He won Academy Awards for his screenplays for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1970) and All the President’s Men (1977).

Goldman earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the University of Chicago. He went on to pursue a doctorate at Columbia University, but during his enrollment he was drafted for military service. After his discharge from the Army, he decided to focus on playwriting and had success with several scripts. They Might Be Giants (1961) was a whimsical work about a man convinced that he is Sherlock Holmes and his psychotherapist is Dr. Watson. Blood, Sweat and Stanley Poole (1961), written with his brother, was a comedy about life in the Army.

He is most remembered for The Lion in Winter (1966), set on a Christmas Eve in the twelfth century as English King Henry II and his estranged wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, wrangle over succession to the throne. With his brother he also wrote the book and lyrics for the musical A Family Affair (1962); John Kander was the composer. His play Tolstoy was presented in London in 1996.

Goldman won the 1968 Academy Award for his adapted screenplay for The Lion in Winter (starring Katharine Hepburn and Peter O’Toole). He was also recognized with a Writers Guild Award and the Writers Guild of Great Britain Zeta Plaque. Much of his subsequent writing was for Hollywood: Nicholas and Alexandra (1971); a screen adaptation of his play They Might Be Giants (1971, featuring George C. Scott and Joanne Woodward); Robin and Marian (1976, featuring Sean Connery and Audrey Hepburn); and White Nights (1985, featuring Mikhail Baryshnikov as a defecting ballet star).

Goldman and Sondheim became friends in the early 1960s. Sondheim asked the playwright for his take on A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum when he was nervous about his music for the show. Goldman was quick to point out an imbalance between the story and Sondheim’s songs: “The book is written on a kind of low-comedy vaudeville level with elegant language,” Goldman told him, “and you have written a witty score, a salon score.” It was too late to make changes, but Sondheim said he learned a valuable lesson: “Make sure you and your collaborators are writing for the same show.”35

In 1965 Sondheim asked Goldman if he had ideas for a musical. Goldman suggested a story about a college reunion. After he read about a reunion of Ziegfeld Follies performers, he and Sondheim changed course and began to work on a musical murder mystery involving showgirls that they called The Girls Upstairs. The first draft was finished by the end of 1965.

Goldman and Sondheim collaborated for an hour-long television musical, Evening Primrose (1966), based on a macabre short story by John Collier about a colony of people who secretly lived in a department store; it starred another Sondheim friend, Anthony Perkins. Sondheim praised Goldman’s writing for the wistful but creepy story. Demonstrating the value of collaboration, Sondheim said, “The lyric to ‘I Remember’ is as much Jim Goldman’s as it is mine.” They had discussed it at great length, and Goldman wrote a speech for the character Ella, not necessarily to be spoken, but “to consolidate our ideas about the song. … All it required was making it into a song.”36

After Goldman and Sondheim teamed with producer and director Harold Prince for The Girls Upstairs, that show evolved into Follies (1971) with considerably broader meaning. “The reason Jim chose the Follies as a metaphor,” Sondheim explained, “was that the Follies represented a state of mind in America between the two world wars. Up until 1945, America was the good guy; everything was idealistic and hopeful, and America was going to lead the world. Now you see the country is a riot of national guilt, the dream has collapsed, and everything has turned to rubble underfoot.”37

Some critics blamed Follies’ failure to succeed financially on Goldman’s sour portraits of two unhappy couples who pine for the past. Sondheim, however, defended the writer: “In Follies we deliberately decided not to create characters with warts and all. Everybody would be, not a type, but an essence of whatever they were about, which is why James Goldman’s book got so heavily criticized. People didn’t understand what he was trying to do. I kept hearing people say, ‘Those people are so bloodless.’ Yes, that’s the idea of the piece … Jim was drawing essences. That’s his style of writing.”38

He also adapted several classic novels for CBS television: Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1982) and Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1985). In 1986 he wrote the miniseries Anastasia: The Mystery of Anna (1986) for NBC. He cowrote the television movie Queenie (1987) under the pseudonym Winston Beard.

Goldman’s published novels were Waldorf (1965), The Man From Greek and Roman (1974), and Myself as Witness (1979) about King John, England’s ruler in the thirteenth century, and Fulton County (1989). He also wrote extensively as a journalist, publishing articles in Penthouse, Harper’s Bazaar, Food and Wine, and Atlantic Monthly.

Goldman died unexpectedly at age 71 of a heart attack on October 28, 1998. He was in the midst of adapting Henry Fielding’s 1749 novel into a musical, The Celebrated, Scandalous, Heroic Misadventures of Tom Jones with composer Larry Grossman. It was workshopped in New York City in 2001 but never produced.

Goldman was married twice: His union with Maria McKeon (1962–1972) produced two children, son Matthew and daughter Julia. He and Barbara Goldman were married in 1975; they remained together for the balance of his life.

References

Gussow, “James Goldman, 71, a creator of ‘Lion in Winter’ and ‘Follies,’” New York Times, October 29, 1998; Myrna Oliver, “James Goldman: Author of ‘The Lion in Winter,’” (London) Times, October 30, 1998; Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Random House, 1998); Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat and Look, I Made a Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010, 2011); Tom Vallance, “Obituary: James Goldman,” The Independent, November 3, 1998; Craig Zadan, Sondheim & Company (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994). See also: EVENING PRIMROSE, FOLLIES, A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO THE FORUM, HAROLD PRINCE.

GYPSY: A MUSICAL FABLE (1959)
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Ethel Merman as Rose, Sandra Church as Louise, and Jack Klugman as Herbie.
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Original Production

Music: Jule Styne

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Arthur Laurents, suggested by the memoirs of Gypsy Rose Lee

Director and Choreographer: Jerome Robbins

Musical Director: Milton Rosenstock; Orchestrations: Sid Ramin and Robert Ginzler; Dance Arrangements: John Kander and Betty Walberg; Additional Dance Music: Betty Walberg; Settings and Lighting: Jo Mielziner; Costumes: Raoul Pène Du Bois; Coproducers: David Merrick and Leland Howard

Original Cast: Rose (Ethel Merman), Louise (Sandra Church), Herbie (Jack Klugman), June (Lane Bradbury), Baby June (Jacqueline Mayro), Baby Louise (Karen Moore), Tessie Tura (Maria Karnilova), Mazeppa (Faith Dane), Electra (Chotzi Foley), Tulsa (Paul Wallace), Uncle Jocko/Mr. Goldstone (Mort Marshall)

The original Broadway production of Gypsy at the Broadway Theatre opened on May 21, 1959 (after five weeks of tryouts in Philadelphia, beginning on April 13, 1959). After 702 performances, it closed on March 25, 1961. A national tour starring Merman began on March 29, 1961, and continued through December 9, 1961.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1960 TONY AWARDS (eight nominations): Best Musical, Best Actress in a Musical (Merman), Best Featured Actor in a Musical (Klugman), Best Featured Actress in a Musical (Church), Best Scenic Design (Musical) (Mielziner), Best Costume Design (Du Bois), Best Director of a Musical (Robbins), Best Conductor and Musical Director (Rosenstock).



Overview

Gypsy was Stephen Sondheim’s second Broadway show, opening on May 21, 1959, at the Broadway Theatre. Subtitled “A Musical Fable,” it was a star vehicle for Ethel Merman, based on the fanciful memoirs of striptease artist Gypsy Rose Lee. It was a happy and rapidly assembled collaboration of playwright Arthur Laurents, composer Jule Styne, and Sondheim, who came on board rather grudgingly at first, his second time to write lyrics for someone else’s music.

“Of all Broadway musical books,” Merman biographer Brian Kellow wrote, Gypsy’s “may very well be the best crafted, the leanest, the sharpest, the funniest, the most disturbing and revealing.”39

This is Sondheim’s “notion” of the show: “Gypsy Rose Lee was the burlesque queen who put the ‘tease’ in striptease. Although the show is called Gypsy, the central character is her relentlessly driven mother, Rose, who during Gypsy’s childhood is determined to make Gypsy’s younger sister, June, into a vaudeville star. The chronicle of Rose, Louise (Gypsy’s real name) and June covers a period of approximately ten years.”40

Synopsis

Act 1

Following the rousing overture, the story begins at a vaudeville theatre in Seattle. Rose Hovick’s daughters, Baby June and Baby Louise are auditioning a variety act (“May We Entertain You”) for Uncle Jocko’s show. From offstage the overbearing Rose admonishes Louise to “Sing out!” Driven by extravagant dreams of show business success, she has no qualms about badgering Uncle Jocko to hire her girls. When they lose to a talentless tap dancer, Rose vengefully bursts the girl’s balloons and drags her daughters away. Back home she implores her father for funds to put together an impressive act that will achieve her ambitions. Weary of her relentless requests, he refuses. Rose impatiently leaves, stealing his gold retirement plaque to pawn and pay for her trip to Los Angeles (“Some People”).

In Los Angeles, Rose meets mild-mannered Herbie, a former talent agent now working as a candy salesman. He recognizes Rose as “a pioneer woman without a frontier.”41 She coaxes him (“Small World”) into handling a new act (in reality a superficially updated routine), “Baby June and Her Newsboys,” starring June and the introverted Louise. This and subsequent acts as the girls grow older barely change, except for a few new costumes made by Louise.

One morning everyone gathers in a rundown hotel room to celebrate Louise’s birthday. Herbie drops by with Mr. Goldstone, a booker from the prestigious Orpheum Circuit, and Rose pulls out all the stops to convince him to present her girls (“Mr. Goldstone, I Love You”). Louise’s celebration is forgotten; she shares her sadness with her pets (“Little Lamb”).

For New York City, Rose reworks the act as “Dainty June and Her Farmboys.” Herbie proposes marriage, but Rose has other priorities. When he threatens to leave, she tells him, “You’ll Never Get Away From Me.” A producer offers June a substantial contract if she will take acting classes and keep her mother out of the picture. Rose won’t hear of it, and Louise and June imagine life if Rose changed her ways (“If Momma Was Married”). “Momma can do one thing,” June says. “She can make herself believe anything she makes up.”42

Many of the boys have outgrown the act. Tulsa confides to Louise that he will strike out on his own (“All I Need Is the Girl”). She fantasizes dancing with him, and it’s clear that Louise is smitten. Her dreams are dashed when June and Tulsa elope. Rose is stunned by June’s betrayal. Herbie presses his case for marriage and quitting show business, but Rose won’t have it. Stunningly she transfers her dreams for June to shy Louise. But it’s apparent her own ferocious ambition is the driver (“Everything’s Coming Up Roses”).

Act 2

Vaudeville is dying. The new act, “Madame Rose’s Toreadorables,” is—of course—another tired version of the same act, now with all girls. Louise, wearing a blonde wig, announces to Rose that she is not and cannot be June. Rose tries to smooth over the hard feelings; with Herbie, they sing a song of momentary reconciliation “Together, Wherever We Go.”

The act evolves again into “Rose Louise and Her Hollywood Blondes.” Herbie has booked a two-week gig in Wichita, but it’s apparent that it’s a burlesque house where striptease is the main event. Rose tries to prevent Louise from going onstage, but she persuades her mother to agree, since they need the money. Three broken-down strippers advise her, “You Gotta Get a Gimmick.”

Louise performs the familiar, shopworn act, and Rose finally concedes to Herbie, agreeing to marry him when the current contract is over. As they pack to leave, the theater manager says his star attraction has been arrested. Rose immediately offers Louise: “My daughter can do it!” Rose manically assembles costumes and music for Louise’s new act, and Herbie departs in disgust, convinced she will never change.

Louise can barely overcome her stage fright, but her mother forces her onstage. Louise begins with her shy rendition of “Let Me Entertain You,” the song used over and over in Rose’s unimaginative acts. But as she gains confidence, her performance evolves into a full-fledged strip routine. In short order, Louise becomes a burlesque superstar, the glamorous and confident Gypsy Rose Lee.

At Minsky’s, the renowned New York burlesque theater, she’s a headliner, fawned over by reporters and photographers. Embittered and hurt, Rose sees she’s no longer needed and storms onto the empty stage, demanding why she wasted her time pushing her daughters’ careers. She hurtles into a performance of towering ambition and wounded martyrdom, belting out her personal envy and ambition (“Rose’s Turn”). As she finishes, she bows to the empty house. Louise, who has witnessed her performance, applauds and tells her, “You’d really have been something, Mother.”43 They are seemingly reconciled, which launches Rose into yet another “dream.” As they exit, Rose stares at the runway lights, but they quickly fade.

Source and Book

Gypsy is set during the waning years of vaudeville and the era when burlesque, a cruder form of entertainment, replaced it. Louise Hovick spent years in her sister June’s shadow before being pushed into the spotlight by Rose, their domineering, self-aggrandizing mother. Louise’s retelling of their story once she became famous as Gypsy Rose Lee was not entirely rooted in reality, so when it was adapted as a work of musical theater, it made more sense to bill it as a fable, since it told “a true story with fanciful alterations.”44

When the ecdysiast’s imaginative Gypsy: A Memoir was published in 1957, there was a bidding war over rights for a stage production of her story. (“Ecdysiast” was a highfalutin term for a stripper, invented by H. L. Mencken and used by Gypsy Rose Lee.) Producer David Merrick grasped the opportunity after reading a chapter of the book in Harper’s Magazine. A man not to be denied, he quickly won the rights and coproduced the show with Leland Hayward.

Merrick wanted Jerome Robbins, Broadway’s most sought-after director following the success of West Side Story, to stage the production. Robbins was willing to take it on only if Arthur Laurents, another West Side Story creator, were hired to write the script. Merrick hoped to convince Ethel Merman to star in the show.

At a cocktail party at Gypsy Rose Lee’s expansive Manhattan townhouse, Merman announced, “I’ve read your book. I love it. I want to do it. I’m going to do it. And I’ll shoot anyone else who gets the part.” Based on Merman’s sterling track record, there were no other candidates. Her brassy stage persona was a perfect fit with a role described by some as “a sort of backstage Mother Courage.”45

Laurents spent time with Gypsy Rose Lee trying to pin her down on the specifics of her family’s story. The only thing she actually insisted on was that the show’s title had to be Gypsy.46 Her memoir invented so many imaginative versions of her reality that Laurents decided to assemble the story more as a fable, using significant streamlining and invention. For instance, the character of Herbie, the gentleman who tries to persuade Rose to marry him and give up the wayward life of show business, was a construct of multiple people in the story, not a singular individual.

But the larger narrative gave Laurents a firm foundation for the tale he wanted to tell. “When I started working on the outline, I started at the end. I realized that Gypsy was going to have to do her strip, which presumably would be a smash, but the star of the show is Rose, whether she’s played by Merman or not. She is the main character, so we had to do something to top the strip theatrically, dramatically, every way you could think of.”47

That’s how “Rose’s Turn,” the titanic second-act number, came to be, portraying Rose’s madness and breakdown. “Once I figured that out,” Laurents explained, “the show was comparatively easy to write. In the writing of any show, that is so important—to know what the end is. If you know the end and the beginning, the rest is relatively easy.”48

Merman wrote in her autobiography, “In most musicals there is a hairline story, a thin plot and thinner characterizations. Gypsy was a full-fledged play. It could have dispensed with the music.”49 Even without Styne’s memorable score and Sondheim’s perfectly conceived lyrics, Laurents’s script stands on its own as a credible record of the last days of vaudeville.50

Creative Team

Gypsy had an A-list team. While Jerome Robbins insisted on a credit line stating, “Entire production directed and choreographed by Jerome Robbins,” he was not so deeply involved in Gypsy’s early development as he was for West Side Story. Based on three musical numbers for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum that Sondheim had played for him, Robbins lobbied for him to be the show’s composer and lyricist, the kind of assignment for which Sondheim yearned.

But the decision required Merman to be satisfied. “Up to Gypsy,” she wrote in her autobiography, “I’d only worked with George Gershwin, Cole Porter, and Irving Berlin.” She’d had a less-than-happy experience with an untested composing team on Happy Hunting (1956–1957), and while she was willing to have Sondheim write lyrics, she held out for a composer with a more established track record who could write for her voice. She was familiar with Jule Styne, and she insisted on using him for Gypsy’s composer.

Laurents, seeking to write a dramatic story, thought Styne was too much of a pop song writer to be suitable for the project. Eventually he was won over. Sondheim took more convincing.

“After West Side Story I was afraid of being pigeonholed forever as a lyricist (a fear which proved to be well founded), so I refused. It was Oscar [Hammerstein II] who [again] convinced me otherwise. He thought it would be valuable for me to learn how to write for a star. Once again he was right.”51 Sondheim credits his experience writing lyrics for Merman as laying an excellent foundation for working with other stars, including Zero Mostel, Angela Lansbury, and Elaine Stritch.

Sondheim added: “What pushed me over the edge to say yes, however, was the knowledge that the role of Rose would offer Ethel and us authors a chance to startle the audience, to blindside those expectations [of audiences who thought they knew her]. Not only would we be writing for Rose, we would be writing for Rose as played by a flamboyant performer with a blazingly recognizable persona that audiences came specifically to see—a genuine Broadway star personality who, we all hoped, could act.”52

Styne knew Sondheim had been vetoed as the show’s composer, and he was nervous at first: “I thought he might hit me over the head, knowing that he wanted to do the whole show. He was young, ambitious, and a huge talent. But he was also very gentle, and we got along fine.”53

Sondheim and Laurents worked together closely, often conversing twice daily during the four and a half months spent creating the show. Sondheim would get a sense of a scene from Laurents, perhaps write some lines, and then share them with Styne, who had a very fertile mind. Styne was thrilled by this approach because it enabled him to create work like never before. Sondheim’s musicianship and lyric-writing sat well with Styne; they raised the quality of his own accomplished work.54

It wasn’t perfect. Sondheim worked slowly and laboriously, and he often felt discouraged—his way of challenging himself. Styne worked quickly and productively, able to generate more ideas as soon as a previous one was set aside. (Styne also had a vast collection of unused melodies originally created for other shows. Several such “trunk songs” were repurposed for Gypsy, including “You’ll Never Get Away From Me” and “Everything’s Coming Up Roses.”55

Sondheim agreed to join the Gypsy creative team, in part, because it was a project that needed to happen quickly. “We started in September [1958], and we had to have it in rehearsal by February because of various schedules. It was different also because, while Lenny would argue over every lyric [for West Side Story], Jule referred to himself as a tunesmith rather than as a composer. What he meant was that he wanted to write tunes, and he recognized that they were going to be tunes in service of telling a story.”56

Sondheim wrote lyrics with rhythms, so Styne had something with which to work. Sondheim and Laurents would concoct ideas, and then Sondheim would write sketch-out lyrics for Styne to set. Most of the time they were dictated by the evolution of the story.

In a 1985 interview, Styne said that working with this team was “a most wonderful collaboration. I have done some twenty-five shows but have never had a collaboration like this. Things just happened every day. I mean it was a song almost every two days.”57 Most of the music was actually created in about five weeks’ time. Sondheim said, “We never had a bad week. … It just went right on schedule. It was one of those miracles, and I think it shows. The show has a feeling of spontaneity.”58

Laurents thought the arrangement was ideal. “There was no other person’s conception. I did an outline, and the three of us—the three people who write—wrote the show. It wasn’t even seen by the other people until the writing was over.”59

Cast and Characters

Sondheim calls Gypsy “the show where I came of age—lyrically, at least.”60 It was his first chance to write lyrics for complex characters with real dimension. He called Rose “that dramatist’s dream, the self-deluded protagonist who comes to a tragic/triumphant end. When an audience knows more than the character does, every line of dialogue and lyric has an edge. … Rose is the classroom example of self-delusion, a showbiz Oedipus.”61

Much of the appeal of the original production was Merman playing Rose. Sondheim acknowledged that some audiences did not appreciate Merman’s “blunt delivery, which they mistook for vulgarity.” But it was that quality of “obnoxious indomitability, an unstoppable confidence, a total absence of self-censorship” that was the essence of Rose as Laurents envisioned her.62

Sondheim pointed out that for most of her career Merman had been a low comedienne who was never truly tested as an actress. “We had no reason to believe she could do anything but bray her way through a show.”63 Accordingly, he wrote “Everything’s Coming Up Roses” for her so that she could easily sing while Herbie and Louise are shocked at how quickly she picks up the pieces after June deserts the act. He felt that “Ethel would have nothing to do but be Ethel. Thus, the one-tone lyric of ‘Roses,’ which repeats a single idea unremittingly, the images derived from childhood and show business, the only references Rose is capable of making.” Much to everyone’s surprise, said Sondheim, “Ethel turned out to be a better actress than we’d anticipated, limited in range but capable of shadings and variety and with, of course, impeccable timing. She was able to tap into the reserve of anger that fuels every comedian, high or low.”64

The role that Merman legendarily created became the ultimate diva challenge, dubbed by some as a musical theater equivalent to Shakespeare’s King Lear. Indeed, it’s been suggested that “without Merman, there would be no Rose. The project was assembled as her vehicle.”65

The only serious sticking point in the creative process was Gypsy’s sister, June Havoc (she had changed their surname, Hovick, to the name she used throughout her own stage career), who was deeply unhappy with her sister’s memoir, feeling that it exploited their childhood for cheap laughs and anecdotes. She had not been consulted in advance about her presence in the story, and Baby June/Dainty June came across in a very simplified, almost cartoonish way. In fact, the Playbill for Gypsy’s Philadelphia tryout called the role “Baby Claire” and “Dainty Claire” because Havoc did not want her real name used.

In truth, the real June was a well-paid vaudeville star on the Keith-Orpheum Circuit, dancing and singing several times daily starting when she was 5 years old. She often earned as much as $1,500 a week.66 As an adult she had a career as an admired stage and film performer and theater director. Her 1964 Broadway production of Marathon ’33 earned her a Tony Award nomination for Best Director, and in 2003 the Abingdon Theater Company named its new off-Broadway venue the June Havoc Theatre.

She never quite forgave her mother or her sister, contending, “My sister was beautiful and clever—and ruthless. My mother was endearing and adorable—and lethal. They were the same person. I was the fool of the family, the one who thought I really was loved for me, for myself.”67 She eventually relented and allowed the show to move forward, but it required some serious negotiation with the producers for a piece of the proceeds.


Musical Numbers
Overture

Act 1


	“May We Entertain You”—Baby June and Baby Louise

	“Some People”—Rose

	“Small World”—Rose

	“Baby June and Her Newsboys”—Baby June and the Newsboys

	“Mr. Goldstone, I Love You”—Rose

	“Little Lamb”—Louise

	“You’ll Never Get Away From Me”—Rose

	“Dainty June and Her Farmboys”—June and the Farmboys

	“If Momma Was Married”—Louise and June

	“All I Need Is the Girl”—Tulsa

	“Everything’s Coming Up Roses”—Rose



Act 2


	“Madame Rose’s Toreadorables”—Louise and the Toreadorables

	“Together, Wherever We Go”—Rose, Herbie, and Louise

	“You Gotta Get a Gimmick”—Tessie Tura, Mazeppa, and Electra

	“Let Me Entertain You”—Louise

	“Rose’s Turn”—Rose





Score

About Gypsy’s score, Sondheim said, “If Arthur supplied the characters, Jule Styne supplied the atmosphere of both the milieu and of musical theater itself. Just as Lenny had caught the sounds of the city in West Side Story with jazzy, dissonant, ‘modern’ music, Jule’s score was redolent not only of vaudeville and burlesque but of the old-fashioned, straightforward, character-driven musical play, the model that Hammerstein had pioneered, of which Gypsy was one of the last examples and probably the best.”68

In a 1982 oral history for Columbia University, Sondheim was asked what had satisfied him the most. “It was when I picked up the New York Times one day,” he answered, “and the first sentence in the lead editorial said, ‘Everything is not coming up roses in South Vietnam.’ And I thought, ‘I’ve passed a phrase into the English language.’ I think that’s the most exhilarating thing … the sense that I contributed to the common culture.”69

The show features one of musical theater’s all-time best overtures, wonderfully orchestrated by Sid Ramin with some contributions by Robert (Red) Ginzler. According to Marvin Laird, musical director for Gypsy’s 2003 revival, the overture “doesn’t just encapsulate the music in the show, it says something about the excitement of the theater itself. It says everything that needs to be said about ‘curtain going up.’ For me, as the conductor, it makes every performance feel like opening night. … I once heard John Gielgud pick the overture to Gypsy as one piece of music he would most want with him if he were stranded on a desert island.”70

The original production’s second act built to an extravagant Christmas scene at Minsky’s Burlesque as Gypsy Rose Lee climbed to stardom. An immense Christmas tree was festooned with fifteen live strippers and culminated with Gypsy emerging from an enormous gift box. It was accompanied by “Three Wishes for Christmas,” but the song was cut, and the tree in all its tacky glory remained without any lyrics. Eventually Laurents removed the tree altogether and replaced it with an Adam-and-Eve motif.71

Reviews and Reactions

Most reviews were enthusiastic. Walter Kerr in the New York Herald Tribune wrote, “I’m not sure whether Gypsy is new-fashioned, or old-fashioned, or integrated, or non-integrated. The only thing I’m sure of is that it’s the best damn musical I’ve seen in years.”72 In the New Yorker, Kenneth Tynan recommended that theatergoers rush “to the Broadway Theatre and buy a ticket for ‘Gypsy,’ the first half of which brings together in effortless coalition all the arts of the American musical stage at their highest point of development. So smooth is the blending of skills, so precise the interlocking of songs, speech, and dance, that the sheer contemplation of technique becomes a thrilling emotional experience.”73 And for the New York Times, Brooks Atkinson wrote, “Since Ethel Merman is the head woman in ‘Gypsy,’ … nothing can go wrong. She would not permit ‘Gypsy’ to be anything less than the most satisfying musical of the season.”74

Unfortunately, Gypsy opened in May 1959, a month after that year’s Tony Awards, so it had to wait for a year to be recognized. While it had multiple nominations in 1960, it was shut out by Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick’s Fiorello! and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music, with Mary Martin winning Best Actress in a Musical as Maria von Trapp; Merman quipped, “How are you going to buck a nun?” There was some surprise that a joint award was not given to both women.

Gypsy closed on March 25, 1961, after 702 performances. Merrick thought it could have run longer, but it was playing in the same season as Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Sound of Music, a show with likable characters and a happy ending that captured many Tony voters. Sondheim observed, “Gypsy says something fairly hard to take: that every child eventually has to become responsible for his parents. … It’s something that everybody knows but no one likes to think about a lot. And that’s why Gypsy, at base, in spite of the terrific reviews, wasn’t a smash hit.”75

Other Significant Productions


Original London Production, 1973. Piccadilly Theatre (May 29, 1973–March 2, 1974, 300 performances). Directed by Arthur Laurents and featuring Angela Lansbury as Rose.

Broadway Revival, 1974. Winter Garden Theatre (September 23, 1974–January 4, 1975, 120 performances), based upon the 1973 London production, staged by Arthur Laurents and featuring Angela Lansbury as Rose. She won the 1975 Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical, as well as the 1975 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Actress in a Musical. Laurents won the 1975 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Director of a Musical.

Broadway Revival, 1989. St. James Theatre (November 16, 1989–July 28, 1991, 581 performances). Directed by Arthur Laurents and featuring Tyne Daly as Rose. This production won two 1990 Tony Awards, one for Best Musical Revival and another for Best Actress in a Musical (Daly). It won two 1990 Drama Desk awards in the same categories.

Television Production, 1993. Bette Midler played Rose in a version televised on CBS-TV on December 12, 1993. It was directed by Emile Ardolino. The production was subsequently released on video and DVD.

Broadway Revival, 2003. Sam S. Shubert Theatre (May 1, 2003–May 30, 2004, 451 performances). Directed by Sam Mendes, featuring Bernadette Peters as Rose.

Broadway Revival, 2008. St. James Theatre (March 27, 2008–January 11, 2009, 332 performances). Directed by Arthur Laurents, with Patti LuPone as Rose, Boyd Gaines as Herbie, and Laura Benanti as Louise. The production was nominated for seven Tony Awards and won three: Best Actress in a Musical (LuPone), Best Featured Actor in a Musical (Gaines), and Best Featured Actress in a Musical (Benanti). Those three performers also received Drama Desk Awards.

London Revival, 2015. Savoy Theatre (April 15, 2015–November 28, 2015). Directed by Jonathan Kent, with Imelda Staunton as Rose. The production was nominated for eight Laurence Olivier Awards in 2016, winning four, including Best Musical Revival and Best Actress in a Musical (Staunton). This production originated at the Chichester Festival Theatre with performances in October–November 2014.



Film

The 1962 movie of Gypsy was directed by Mervyn LeRoy and produced by Frederick Brisson. The latter was married to actress Rosalind Russell, who played Rose. When Merman was queried as to why she wasn’t making the film, her candid reply was, “No one asked.” Russell and Brisson had hoped to shoot a straight dramatic version of the story, based on Gypsy Rose Lee’s memoir, but it was not available because the rights were tied to the musical.

Russell, whose ragged voice did not have much potential to measure up to Styne’s melodies and Sondheim’s lyrics, lip-synched to her own recording of the songs. But much of her singing was replaced in the finished film by the voice of Lisa Kirk, whose contralto singing voice matched up well with Russell’s speaking voice. (Kirk’s full vocal version was used for the original soundtrack, released on stereo LP by Warner Bros., BS 1480.)

Reviewing the cinematic Gypsy for the New York Times, Bosley Crowther wrote, “That tornado of a stage mother that Ethel Merman portrayed on Broadway in the musical comedy Gypsy comes out a little more than a big wind in the portrayal that Rosalind Russell gives her in the transfer of the comedy to the screen. For all Miss Russell’s exertions, for all her pumping on the bellows of Auntie Mame and forcing as much air into her singing as her rusty vocal cords will bear, she misses the Merman magic and magnificence in the mama role that is still the big thing in the movie.” He added, “It takes a lot of magic to make this old biddy bearable, and Miss Russell doesn’t have it for us.”76

None of the Broadway production’s creative team was pleased with the movie. In her Sondheim biography, Meryle Secrest described Russell’s performance “as a cross between a hockey mistress and a society matron [who] roared out ‘Rose’s Turn’ as if it were a moment of triumph.”77 She cites a disdainful remark by Laurents: “We can say she wore black-and-white pumps, and that’s about it.” While the film was deemed a failure by many, it did provide a meaningful financial return for the creators: Sondheim used his earnings to purchase his Turtle Bay townhome, which he called “the house that Gypsy built.”78

Natalie Wood, whose singing had been dubbed by Marni Nixon for West Side Story, did her own singing as Louise for Gypsy—although Nixon was used to dub a few high notes. Sondheim felt the only genuine moment happened when Wood’s Louise showed a glimmer of understanding as the strippers educated her in their “craft,” singing “You Gotta Get a Gimmick.”

Wood and Russell both received Golden Globe nominations for Best Actress; Russell won. Karl Malden earned a Golden Globe nomination for Best Actor. Paul Wallace reprised his Broadway role as Tulsa and received a Golden Globe nomination for “New Star of the Year.” The film also had Golden Globe nods for Best Motion Picture—Musical or Comedy and Best Director (Mervyn LeRoy), but did not win in either category. Gypsy’s Academy Award nominations were for Best Cinematography—Color, Best Costume Design—Color, and Best Music Adaptation or Treatment.

Recordings


1959 Original Cast. Made on May 24, 1959, produced by Goddard Lieberson. At the 1960 Grammy Awards, it tied with the cast recording of Redhead (featuring Gwen Verdon) for the Best Broadway Show Album.

1973 London Cast. Featuring Angela Lansbury as Rose, it was produced by Norman Newell for RCA Red Seal. A remix of this recording was released in 1974 following the production’s Broadway staging; it offered alternate takes of some numbers and a new recording of “Some People.”

1989 Broadway Revival. This original cast recording (Elektra/Nonesuch 79239) featured Tyne Daly; it was recorded and mixed in January 1990 at BMG Studio A in New York City.

1993 Television Production. The soundtrack featured Bette Midler and was released on Atlantic Records (82551) in 1993.

2003 Broadway. The original cast recording with Bernadette Peters as Rose was recorded on June 22–23, 2003, at Right Track Studios in New York City. Jay David Saks produced for Angel Records (97243-5-83858). The recording won the 2004 Grammy for Best Musical Show Album.

2008 Broadway. This original cast recording featuring Tony Award winners Patti LuPone, Boyd Gaines, and Laura Benanti was recorded on May 5–6, 2008. Released by Time Life Records (M19659), it included bonus-track recordings of songs cut from the original production, orchestrated by Jonathan Tunick: “Tomorrow’s Mother’s Day,” “Mother’s Day,” “Small World/Momma’s Talkin’ Soft,” “Nice She Ain’t,” “Smile Girls,” “Who Needs Him?” and “Three Wishes for Christmas.”



References

Stephen Banfield, Sondheim’s Broadway Musicals (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993); Jackson R. Bryer and Richard A. Davison, The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005); John Ellis, “Christmas Shtick: Gypsy’s long-gone stripper tree is fondly remembered,” Sondheim Review, Winter 2008; Keith Garebian: The Making of Gypsy (Buffalo, NY: Mosaic Press, 1998); Martin Gottfried, Sondheim (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2000); Deborah Jowitt, Jerome Robbins: His Life, His Theater, His Dance (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004); Arthur Laurents, Original Story By: A Memoir of Broadway and Hollywood (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2000); Jonathan Mandell, “Kick starting ‘Gypsy’: The über overture,” New York Times, June 1, 2003; Ethan Mordden, On Sondheim: An Opinionated Guide (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); George Reddick, “Everything’s coming up Rose: Merman set the mold, but others have bloomed,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2009; Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998); Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011). See also: SANDRA CHURCH, JACK KLUGMAN, ARTHUR LAURENTS, ETHEL MERMAN, DAVID MERRICK, ORCHESTRATORS, JEROME ROBBINS, JULE STYNE.





1 Larry Gelbart, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, introduction (New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 1991), 2.

2 Michael J. Bandler, “What collaboration is about,” Sondheim Review, Fall 2009, 25.

3 Robert Berkvist, “Larry Gelbart, writer of comedy, dies at 81,” New York Times, September 11, 2009.

4 Joan Barthel, “Life for Simon—Not that simple,” New York Times, February 25, 1968.

5 Berkvist, “Larry Gelbart, writer of comedy, dies at 81.”

6 Christy Lemire, “‘M-A-S-H’ writer Larry Gelbart dies,” Associated Press, September 11, 2009.

7 Sean Patrick Flahaven, “Gemignani: Sondheim’s premier conductor,” Sondheim Review, Fall 1996, 26.

8 Mervyn Rothstein, “A life in the theatre: Paul Gemignani, the in-demand Broadway conductor and musical director,” Playbill.com, January 28, 2013.

9 Steve Cohen, “A gem of a conductor: Three decades of Paul Gemignani on Broadway,” TotalTheater.com, July 2001.

10 Cohen, “A gem of a conductor.”

11 Stephen Sondheim, “On conductor Paul Gemignani,” Video Interview on YouTube/Masterworksbway, September 25, 2015.

12 Robin Pogrebin, “Elevating the Broadway pit: A legendary conductor shapes musicals with his baton,” New York Times, April 19, 2000.

13 Ibid.

14 Seymour Hirsch, Harold Prince and the American Musical Theatre, expanded ed. (New York: Applause Theatre & Cinema Books, 1989), 255.

15 Sean Patrick Flahaven, “Starobin talks about Sunday, Assassins,” Sondheim Review, Fall 1998, 21.

16 Craig Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994), 97.

17 Sean Patrick Flahaven, “Gemignani: Sondheim’s premier conductor,” Sondheim Review, Fall 1996, 26.

18 Mervyn Rothstein, “A life in the theatre: Paul Gemignani, the in-demand Broadway conductor and musical director,” Playbill.com, January 28, 2013.

19 Flahaven, “Gemignani: Sondheim’s premier conductor,” 27.

20 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 96.

21 Flahaven, “Gemignani: Sondheim’s premier conductor,” 27.

22 Robert Berkvist, “New face: Joanna Gleason,” New York Times, May 27, 1977.

23 Robert Simonson, “Joanna Gleason: Choosing parts wisely,” Playbill.com, September 28, 2011.

24 Alvin Klein, “Joanna Gleason: At age 35, a character actress emerges,” New York Times, February 23, 1986.

25 Mark Robinson, “Joanna Gleason: Then and now,” MarkRobinsonWrites.com, February 28, 2018.

26 Gleason’s Tony Award comments are cited from a YouTube video from the 1987 Tony Awards (https://youtu.be/on95dUTFoPQ).

27 Stephen Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011), 92.

28 Ibid.

29 Robinson, “Joanna Gleason: Then and Now.”

30 Ned Sherrin, “Gingold, Hermione Ferdinanda (1897–1987),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (London: Oxford University Press, 2004).

31 Craig Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994), 185.

32 Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 263.

33 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 185.

34 Wolfgang Saxon, “Hermione Gingold, English actress, dies at 89,” New York Times, May 25, 1987.

35 Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 151.

36 Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat, 390.

37 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 136.

38 Tom Vallance, “Obituary: James Goldman,” The Independent, November 3, 1998.

39 Brian Kellow, Ethel Merman: A Life (New York: Viking Press, 2007), 175.

40 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 55.

41 Arthur Laurents and Stephen Sondheim, Gypsy libretto (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1957), 16.

42 Laurents and Sondheim, Gypsy libretto, 47.

43 Ibid., 107.

44 Ethan Mordden, On Sondheim (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 44.

45 Keith Garebian: The Making of Gypsy (Buffalo, NY: Mosaic Press, 1998), 20.

46 Ibid., 39.

47 Arthur Laurents and Stephen Sondheim, Gypsy libretto (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1957).

48 Otis L. Guernsey, Broadway Song & Story: Playwrights/Lyricists/Composers Discuss Their Hits (New York: Dodd Mead, 1985), 68.

49 Garebian, The Making of Gypsy, 38.

50 Ibid., 38–39.

51 Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 56.

52 Ibid., 56.

53 Garebian, The Making of Gypsy, 78.

54 Ibid., 79.

55 Ibid., 80.

56 Jackson R. Bryer and Richard A. Davison, eds., The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 194.

57 Guernsey, Broadway Song & Story, 57.

58 Ibid.

59 Ibid.

60 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 55.

61 Ibid., 56.

62 Ibid., 66.

63 Ibid.

64 Ibid., 66–68.

65 George Reddick, “Everything’s coming up Rose: Merman set the mold, but others have bloomed,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2009, 8.

66 Alex Mitchell, “The real June is still singing out,” New York Times, August 10, 2003.

67 Mitchell, “The real June is still singing out.”

68 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 57.

69 Sondheim, oral history transcript, Columbia University, 1982.

70 Jonathan Mandell, “Kick starting ‘Gypsy’: the über overture,” New York Times, June 1, 2003.

71 John Ellis, “Christmas shtick: Gypsy’s long-gone stripper tree is fondly remembered,” Sondheim Review, Winter 2008, 20.

72 Walter Kerr, “Review: Gypsy,” New York Herald Tribune, May 22, 1959.

73 Kenneth Tynan, “Cornucopia,” New Yorker, May 30, 1959, 65.

74 Brooks Atkinson, “The theater: ‘Gypsy,’ Good show!” New York Times, May 22, 1959.

75 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 51–52.

76 Bosley Crowther, “Screen: ‘Gypsy’ arrives: Role of Mother played by Rosalind Russell,” New York Times, November 2, 1962.

77 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 145.

78 Martin Gottfried, Sondheim (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993), 60.




-H-

HAMMERSTEIN, OSCAR II (1895–1960)
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Oscar Hammerstein II.

Photofest

Oscar Greeley Clendenning Hammerstein was born into a theatrical family on July 12, 1895. He came into the theater world naturally: His grandfather, the first Oscar Hammerstein (1846–1919), operated the Manhattan Opera House (opened in 1906), a serious rival to the Metropolitan Opera, as well as Hammerstein’s Victoria (1899–1915), the most popular vaudeville theater of its day. His father William (1875–1914) served as the Victoria’s manager for many years. His uncle Arthur (1872–1955) was also a Broadway producer. His boyhood nickname, “Ockie,” stuck with him his entire life. Best known for writing lyrics and librettos, he additionally produced and directed. During his creative career, he changed the nature of American musical theater.

Before entering his career in the theater, Hammerstein studied law at Columbia University. Even at that time, he was writing lyrics for university shows. The campus theatricals led him to his family’s profession. (In 1919 he wrote a benefit show, Up Stage and Down, with a younger Columbia undergraduate: Richard Rodgers.1) His first job was as a stage manager for his uncle’s productions.

Hammerstein tried his hand at playwriting but found little success until he undertook lyric writing in 1920. For four decades his name was synonymous with musical comedies, operettas, and “musical plays,” a more serious form that he more or less invented with Show Boat (1927), partnering with composer Jerome Kern to adapt Edna Ferber’s 1926 novel about life on the Cotton Blossom, a Mississippi riverboat. The original production ran for 572 performances; it was revived numerous times onstage and recreated in three motion pictures.

In his early years Hammerstein collaborated with several experienced writers—including Otto Harbach for Tickle Me (1920), Jimmie (1920), and Daffy Dill (1922); Rudolf Friml for Rose-Marie (1924) and The Wild Rose (1926); George Gershwin for Song of the Flame (1925); Vincent Youmans for Wildflower (1923), Mary Jane McKane (1923), and Rainbow (1928); and Sigmund Romberg for Desert Song (1926), The New Moon (1928), East Wind (1931), May Wine (1935), and Sunny River (1941). But eventually he became best known for writing the lyrics and the books for his shows.

Hammerstein worked successfully with Kern for Sunny (1925), Show Boat (1927), Sweet Adeline (1929), Music in the Air (1932), and Very Warm for May (1939). In 1942, after several unsuccessful years in Hollywood, he returned to New York City and began to work on an adaptation of Bizet’s Carmen. He created an Americanized version, Carmen Jones, a well-received production in late 1943 featuring an African American cast.

Hammerstein’s most extensive and renowned partnership was with composer Richard Rodgers. They joined forces early in 1943. Their first show together Oklahoma! that year was an enormous hit and established a new model for musical theater, a more integrated form in which music played a key role in developing characters and advancing the story. It was followed by Carousel (1945), Allegro (1947), South Pacific (1949), The King and I (1951), Me and Juliet (1953), Pipe Dream (1955), Flower Drum Song (1958), and The Sound of Music (1959).

They also collaborated on the film musical State Fair (1945) and the television musical Cinderella (1957). As producers, Rodgers and Hammerstein were behind Irving Berlin’s Annie Get Your Gun (1957) and films of many of their shows.

Hammerstein married actress Myra Finn in 1917; after having two children, William and Alice, they divorced in 1929. He subsequently married Dorothy Blanchard, an Australian actress, that same year she had a daughter, Susan, and a son, Henry, from her first marriage. Hammerstein and Dorothy enjoyed a long, happy marriage that produced one child, James.

The Hammersteins lived in an 1818 farmhouse at Highland Farm, a 72-acre working farm near Doylestown, Pennsylvania, not far from where Sondheim’s mother and her son relocated after her divorce. Sondheim and James (who went by “Jimmy”) were friends, which led to Sondheim becoming a frequent guest in the Hammerstein household, a much happier and encouraging place than his own home. Sondheim frequently said the Hammersteins “saved my life … they took me in. … I remember being overwhelmed by the extraordinary serenity of their house in Pennsylvania.”2

Hammerstein and 10-year-old Sondheim met just before work began on Oklahoma! in the early 1940s. By the time Sondheim was in his mid-teens Carousel was a hit. He shared with Hammerstein a school musical, By George, that he created in 1946, hoping that “he could become the first sixteen-year-old to have a musical on Broadway.”3 Hammerstein bluntly said, “Now do you want my opinion as though I didn’t know you? Well, it’s the worst thing I’ve ever read.” But he quickly added, “I didn’t say it was untalented, I said it was terrible. And if you want to know why it’s terrible, I’ll tell you.”

Hammerstein patiently educated the eager and precocious Sondheim regarding writing songs for the theater. “At the risk of hyperbole,” Sondheim stated as an adult, “I’d say in that afternoon I learned more about songwriting and the musical theater than most people learn in a lifetime. I was getting the distillation of thirty years of [Hammerstein’s] experience. And he did indeed treat me as if I were a professional.”4 Hammerstein outlined a series of lessons that Sondheim credited with laying the foundation for his long and successful career in the theater. In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim wrote, “It was because of my teenage admiration for him that I became a songwriter.”5

Hammerstein played a key role in several important later moments in Sondheim’s life. At age 15, Sondheim attended the opening night of Carousel in 1945 with the Hammersteins. The sad ending of the first act moved him to tears that ruined Dorothy Hammerstein’s fur wrap. For years Sondheim avoided watching Carousel because it moved him so deeply. In 1947, after Sondheim’s first year at Williams, Hammerstein was creating Allegro. He invited Sondheim to spend his summer break as a “glorified office boy,” also characterized as “the assistant vice president in charge of retyping and getting Danish and coffee.”6

The show was one of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s few failed productions, both financially and artistically. Several observers have suggested that Sondheim subconsciously worked in one way and another through several of his own shows to “fix” Allegro’s difficult second act, which tells the story of a doctor torn between material success and happiness.

Hammerstein helped Sondheim launch his professional career and make sound decisions about the path he followed. At a 1952 dinner party, he introduced the recent Williams graduate to George Oppenheim, a playwright and screen writer who invited Sondheim to Hollywood to work on scripts for the television series Topper.

In 1956, when Sondheim was eager to launch his career as a composer, he considered turning down the offer to write lyrics for West Side Story. Hammerstein convinced him of the value of professional connections with Leonard Bernstein, Jerome Robbins, and Arthur Laurents.

Two years later when Sondheim was passed over to compose Gypsy but invited to write lyrics for Jule Styne’s score, he again was hesitant. Hammerstein advised him that writing for a famous star such as Ethel Merman would be valuable, experience that served Sondheim well for many of his subsequent shows when he tailored songs for specific performers.

Sondheim valued teachers throughout his life, and Hammerstein was always foremost on his list. In his introduction to Hugh Fordin’s Hammerstein biography, Sondheim wrote, “He saved my life with his counsel and his presence. He taught me not everything I know but everything I needed to know in order to write for myself and not for him.”7

Shortly before Hammerstein died on August 23, 1960, of stomach cancer at the age of 65, Sondheim visited and asked for a photo with an autograph. After some thought, the older man wrote, “For Stevie, my Friend and Teacher.”8

Hammerstein expressed a dying wish that Sondheim would consider working with Richard Rodgers on a show. That led to their collaboration on Do I Hear a Waltz?, an ill-advised and unhappy experience, mostly because the composer was drinking, angry, and perhaps jealous of Sondheim’s talent. Sondheim called Hammerstein “a man who had limited talent and infinite soul and described Rodgers as a man of infinite talent and limited soul.”9

Hammerstein served on the boards of the Dramatists Guild and the Screen Writers Guild. He was the recipient of five honorary degrees, Pulitzer Prizes for Oklahoma! and South Pacific, two Academy Awards for best original songs (“The Last Time I Saw Paris” for the 1941 film Lady Be Good and “It Might As Well Be Spring” for the 1950 film State Fair), and eight Tony Awards.

A week after his death, to honor his memory, the lights on Broadway were extinguished for a minute on the evening of September 1, 1960.
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INTERNATIONAL PRODUCTIONS

Stephen Sondheim’s shows have been produced around the world, often in English, occasionally translated. Starting in the 1970s there were hundreds of professional productions tracked by Music Theatre International, which licenses the majority of Sondheim’s shows. (Beyond the British Isles, more than forty other countries have had productions of his shows.) Additionally, works have been staged by countless amateur community theaters, schools, and universities.


British Isles. London has been the obvious first destination for many of Sondheim’s shows, thanks to its vibrant West End theater district and other professional venues. West Side Story was presented at Her Majesty’s Theatre in 1958 (its three-and-a-half-year run had 1,040 performances); the London cast included Chita Rivera, Tony Mordente, and Ken Le Roy from Broadway. A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum opened in 1963 at West End’s Strand Theatre with comedian Frankie Howerd memorably playing Pseudolus. Over the course of two years it had 762 performances. Company was presented at Her Majesty’s Theatre in 1972 with six members of the original Broadway cast: Larry Kert, Elaine Stritch, Teri Ralston, Beth Howland, Steve Elmore, and Donna McKechnie.



Gypsy was a latecomer: Ethel Merman was unwilling to stay with a London production long enough to recoup its investment, so the show did not debut there until fourteen years after its Broadway premiere. Bookwriter Arthur Laurents directed the 1973 production, with Angela Lansbury earning accolades for her own memorable take on Rose at the West End’s Piccadilly Theatre. The production had 300 performances there, then transferred to Broadway, the show’s first New York revival. Years later Imelda Staunton took on the role of Rose to great acclaim, first at the Chichester Festival Theatre (2014) and then at the West End’s Savoy Theatre (2015). The production, filmed by the BBC and broadcast in the United Kingdom, was made available to US audiences on PBS’s Great Performances.

Side by Side by Sondheim originated in England in 1976, hop-scotching from a regional theater to the West End (performances evolved from London’s Mermaid Theatre to Wyndham’s and then to the Garrick, before the production finished in 1978). The show’s cast eventually transferred to a Broadway production (1977), produced and directed by Harold Prince.

Follies, an expensive show to mount in any era, took sixteen years to arrive on a London stage. It debuted in 1987 at the Shaftesbury Theatre. Following requests from producer Cameron Mackintosh and director Mike Ockrent, approved changes were made to the script, and Sondheim composed five new songs. The production ran for eighteen months (644 performances).

Another early proponent of shows by Sondheim in England was the Library Theatre in Manchester (160 miles northwest of London), under the artistic direction of Howard Lloyd Lewis, which gave the European professional premieres of Merrily (1984), Follies (1984), and Pacific Overtures (1986).

The more esoteric Pacific Overtures (1976 on Broadway) didn’t get a British premiere until late 1987, when the English National Opera presented it at the London Coliseum (twenty-seven performances).

Sweeney Todd seemed a likely candidate for success with its gory tale set in Victorian London, and it came quickly to the British capital in 1980 at Theatre Royal Drury Lane following its 1979 Broadway debut. But it took a while for London audiences to warm up to it; the initial run lasted just five months (157 performances). But Sweeney Todd grew in popularity with London audiences. The Royal National Opera presented it at Covent Garden in 2003 with music direction by frequent Sondheim collaborator Paul Gemignani. In 2012 the Adelphi Theatre picked up a 2011 production from Chichester Theatre Festival featuring Michael Ball as Sweeney and Imelda Staunton as Mrs. Lovett.

Sunday in the Park with George made its way to London in the spring of 1990 for a 117-performance run at the Royal National Theatre, one of the United Kingdom’s most prominent publicly funded performing arts venues. Into the Woods came to the Phoenix Theatre in the fall of 1990 for a five-month run (197 performances).

One other frequent purveyor of shows by Sondheim was Leicester Haymarket Theatre, about 100 miles north of London. Its productions included West Side Story (1992 and 2002), Merrily (1992), Pacific Overtures (1993), Follies (1994), Sweeney Todd (1996), Into the Woods (1997), Sunday (1999), and A Little Night Music (2001).

Several Sondheim productions that originated in England transferred to New York City. Those included John Doyle’s actor/musician staging of Sweeney Todd, which moved from Newbury to a series of regional theaters and eventually to London (2004), then on to Broadway with an American cast (2005); Sunday (2005 at the Menier Chocolate Factory, directed by Sam Buntrock), which came to Broadway (2008) with its British stars, Daniel Evans and Jenna Russell; an outdoor production of Into the Woods (August-September 2010) in London’s Regents Park that was recreated at New York City’s Delacorte Theater in Central Park (Summer 2012); and an unusual Sweeney Todd that began in a thirty-five-seat London pie-and-mash shop (2014), moved to a sixty-nine seat venue elsewhere in London, and then came for an impressive run at the off-Broadway, 130-seat Barrow Street Theatre (2017–2018, 636 performances—the longest-running production of Sweeney Todd on record).

The British appetite for Sondheim’s shows grew steadily in the early 1990s, supported in part by the 1993 founding of the Stephen Sondheim Society, a non-profit organization for fans and supporters.

Over the years other British theaters presented memorable Sondheim productions: The National, where Sunday debuted in 1990, was the venue for memorable productions of Sweeney Todd (1993, Julia McKenzie as Mrs. Lovett), A Little Night Music (1995, with Judi Dench as Mrs. Lovett), Forum (2004, with Desmond Barritt as Pseudolus), and Follies (2017 and 2019, featuring Imelda Staunton as Sally).

The intimate Donmar Warehouse began its storied production history with artistic director Sam Mendes’s staging of Assassins in October 1992 in the 180-seat. Sondheim’s shows proved popular there with productions of Company (1995), Into the Woods (1998), Merrily (2000), Pacific Overtures (2003), and Passion (2010).

Bridewell Theatre (even more intimate than Donmar, with just 134 seats), once an indoor Victorian swimming pool, caught theater fans’ attention in 1994 with its first musical, Sondheim’s Pacific Overtures. The Bridewell satisfied Sondheim followers with productions of Marry Me a Little in 1996 and Saturday Night, in its world premiere professional staging in 1997. The theater was the venue for Sweeney Todd (2000), Anyone Can Whistle (2003), Passion (2004), and Assassins (2006). Unfortunately, when the rent was raised, the theater was unable to continue operations.

Many of the Bridewell’s followers gravitated to the Menier Chocolate Factory (180 seats, in a “fringe” venue built as a candy factory in the 1860s), which began to produce shows in 2004. Sam Buntrock’s award-winning production of Sunday in the Park with George in 2006 transferred to Broadway (2008). Other Menier productions included A Little Night Music (2008, which was restaged on Broadway in 2010), Road Show (2011, directed by John Doyle), Merrily (2013, directed by Maria Friedman in a production that was distributed internationally to movie theaters), and Assassins (2014).

According to Music Theatre International’s tally, dating back into the 1980s more than 200 professional productions of shows with Sondheim’s credentials were presented in England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland.


Australia. At the other end of the world, Sondheim’s shows proved popular with Australian audiences, in both small theaters and opera houses. In particular, the Sydney Opera House has been a regular venue: Company (1986), Night Music (1991, 2010), Into the Woods (1993), Follies (1998), Sweeney Todd (2001, 2007), and Assassins (2018).



Several noteworthy Australian performers were featured in multiple productions there. Geraldine Turner’s breakout role was playing Petra in the first Australian production of Night Music in 1973–1974 at theaters in Sydney, Adelaide, and Melbourne. She subsequently played Joanne in Company in 1986 at the Sydney Opera House; Mrs. Lovett in a tour of Sweeney Todd, 1987–1988; the Baker’s Wife in Into the Woods, 1993 at the Sydney Opera House; and Desirée Armfeldt in a production of Night Music in New Zealand in 1990.

In 1986 she was the first singer anywhere to make an all-Sondheim recording, titled Old Friends (in the U.K. and the U.S. it was issued as The Stephen Sondheim Songbook); in 2002 she recorded Geraldine Turner Sings the Stephen Sondheim Songbook—Volume 2.

Judi Connelli was the Witch in Into the Woods, 1992 at Melbourne’s State Theatre and 1993 at the Sydney Opera House; Rose in Gypsy, 2000 at Melbourne’s State Theatre; Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney Todd, 2001 and 2007, both at Sydney Opera House; Follies’ Phyllis Stone (1998, Sydney Opera House), and Carlotta Campion (2008, a concert staging in Melbourne). She also performed in two productions of Side by Side by Sondheim and in the revue You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow. She recorded twenty Sondheim songs across five albums.

David Campbell’s early career in Australia motivated him to come to the U.S. where he received positive reviews in New York City, especially as Gene in the premiere professional production of Saturday Night (2000, Second Stage Company). He performed with Barbara Cook at the Sydney Opera House in 2000 during the Olympics arts festival. Campbell played Robert in Company (2007) for Kookaburra, the National Musical Theatre Company, and took on John Wilkes Booth in Assassins (2017) by Hayes Theatre Company in Sydney.

Virtually every one of Sondheim’s shows has been presented somewhere in Australia: West Side Story (14 professional productions), Gypsy (8), Forum (14), Company (3), Follies (5), Night Music (11), Pacific Overtures (1), Sweeney Todd (15), Merrily (2), Into the Woods (5), Sunday (3), Assassins (5), and Passion (1). There were many more amateur productions across Australia.


Germany and Austria. The number of productions in Germany is impressive, eighty-five over a span two decades in the twenty-first century, as tracked by Music Theatre International. Several shows appear to be especially popular: West Side Story had twenty-eight productions, and Sweeney Todd was staged twenty-six times during that period. Other productions included Into the Woods (eleven), Company (six), Night Music (six). Austria saw twenty-one productions in the same period.

France. Musical theater is not broadly appreciated in France, but two institutions provided sterling examples that seemed to whet appetites for more. The 2,000-seat Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, better known for opera productions, under the artistic direction of Jean-Luc Choplin, staged well-attended productions of West Side Story (1999, 2007), A Little Night Music (2010, featuring renowned movie actress Leslie Caron as Madame Armfeldt), Sweeney Todd (2011), Sunday (2013), Into the Woods (2014), and Passion (2016). American conductor David Charles Abell (based in London), conducted Sweeney, Sunday, and Into the Woods at the Châtelet. He conducted Follies at Opera du Toulon (2013); that company also staged Sweeney Todd (2016).

Spain. Sondheim shows were produced in Spain eleven times in the early twentieth century. One particularly memorable production was Into the Woods in Barcelona (2007) by the Dagoll Dagom Theatre Company. The production, titled Boscos Endins, was performed in a translation by Joan Vives into the Catalan dialect.



Demonstrating the breadth of Sondheim’s appeal, Sweden and Japan each tallied fourteen productions of the composer’s works. West Side Story was popular in both countries with six productions in Sweden and four in Japan.

Other countries where productions have occurred are Argentina, Brazil (Company debuted there in 2001, and Side by Side by Sondheim was warmly received in 2005); Canada, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, China, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark (where Into the Woods was produced in 2014 in a Danish translation in its Copenhagen debut), Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Estonia, Finland (Sweeney Todd in 1997 in Helsinki by the Finnish National Opera), Greece (Athens had a production of Company in 2018), Hungary (where Forum debuted in 1975; Sweeney Todd was first presented in 1992 and again in 1999; Night Music had four productions between the mid-1990s and 2012; Assassins was translated into Hungarian in 2003), Iceland (Icelandic Opera produced Sweeney Todd in 2004), Ireland, Israel (there was a Hebrew production of Sweeney Todd in 1983, Assassins was produced in 1998 near the anniversary of Yitzhak Rabin’s murder), Italy (West Side Story was staged at La Scala in 2000 and 2003), Latvia, Lebanon, Mexico, Netherlands (where a Dutch translation of Sweeney Todd was toured to fifty-nine cities in 1994), New Zealand, Norway, Peru, Philippines (audiences saw Into the Woods in 2007 and Night Music in 2010), Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia (a Russian language production of Sweeney Todd in 2017), Singapore, Slovak Republic, South Korea (where Assassins was presented three times—2005, 2009, 2012—in the Korean language), Switzerland, Turkey (Forum entertained audiences in Ankara in 2010), and Venezuela.
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INTO THE WOODS (1987)


Original Production

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: James Lapine

Director: James Lapine

Producers: Heidi Landesman, Rocco Landesman, Rick Steiner, M. Anthony Fisher, Frederic H. Mayerson, and Jujamcyn Theaters. Associate Producers: Greg C. Mosher, Paula Fisher, David B. Brode, and The Mutual Benefit Companies/Fifth Avenue Productions.

Scenic Designer: Tony Straiges. Costume Designer: Ann Hould-Ward. Lighting Designer: Richard Nelson. Choreographer: Lar Lubovitch. Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick. Musical Director: Paul Gemignani.

Original Cast: Narrator/Mysterious Man (Tom Aldredge), Witch (Bernadette Peters), Baker (Chip Zien), Baker’s Wife (Joanna Gleason), Little Red Riding Hood (Danielle Ferland), Grandmother/Cinderella’s Mother/Giant (Merle Louise), Cinderella (Kim Crosby), Jack (Ben Wright), Jack’s Mother (Barbara Bryne), Wolf/Cinderella’s Prince (Robert Westenberg), Rapunzel (Pamela Winslow), Rapunzel’s Prince (Chuck Wagner), Cinderella’s Stepmother (Joy Franz), Florinda, stepsister (Kay McClelland), Lucinda, stepsister (Lauren Mitchell), Snow White (Jean Kelly), Sleeping Beauty (Maureen Davis), the Steward (Phillip Hoffman), and Cinderella’s Father (Edmund Lyndeck).

The original Broadway production of Into the Woods at the Martin Beck Theatre (subsequently named the Al Hirschfeld Theatre) began with previews on September 29, 1987. After forty-three previews, it opened on November 5, 1987; after 765 performances, it closed on September 3, 1989.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1988 TONY AWARDS (3): Best Book of a Musical (Lapine); Best Original Score (Sondheim), and Best Actress in a Musical (Gleason). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (7): Best Featured Actor in a Musical (Westenberg), Best Scenic Design (Straiges), Best Costume Design (Hould-Ward), Best Lighting Design (Nelson), Best Choreography (Lar Lubovitch), and Best Direction of a Musical (Lapine).

1988 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (5): Outstanding Musical, Outstanding Book of a Musical, Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical (Westenberg), Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical (Gleason), and Outstanding Lyrics (Sondheim). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (8): Outstanding Actress in a Musical (Peters), Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical (Ferland), Outstanding Director of a Musical (Lapine), Outstanding Orchestration (Tunick), Outstanding Music (Sondheim), Outstanding Costume Design (Hould-Ward), Outstanding Lighting Design (Nelson), Outstanding Set Design (Straiges).

1988 New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award: Best Musical.

1988 Theatre World Award: Danielle Ferland for her performance as Little Red Riding Hood.



Overview

Into the Woods, Sondheim’s thirteenth Broadway musical, was his second collaboration with librettist and director James Lapine. After their heady Pulitzer Prize winner, Sunday in the Park with George, they chose to create a lighthearted, amusing work—but one with a message. Into the Woods is a mash-up of familiar fairy tales—principally “Cinderella,” “Jack and the Beanstalk,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” and “Rapunzel”—with Lapine’s additional tale about a childless baker and his wife. During a quest for ingredients to restore fertility, they intersect with familiar storybook characters.

In the first act, they and others achieve their wishes. In the second act, they must come to terms with the consequences of their actions. “Happily ever after” fades quickly in the harsh light of reality, but the musical does end on a hopeful if more thoughtful note. Thanks to an original production featuring Bernadette Peters, a recognized star, as well as stories rooted in familiar childhood tales, Into the Woodsenjoyed the second-longest run (765 performances) of any original production of a Sondheim musical. (Forum holds the record, 964.) The popularity of Into the Woods remained constant for decades, making it Sondheim’s most frequently produced show. It was successfully adapted as a motion picture by director Rob Marshall in 2014.

Synopsis

Act 1

“Once upon a time,” says the Narrator, who sets the scene: “In a far-off kingdom lived a fair maiden, a sad young lad, and a childless baker with his wife.” (“Prologue”) Characters wish for things they don’t have: Cinderella yearns to go to the King’s Festival, Jack hopes his sickly cow Milky-White might give some milk, and the Baker and his Wife pine for a child. Cinderella’s life is full of drudgery serving her selfish stepfamily, Jack’s mother wants to sell Milky-White, and a very brash Little Red Riding Hood interrupts the Baker and his Wife for a bread to take to her grandmother.

The Baker’s next-door neighbor, a Witch, has punished him and his Wife with barrenness resulting from his father’s pillaging greens from her mother’s garden—as well as some magical beans. She offers to end the curse if they bring her ingredients for a magic potion: “One: the cow as white as milk,/Two: the cape as red as blood,/Three: the hair as yellow as corn,/Four: the slipper as pure as gold.”1 These items will also combine to end a curse of ugliness put on the Witch by her own mother.

With nothing more than a handful of beans, the Baker sets off through the woods, while Jack takes his cow to market and Cinderella goes to visit her mother’s grave (“Cinderella at the Grave”), where she’s magically granted a gown and gold slippers. Little Red meets a sly, predatory Wolf who lasciviously proposes a short detour (“Hello, Little Girl”), while simple-minded Jack sells Milky-White to the Baker (“I Guess This Is Goodbye”) for the seemingly worthless beans (“Maybe They’re Magic”). The Wolf swallows Little Red and her grandmother, but the Baker rescues them. Little Red has learned a hard lesson (“I Know Things Now”). She gives the Baker her red cape.

Cinderella avoids an amorous prince (“A Very Nice Prince”). The beans Jack received from the Baker for Milky-White, thrown away by his disgusted mother, are indeed magic and grow into a giant beanstalk. The characters all wander in the woods; they pause and pronounce a series of morals about their situations (“First Midnight”). Jack climbs to discover gold belonging to “Giants in the Sky.” Two princes competitively describe their tales of romantic woe (“Agony”), one yearning for Cinderella, the other for Rapunzel, the Witch’s daughter, imprisoned in a tower. The Baker and his Wife realize they need to work together to be released from the Witch’s curse (“It Takes Two”). Milky-White dies, complicating their search; they obtain another cow and dust it with flour to make it white. The Witch tries to convince Rapunzel not to avoid the prince who pursues her (“Stay With Me”).

Cinderella goes to the palace ball but is uncertain that she wants the attention of the zealous Prince (“On the Steps of the Palace”). Jack, pursued by the Giant, chops down the beanstalk, and the Giant falls to his death. Having left one golden slipper on the palace steps, Cinderella is persuaded by the Baker’s Wife to give up the other one. The Witch, with some advice from a Mysterious Man—who proves to be the Baker’s father—converts the four objects obtained by the Baker and his Wife into a potion she drinks, breaking the spell on her and restoring her former beauty. The Mysterious Man dies before the Baker can speak with him.

The Baker’s Wife becomes pregnant, Jack’s cow is returned, and Cinderella and Rapunzel marry their princes. Everyone, it seems, is getting his or her wish (“Ever After”). But it’s only intermission, and another beanstalk is growing.

Act 2

Time has passed, and everyone seems reasonably content (“Prologue: So Happy”). Unexpectedly the Baker’s home is crushed, and a huge footprint in the Witch’s garden indicates a giant problem. Everyone heads back into the woods. The princes are not happy with their romantic conquests and pursuing other maidens, Snow White and Sleeping Beauty (“Agony”).

The Giantess seeks revenge for her husband’s death, and there is disagreement regarding how to stop her. When she goes off in search of Jack, she tramples Rapunzel, causing the Witch to grieve (“Lament”). The characters quarrel with one another, and an epidemic of misfortune ensues: Jack’s mother is killed. The Baker’s Wife is seduced by Cinderella’s Prince (“Any Moment”); she relishes and regrets her infidelity (“Moments in the Woods”) and then is crushed by falling trees.

Everyone blames someone else for the terrible turn of events (“Your Fault”). The Witch scolds everyone for their lies (“Last Midnight”) and disappears. The dejected Baker is about to give up hope when the ghost of the Mysterious Man—his father—intercedes and encourages him to go on (“No More”). The surviving characters—the Baker (now a single parent), Cinderella (husbandless), Jack (now an orphan), and Little Red (chastened and more nurturing)—comfort one another (“No One Is Alone”). United, they kill the Giantess. Peace is restored, but “once upon a time” has a decidedly more realistic tone, and the characters take heed to encourage kindness (“Children Will Listen”).

Source and Book

Eager to create a completely different show after Sunday in the Park with George, Sondheim and Lapine explored a range of ideas. They brainstormed a television special that involved bringing together characters from past television shows. They had in mind the Kramdens from The Honeymooners, the Bunkers from All in the Family, Mary Richards and Lou Grant from The Mary Tyler Moore Show, TV cops including Joe Friday from Dragnet as well as Cagney and Lacey, and TV doctors such as James Kildare, Marcus Welby, and Ben Casey. They pitched their idea to Norman Lear, the successful producer of popular TV sitcoms including All in the Family, Sanford and Son, Maude, and The Jeffersons. He liked the idea, but when he asked them to write it, the conversation stopped.2

Lapine was eager to do something farcical, a show “that was fun and nonintellectual, yet packed a punch.”3 Sondheim suggested a fairy-tale quest musical. Lapine's first direction was an entirely original fairy tale. “My original instinct was to tell one lone totally made-up story,” he said, “to make our own characters, our own atmosphere, our own myth.”4 But before long, he told himself, “‘Well, this is so dumb, to write an original tale when there are only four million of them already.”5 Instead, he assembled characters from several well-known tales as recorded by the Brothers Grimm in the nineteenth century. Sondheim was more familiar with animated and sanitized Disney retellings of these stories, as well as The Wizard of Oz.

Lapine had read Bruno Bettelheim’s recently published Freudian explanations of fairy tales in The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (1976). But he preferred Carl Jung’s theories about archetypes and the “collective unconscious,” stories that typically have unhappy outcomes, as reflected in the Grimms’ often harsh and gruesome tales.

Working closely with Sondheim, Lapine crafted a cautionary tale that went beyond simplistic stories of heroes and villains. The two of them envisioned a more complex and somewhat realistic universe where witches told the truth, nice people lied, and good people sometimes died. In particular, their characters had very human flaws and were inclined to commit misdeeds to achieve their goals. Ultimately, their actions drew them more tightly into a community where they could work together toward survival and a common good.

Lapine conceived a childless couple, a neurotic Baker and his assertive, common sense Wife, resembling average contemporary people that twentieth-century audiences could recognize and connect with. They lived in a town near a forest. Their neighbors were Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Jack who grows a beanstalk, Rapunzel, exiled to a high tower, and a feisty crone of a Witch living next door to the bakery. The story takes place over a three-day stretch as the couple frantically scavenge in the magical forest for items the Witch has demanded, to break the spell of barrenness she placed on the Baker’s family. The woods are full of intersecting paths where handsome Princes and a lascivious Wolf are around every corner.

Lapine’s book remained remarkably faithful to his sources. He transformed the Grimms’ tales without violating their spirit. By juxtaposing tales, he imagined a network of new connections: The Princes who marry Cinderella and Rapunzel become like-minded brothers who zealously try to out-complain each other in a rivalry over who suffers the most. The Wolf who pursued the Three Little Pigs was related to one who accosted Little Red Riding Hood. “I wanted to do something that was very plotted,” Lapine said, “and the great challenge with all these characters was to keep all the balls in the air at the same time.”6 (Eventually more focus was necessary, so characters including Rumpelstiltskin and the Pigs were cut, and Snow White and Sleeping Beauty were reduced to momentary appearances as dalliances for the Princes.)

By late 1984 Lapine had assembled a partial script that explored the consequences of these characters’ wishes and quests. It had a reading at Playwrights Horizons in New York City on November 14, 1985. Its positive reception led to a staged reading, again at Playwrights Horizons, on June 9, 1986. It featured Lapine’s complete book for both acts, as well as about two-thirds of Sondheim’s score for Act 1.7

That reading sparked sufficient interest for producer Rocco Landesman to begin seeking funding to take Into the Woods to Broadway. He arranged for a pre-Broadway trial at San Diego’s Old Globe Theatre late in 1986. After the tryout, Sondheim and Lapine spent five and a half months refining the book, the score, and the set; they brought Lar Lubovitch on board for choreography and movement and hired Charles Reynolds, a magic consultant, for several special illusions. In June 1987 they rehearsed their cast for two weeks at 890 Broadway, a New York building that had been owned and used by director and choreographer Michael Bennett (Company, Follies, A Chorus Line, Dreamgirls) for developing new shows. The following month was spent in further rewriting. In August, six weeks of rehearsing commenced, readying the show for Broadway previews and the November opening.8

Landesman generated a $4 million budget. Based on Sondheim and Lapine’s reputations, there was a healthy advance sale for Broadway: $500,000. By the time the show began previews, the advance rose to $2 million, and reached $3.7 million by early November when the show opened.9

As with Sunday in the Park with George, some critics and audiences—and even a few of the show’s producers—had issues with Into the Woods’ second act. Act 1 concluded with the tales’ familiar happy endings and the song “Ever After”: Cinderella married her prince, Jack returned from the Giant’s home in the sky with gold, and Little Red Riding Hood and her grandmother were freed from the wolf’s belly. The Witch, her beauty restored, lifted the curse, and the Baker’s Wife became pregnant.

Many audiences assumed Into the Woods was over, missing the harbinger of Act 2 repercussions as a fresh beanstalk began to grow at stage left. After intermission, a much darker story took center stage. The minor transgressions that enabled the first act’s happy outcomes had dire implications. Most particularly, the Giant’s wife began to storm across the forest wreaking vengeance for her husband’s death, the result of Jack chopping down the beanstalk.

Chip Zien, who originated the role of the Baker, ascribed the darker tone of the second act to Sondheim and Lapine’s personalities. “They share a similar outlook,” he observed. “There is a certain melancholic view, a fear of flat-out enjoyment. I have it, too, so I understand it. Is it a fear of getting what you wish for? It’s more the feeling ‘Be careful or you may be disappointed.’ An underpinning of sadness. There is something not quite fulfilled that permeates the work.”10

Sondheim explained it this way: “Some people don’t like to be surprised. Particularly in musicals. They want what they expect. Many of them want what they expected before they go into even the first act. Then, after Act 1, they think they ought to get more of the same.”11

In Act 2, the characters return to the forest and learn the painful, realistic lesson that life usually does not provide happy endings. The central characters each have flaws and commit questionable actions to get what they want: Jack tries to sell Milky-White under false pretenses; the Baker lies about the value of the beans; Cinderella pretends to be a princess.12 As Sondheim put it, the first act “deals with the traditional telling of the tales up to the Happily, and the second act with the Ever After.”13 Act 1 was farce; Act 2 was melodrama. Even the show’s producers were uncomfortable with the second act and proposed changes during rehearsals and previews.

It’s been suggested that the absence of happy endings from Sondheim’s shows is not because he doesn’t believe in happiness, “but because he doesn’t believe in endings. His message is that only those who can adapt to a changing world can survive; to be in a happy ending is to be trapped in a fantasy, and that is death.”14 Of course, endings are a collaborative endeavor between Sondheim and his bookwriters; he and Lapine seemed in agreement on the meaning of a happy ending.

Lapine said, “The big problem for us was the same problem we had with Sunday: the show’s about too many things. Consequently, a lot of our work had to do with choosing fewer themes on which to focus.”15 Sondheim and Lapine explored four themes, identified by writer Michiko Kakutani: “the hold of time past over time present; the responsibilities of adulthood; the necessity of forming connections; the tension between individual and community.”16

Following the San Diego tryout, Sondheim said, “We saw that our narrative primarily illustrated two: the relationships between parents and children, which pervade the stories we chose; and the notion of community responsibility, which dictates (or is dictated by) the plot.”17

To Sondheim’s mind, becoming responsible for people around you is a sign of maturity, “when you feel connected to the rest of the world. For Jim Lapine, the second act is very much about the legacy of what our parents teach us and how, even if we’ve rebelled against them, we hand that down to our children. For me, it isn’t just parents and children, but everybody who teaches or is an artist. ‘No One Is Alone’ is about how we are all interconnected.”18

Lapine added, “Into the Woods is very much about morality. The notion of lying and what these characters have to do to get what they want is an important theme.”19 Lapine suggested that fairy tales have lasting power because “every generation reads them and comes up with its own interpretations to answer its own needs. In a way, I think that’s what we’ve tried to do with this show.”20

In the twenty-first century there are typically as many productions of Into the Woods annually as of all Sondheim’s other shows combined. Early in their collaboration Sondheim predicted to Lapine that the show was likely to have a prolific lifespan—“since it dealt with world myths and fables and, therefore, would never feel dated. Moreover, it would appeal to schools and amateur theaters as well as professional ones, especially in conservative parts of the country, which are hesitant to support shows that deal with contemporary issues in contemporary ways and use four-letter words (there are none in the show).” He imagined that Into the Woods could provide a modest annuity for him and Lapine. “I’m surprised to say I was right.”21

Creative Team

Lapine trained as a graphic designer and photographer. His early directing career relied heavily on his visual orientation. He had a history with Rocco Landesman, who produced Into the Woods. Before his Broadway debut Landesman taught at Yale University and worked for Yale Repertory Theatre. He hired Lapine to design posters and the Yale Theatre Magazine, giving the young designer his first exposure to live theater.

Several members of Lapine’s successful creative team for Sunday in the Park with George in 1984 were reassembled for Into the Woods. Scenic designer Tony Straiges and lighting designer Richard Nelson, both Tony Award winners for Sunday, returned and received Tony nominations for Into the Woods, as did costume designer Ann Hould-Ward (working from original concepts by Patricia Zipprodt). Noted ballet choreographer Lar Lubovitch made his Broadway debut with the production and earned a 1988 Tony nomination.

Jonathan Tunick, who had taken time off for his own composing during Sunday in the Park, was back to orchestrate Sondheim’s score for an ensemble of fifteen musicians, conducted by Sondheim’s go-to music director Paul Gemignani.

Actors and Characters

Into the Woods is an ensemble musical with a dense plot and one showy role, the Witch, who drives the action of the first act. That was Bernadette Peters in the original Broadway production, so there is a tradition of using recognized stars in major productions: Julia McKenzie played the cantankerous character in the original London production (1990); Vanessa Williams took on the role in the Broadway revival (2002); and Meryl Streep was nominated for an Academy Award as the Witch in the 2014 movie.

Peters put her inimitable permanent stamp on the role, but she was not the first to play it. During the pre-Broadway tryout in San Diego, actress Ellen Foley filled the part, imagined by Lapine and Sondheim as a kind of punk rocker. Betty Buckley filled the role during the two-week rehearsal period in mid-1987, but then departed.

Peters was having lunch with Sondheim at his Connecticut house when he casually mentioned that he and Lapine sought a new Witch. She expressed interest. Sondheim sent her a copy of “The Witch’s Rap” and ”Stay With Me.” In retrospect, Peters recalled, “For a moment, I thought to myself, ‘Do I really want to look that unattractive, with seven toes on my feet and a big boil on my chin?,’ though the Witch gets her beauty back in the second act. But I was yearning to do something again that I could learn from.”22 So she said yes.

Her presence considerably elevated the production’s visibility. Sondheim was pleased to work with her again, following her performance as Dot and Marie in Sunday in the Park with George. “Bernadette is such an ‘up’ to have in any show,” he said, “because she brings joyous quality to anything she does.”23 Zien praised her, too: “Because she’s about the most even-tempered actress I’ve ever been around, she was a tremendous calming influence. She’s a star who found herself in an ensemble role and managed to make a lot of sense of the part.”24

For all the Witch’s bluster, Lapine said, she “is in some ways the most honest of all. I think that theme is evident throughout the show—that you can’t always equate nice with good.”25 The Witch is Into the Woods’ most unpleasant character, but she speaks the truth; nicer characters proved to be less honest.26

A few critics felt Peters was miscast. Such concerns were never expressed about Chip Zien and Joanna Gleason as the Baker and his Wife, both nominated for 1988 Tony Awards; Gleason won for Best Actress in a Musical. Into the Woods has numerous characters, but the narrative clearly revolves around the Baker, whose quest for parenthood and raising a child provides the narrative arc.

The Baker pulls everything together. Most of Into the Woods’ characters were straightforwardly transplanted from their fairy tales. But Lapine invented the Baker and his Wife, imagining them “as an ordinary rooted couple from Brooklyn who get drawn into a magic world and get stuck there.”27 These mundane outsiders helped audiences connect to the stories. As the couple learned the show’s most important lessons, they kept the interwoven stories on the same track.

In a late-night conversation, Gleason, who originated the role of the Baker’s Wife, told Sondheim that one scene was making her feel as though her character was “in the wrong story.” He responded that the Baker and his Wife were not only in the wrong story, they were in the wrong play. He incorporated Gleason’s remark into the song “Any Moment,” her amorous encounter with Cinderella’s Prince. Sondheim admitted, “Only once in my experience has an actor said something that I immediately latched onto—not only a good notion for a lyric line, but also an insight into a character that hadn’t occurred to me.”28

Other characters were vividly created. Lapine thought of Little Red Riding Hood as “Rambo-ette” and added, “What interested me was her brutality.” Jack is a dreamer, with no anchor in everyday life. Cinderella is portrayed as a sheltered girl with a wild imagination; although she can be indecisive, she does deliberately leave her slipper “on the steps of the palace” to test the Prince’s intentions.29 Her Prince delivered a telling classic line in a moment of rare honesty, when Cinderella expressed dismay over his unfaithfulness: “I was raised to be charming, not sincere.”30

Lapine invented the idea of an indecisive Cinderella intentionally losing her slipper so her prince would have to make up her mind for her. Sondheim said Lapine chose this course to show her first step toward maturity. More than any other character, Cinderella changes the most dramatically, becoming responsible in the second act and looking out for others.

Robert Westenberg played two roles—the leering Wolf, attempting to waylay Little Red Riding Hood, and then Cinderella’s indiscreet Prince—landing a Tony nomination as Best Featured Actor in a Musical. Merle Louise, a veteran of three previous Sondheim shows—Gypsy, Company, and Sweeney Todd—took on three roles: Cinderella’s Mother, Little Red Riding Hood’s Grandmother, and the Giant’s vengeful wife.

Lapine thought of casting someone with gravitas—perhaps not an actor—to play the Narrator. He approached CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite as well as another respected newsman, Edwin Newman, and politician Tip O’Neill. Reportedly each man was intrigued but unavailable.31 Henry Morgan, a radio veteran and TV quiz show panelist took on the role in a reading. On Broadway, veteran actor Tom Aldredge was the Narrator as the Mystery Man, who is eventually revealed to be the Baker’s father.


Musical Numbers

Act 1


	“Prologue: Into the Woods”—Narrator and Company

	“Cinderella at the Grave”—Cinderella and Cinderella’s Mother

	“Hello, Little Girl”—Wolf and Little Red Riding Hood

	“I Guess This Is Goodbye”—Jack

	“Maybe They’re Magic”—Baker and Baker’s Wife

	“Our Little World”—Witch and Rapunzel

	“I Know Things Now”—Little Red Riding Hood

	“A Very Nice Prince”—Cinderella and Baker’s Wife

	“First Midnight”—Company

	“Giants in the Sky”—Jack

	“Agony”—Cinderella’s Prince and Rapunzel’s Prince

	“It Takes Two”—Baker’s Wife and Baker

	“Stay With Me”—Witch and Rapunzel

	“On the Steps of the Palace”—Cinderella

	“Ever After”—Narrator and Company



Act 2


	“Prologue—So Happy”—Narrator and Company

	“Agony” (reprise)—Cinderella’s Prince and Rapunzel’s Prince

	“Lament”—Witch

	“Any Moment”—Cinderella’s Prince and Baker’s Wife

	“Moments in the Woods”—Baker’s Wife

	“Your Fault”—Baker, Jack, Little Red Riding Hood, Witch, and Cinderella

	“Last Midnight”—Witch

	“No More”—Baker and Mysterious Man

	“No One Is Alone”—Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Baker, and Jack

	“Finale: Children Will Listen”—Witch and Company





Score

Sondheim’s commitment to create uniquely appropriate music for each of his shows continued with Into the Woods. “With highly plotted shows,” he pointed out, “you don’t want the songs to be a respite from the action—you want to make sure they don’t slow the pace up.”32 His initial thought was to give each character a specific musical identity: the Witch’s songs would be rap; the Wolf would use blues or tango; Jack’s numbers would feel like traditional folk songs; and Cinderella’s style would be operetta.33 That proved to be overly confining, so he changed course.

Instead, working within Lapine’s concept of an ensemble piece with intertwined stories, Sondheim composed songs linked by recurring motifs that repeated and transformed over the course of the performance. He described the structure of the score as “modular,” similar to the way he had composed Merrily We Roll Along. But he felt the style of the songs in Into the Woods most closely resembled A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, “because it’s farce and full of surprises and incidents and mistaken identities.”34 Most of the songs had brief “ditty-like tunes” that gave the show’s sound a childlike quality, with “a lot of rhythmic propulsion to try to keep a bounce going.”35

Sondheim’s development of small musical motifs linking together passages of the show is a distinctive feature. Musical theater scholar Mark Eden Horowitz characterized the show’s score as symphonically inclined. Sondheim manipulates melodic themes, motifs, and unique harmonic languages “through variation, extension, and invention, so that—even in a show like Woods that uses many short ditties, some of which don’t even resolve—there is a sense of cohesion.”36 Sondheim constructed this score with a blend of freedom and rigor, choosing and adapting various building blocks to set lyrics to make emotional and dramatic sense but still have overarching musical coherence.

Horowitz has pointed out that the show has musical themes that develop to emphasize larger points. He cites the “bean theme,” a sequence of five notes (B-flat, E-flat, F, D, C), illustrated by the five magic beans that the Baker finds in his father’s coat pocket. It’s “heard in many incarnations, rhythms, and harmonic settings throughout the score. It evolves from dissonant and sinister, when first introduced during the Witch’s entrance, and finally resolves peacefully (after the beanstalk it generated has been cut down) during ‘No One Is Alone.’” This theme becomes increasingly prominent over the course of the show, forming a chord always associated with the Witch. But whenever anything to do with the beans occurs—the selling of the beans, the history of the beans, the curse of the beans—those notes are heard.

Horowitz has also noted, “The vast majority of the songs in the show begin with the two-note interval of a major second. This is the ‘I wish’ theme most closely associated with Cinderella.” Those words, spoken by her, open and close the show, and the notes constitute a small musical unit that’s frequently repeated and developed—especially when the consequences of self-interest and wishing are evident. “Most of the characters begin their musical journeys with that shared impulse.”37

Music director Paul Gemignani called Into the Woods’ score “deceptively simple.” He explained, “There is a kind of Disney thought-pattern to much of the show, and I mean that in the best sense. For instance, when someone dies, you hear a little sad music. The Witch has specific chords. The underscoring points out certain things.”38

Lapine and Sondheim were surprised that audiences were unfamiliar with some details of the fairy tales, at least those by the Brothers Grimm that he used for Into the Woods. That necessitated the show’s thirteen-minute “Prologue,” a thirteen-minute series of sixteen distinct musical vignettes that provide an exceptional amount of exposition. It’s held together by a singular recurring tune, “Into the Woods,” a “walking number” that musically reflects the progress of a journey. The melody is built around a jaunty, repeated theme, inspired by children’s songs such as “Heigh-Ho, Heigh-Ho (It’s Off to Work We Go)” from Disney’s Snow White and “We’re Off to See the Wizard” from The Wizard of Oz. The song has a steady, staccato beat that Sondheim wanted to sound jaunty.39

The Wolf accosting Little Red Riding Hood in the song “Hello, Little Girl” should sound like a creepy guy in a back alley selling something illicit. The song reflects his duplicity: He woos her while pulsing with carnivorous intentions. The bluesy number, full of sinister dissonance, evolves into a smooth, sly vaudeville with brushing snare-drum strokes. Throbbing beneath it is the pulsating beat of the show’s opening vamp. The Wolf concludes his ambivalent advance on the pubescent girl, “There’s no possible way/To describe how you feel/When you’re talking to your meal.”40 It’s both creepy and funny.

Sondheim provided a spirited first-act finale, “Ever After,” a rare example of his choral writing in the style of a mock operetta, with breathless, dazzling counterpoint and exhilarating syncopation. Critic Martin Gottfried wrote, “For sheer joy in show music, only a Gershwin overture can compare.”41

The punk rock “Boom Crunch!” used in San Diego was rewritten when the character of the Witch was redesigned: “Last Midnight” was written just a week before the show opened. Sondheim said, “I wanted to take advantage of what Bernadette could do vocally, to utilize the top of her range without causing her to strain over a period of many performances. Also, it was important to give the Witch a wide range of emotion and color, which she was not getting from the other song.”42 A related number, “Second Midnight,” about the relationships between parents and children, was eventually cut, but elements of it were preserved in “Children Will Listen.”

The song “No One Is Alone” focuses on the theme of community responsibility that Lapine and Sondheim saw as central to Into the Woods. Lapine imagined it was a tough song for Sondheim to write: “It’s very scary when you start getting close to what you really feel and put it on paper,” he said. “It’s much easier to distance yourself by writing dazzling lyrics.”43 Lapine suggested that people who object to the song’s logic are “not listening to the lyric; the song is about how we’re all connected.”

Into the Woods was seen by some as an allegory with the Giant representing the AIDS crisis, which was decimating the Broadway theater community at the time of the show. Sondheim denied the connection: “… if the Giant represented anything, it wouldn’t be AIDS. The Giant is not a natural phenomenon but a force roused to vengeance by greed, prevarication and irresponsibility. It could just as easily be the atomic bomb, global warming or the economic meltdown that is occurring as I write this. To James and me, it is a giant. Enough said.”44

Reviews and Reactions

Into the Woods was recognized by most critics as Sondheim’s most accessible show. Howard Kissel in the New York Daily News praised the “spellbinding score” and termed it as “an evening of total enchantment.”45 Time magazine called it “the best show yet from the most creative mind in the musical theatre today.”46

Frank Rich, who fervently supported Sunday in the Park with George, was less enthusiastic. He called Lapine’s book “as wildly overgrown as the forest” and suggested that “time and second hearings always tell with a Sondheim score, but this one, its atypically muted Jonathan Tunick orchestrations included, makes the mildest first impression of them all.”47

Three decades of success proved the early assessments to be correct. In 2018 Ethan Mordden called the show Sondheim’s “most integrated score, because the book runs through the numbers just as the numbers run through the book.” He also noted that, “Above all, the show’s endearing silliness mixed with calamity make it perhaps the richest work of Sondheim’s third period, dark with death yet reaching a transcendently uplifting conclusion.”48

Other Significant Productions


Playwrights Horizons, 1985. On November 14, 1985, a workshop offered a sketch of the opening number and all of Act 1, but none of the rest of the score. On June 9, 1986, after a two-week rehearsal period at Playwrights Horizons, two performances of a staged reading featured two-thirds of the score for the first act, but all of the first and second acts of the book, including the prologue that established the show’s dominant motifs.

Pre-Broadway Tryout, 1986. In six weeks starting December 4, 1986, at San Diego’s Old Globe Theatre, Sondheim and Lapine oversaw a fifty-performance tryout of the show. Ellen Foley played the Witch.

First American Tour. On November 22, 1988, Into the Woods’ first tour featuring Cleo Lane began, launching its road company before its original New York production closed. The successful tour made twenty-nine stops and ran until May 13, 1990.

1990 London Production. Director Richard Jones totally reconceived Into the Woods for its London premiere at the Phoenix Theatre (September 25, 1990–February 23, 1991, 197 performances). A new song by Sondheim, “Our Little World,” was added to Act 1 for the Witch and Rapunzel; it remains an optional number for licensed productions. The show won Olivier Awards for Jones’s direction and Imelda Staunton’s performance as the Baker’s Wife. Julia McKenzie played the Witch, and Jacqueline Dankworth was Cinderella.

Into the Woods JR. Adaptation. In 1996, the show was abridged and adapted in a child-friendly version for use by schools and young companies, following a conversation between Sondheim and Freddie Gershon, the cochairman of the licensing firm Music Theatre International (MTI). The second act was completely removed, as well as material from the first, reducing the two-and-a-half-hour show to fifty minutes. Songs were transposed into keys more suitable to young voices. Into the Woods was the first mainstream musical to be streamlined in this way and licensed by MTI. Sondheim and Lapine’s willingness to allow this to happen paved the way for MTI’s “Broadway Junior” series, smaller-scale versions of numerous popular musicals. In 2007, after more than a decade of adapting its own shows, MTI inspired iTheatrics to do the same for shows licensed by other companies. Gershon received a special Tony Award in 2012 in part for creating and nurturing these adaptations.49

Original Cast Reunion, 1997. On November 9, 1997, the show’s tenth anniversary, most of the original cast reassembled at the Broadway Theatre for a two-performance benefit concert raising funds for “Friends in Deed” and “God’s Love We Deliver.” Paul Gemignani conducted members of the American Theatre Orchestra.

London Revival, 1998. John Crowley directed a production at the Donmar Playhouse (November 6, 1998–February 13, 1999). Nick Holder was the Baker and Sophie Thompson was his Wife; she won a 1999 Olivier for Best Actress in a Musical. Clare Burt was the Witch, and Jenna Russell was Cinderella.

Los Angeles Revival, 2002 (then Broadway). James Lapine’s new production at the Ahmanson Theatre (February 10–March 24, 2002) became Into the Woods’ first Broadway revival. It was presented at New York City’s Broadhurst Theatre (April 30, 2002–December 29, 2002, eighteen previews, 279 regular performance). Vanessa Williams was the Witch; John McMartin played the Narrator/Mysterious Man; Laura Benanti was Cinderella; Stephen DeRosa was the Baker, and Kerry O’Malley was his Wife. Company’s Pamela Myers played Cinderella’s Stepmother and Red Riding Hood’s Grandmother. The production was nominated for ten 2002 Tony Awards; it won for the Best Revival of a Musical. Lighting designer Brian MacDevitt was also a Tony winner.

London Revival, 2010. Open Air Theatre, Regents Park (August 5, 2010–September 11, 2010). The outdoor production was codirected by Timothy Sheader and Liam Steel. Jenna Russell played the Baker’s Wife and Hannah Waddingham was the Witch. Judi Dench provided the voice of the Giant’s Wife.

Central Park New York Production, 2012. Sheader and Steel came to New York City two years later and remounted their production with a new cast at the Delacorte Theater in Central Park (July 24–August 9, 2012). Jessie Mueller was Cinderella; Denis O’Hare was the Baker, and film star Amy Adams was the Baker’s Wife; Donna Murphy played the Witch. Chip Zien, who originated the role of the Baker in 1987, played the Mysterious Man. There was speculation that the production might move to Broadway, but it never happened.



Into the Woods has been produced internationally throughout the English-speaking world and translated into numerous languages—including Catalan in Barcelona (2007), Norwegian in Trondheim (2016), Hebrew in Tel Aviv (2016), and Danish in Copenhagen (2017).

Film

Academy Award–winning film director Rob Marshall (Chicago in 2002, Nine in 2009) used a screenplay by James Lapine for his film adaptation of Into the Woods, released on December 25, 2014. The cast featured Meryl Streep as the Witch, Emily Blunt as the Baker’s Wife, James Corden as the Baker, Anna Kendrick as Cinderella, Chris Pine as Cinderella’s Prince, Tracey Ullman as Jack’s Mother, Christine Baranski as Cinderella’s Stepmother, and Johnny Depp as the Wolf.

With Walt Disney Pictures behind the film, some Sondheim fans were concerned that the show would be “Disneyfied”—that is, sanitized and bowdlerized.50 In his New York Times review, however, Stephen Holden wrote, “The movie shows remarkably few signs of the sweetening and dumbing down that might have been expected.”51

Overall the film was positively reviewed, earning a 71 percent cumulative positive score from Rotten Tomatoes. Leonard Maltin called it “one of the year’s best films.”52 Scott Foundas, writing for Variety, called it “a faithful, never particularly inspired, but supremely respectable version.”53 For the Chicago Tribune, Michael Phillips said, “Marshall’s film will likely find a wide audience, ranging from kids old enough to handle a little grief with their ever-after, to older folk (with or without children) who’ve experienced more of life’s adversities and compromises.”54

It received three 2015 Academy Award nominations (Streep for Best Supporting Actress, Dennis Gassner and Anna Pinnock for Best Production Design, and Colleen Atwood for Best Costume Design) and three Golden Globe Award nominations (Best Motion Picture—Musical or Comedy; Blunt for Best Actress in a Motion Picture—Musical or Comedy; and Streep for Best Supporting Actress—Motion Picture).

Tunick’s fifteen-musician orchestration for the stage was expanded by David Krane, the film’s musical score adapter, who incorporated elements of several cut songs into some of the underscoring. Tunick oversaw six days of recording, using between thirty-five and sixty-five musicians for various numbers; performances were conducted by longtime Sondheim collaborator Paul Gemignani. Sondheim was pleased with the new orchestrations, calling them “the main pleasure of the film.”55 He wrote a new song, “She’ll Be Back,” for Streep’s Witch to perform, dismayed by Rapunzel’s departure. However, it was cut to sustain the momentum of the film’s final minutes. A recording is included as a bonus item on the home media version of the film.

The movie grossed more than $213 million worldwide. It was released on Blu-ray, DVD, and digital download in North America on March 24, 2015.

While the Disney/Marshall adaptation is the one that finally brought Into the Woods to movie theaters, earlier versions were contemplated, including a late 1980s proposal to the Walt Disney Company by Lapine that was not acted on. In 1995, Jim Henson Productions approached Sondheim and Lapine about a screen adaptation of Into the Woods using live actors, puppets, and animatronics. A screenplay by veterans Lowell Ganz and Babaloo Mandel led to two readings in Los Angeles. The first included Martin Short (Baker), Julia Louis-Dreyfus (Baker’s Wife), Christine Lahti (Witch), Neil Patrick Harris (Jack), Mary Steenburgen (Jack’s Mother), Cynthia Gibb (Cinderella), Rob Lowe (Cinderella’s Prince), and Daryl Hannah (Rapunzel). The second reading featured Robin Williams (Baker), Goldie Hawn (Baker’s Wife), Cher (Witch), Elijah Wood (Jack), Roseanne Barr (Jack’s Mother), Steve Martin (Wolf), Moira Kelly (Cinderella), Kyle MacLachlan (Cinderella’s Prince), Bebe Neuwirth and Carrie Fisher (Cinderella’s stepsisters), and Danny DeVito (The Giant). Sondheim wrote two new songs for the project, a new opening, “I Wish” and a song for the Baker, “Rainbows.”56 After a studio shakeup, no film resulted.57

Recordings


Original Broadway Cast. Recorded on November 9 and 10, 1987, at RCA’s Studio A in New York City. Jay David Saks produced the two-disc recording, issued by RCA Victor [6796–2 RC]. It included liner notes and a lengthy synopsis by Sheryl Flatow. The recording won the 1988 Grammy Award for Best Original Cast Show Album. In May 1989, performances of Into the Woods were filmed in live performance and in an empty theatre. This recording was televised on March 20, 1991, on PBS’s American Playhouse.

Digital Re-master Recording, 2007. The remastered recording (Masterworks Broadway 82876), produced by Didier C. Deutsch and Darcy M. Proper, was released in 2007 with new liner notes by Richard Jay-Alexander. It included three bonus tracks: Demos of “Giants in the Sky” (sung by John Cameron Mitchell), “Back to the Palace” (sung by Kim Crosby), and “Boom Crunch” (performed by Maureen Moore).

Original London Cast, 1991. The London production, featuring Julia McKenzie as the Witch and Imelda Staunton as the Baker’s Wife, was recorded on January 14–16, 1991 at CTS Studio in Wembley. John A. Yap produced the recording for RCA/Masterworks Broadway (60752–2RC); it included liner notes by Michael Ratcliffe.

Broadway Revival, 2002. The 2002 revival cast was recorded on May 6, 2002. The two-disc recording (Nonesuch 79686–2) featured Vanessa Williams as the Witch; Laura Benanti turned in a memorable performance as Cinderella.

Movie Soundtrack, 2014. Music from Rob Marshall’s film was released in a two-disc set with a booklet full of color production shots in December 2014, coinciding with the film’s general release. (Walt Disney Records D002076392)
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JOHNS, GLYNIS (1923–)

Glynis Johns was born on October 5, 1923, in Pretoria, South Africa, where her Welsh parents were on a performance tour. Her father was an actor; her mother was a pianist. Johns danced at a very young age and became a ballet instructor at age 10. By the time she was 12, she was an advanced teacher and made her first onstage appearance as a ballerina at London’s Garrick Theatre.

Johns launched her acting career onstage at age 13; at 14 she made her first film, South Riding (1938), as the headstrong daughter of a politician played by Ralph Richardson. In 1949 she was in The 49th Parallel, a World War II spy thriller that starred Sir Laurence Olivier. She was particularly noticed as a comic actress in movies, playing a mischievous mermaid in Miranda (1948) and its sequel, Mad About Men (1954). In 1960 she was nominated for a supporting actress Academy Award when she portrayed a hotelkeeper in The Sundowners, set in Australia. She starred in her own short-lived CBS sitcom, Glynis (1963), as an amateur detective.

Her most memorable screen role was the sunny suffragette and mother, Mrs. Winifred Banks, in the Disney rendition of Mary Poppins (1964), starring Julie Andrews. In 1967 she played Lady Penelope Peasoup in several episodes of the campy TV series Batman. In 1972 she was in Under Milkwood with Richard Burton, a film based on Dylan Thomas’s poetic masterpiece.

Johns performed on stages in London and New York City. She made her Broadway debut in the lead of Gertie (a show that had a very brief run in 1952). She was back in 1956 in the title role of George Bernard Shaw’s Major Barbara.

She is most remembered for originating the role of the romantically inclined actress Desirée Armfeldt in Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, especially for singing “Send in the Clowns,” a song Sondheim wrote overnight with her voice in mind. Director Harold Prince cast her because she came across as more vulnerable than Tammy Grimes, whom he also considered.

Sondheim was pleased with Johns’ “small but silvery voice that was musical and smokily pure.” She had difficulty sustaining notes, so he wrote the song with short breathy phrases, “questions rather than statements.” It worked perfectly: “At the recording session, even though she’d never recorded a song before, she did it perfectly in one take,” Sondheim recalled. “I’ve heard it sung since by many fine singers (I’m happy to say) but to me her version is still the most satisfying.”1
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Glynis Johns as Desirée Armfeldt in A Little Night Music.
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Johns took ill just five days before Night Music’s opening night—apparently from exhaustion—and was briefly hospitalized. Prince was prepared to bring in Grimes as a replacement, but Johns recovered quickly, and announced, “Nobody else is going to sing my songs!”2 She participated in Sondheim: A Musical Tribute in March 1973, performing “Send in the Clowns” on the set of Night Music. Johns won the 1973 Tony Award as Best Actress in a Musical. In 1991, she returned to the show in a production at the Ahmanson Center in Los Angeles, playing Madame Armfeldt, Desirée’s disapproving mother.

Johns continued to act in movies, playing eccentric grandmothers during the 1990s. Her six-decade career encompassed more than sixty movies. She retired from acting after 1999.

Johns was married four times: to actor Anthony Forwood (1942–1948); David Foster, a decorated Royal Navy pilot who later became president of Colgate-Palmolive (1952); businessman Cecil Henderson (1960–1962); and briefly to writer Elliot Arnold (1964).
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JONES, DEAN (1931–2015)
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Dean Jones as Robert in Company (1970).
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Dean Jones’s singular contribution to Sondheim’s body of work was to originate the role of Robert in Company’s first production in 1970. At age 39 he played the man fretted and fussed over by his married friends on his thirty-fifth birthday. He was born in Decatur, Alabama, to Andrew and Nolia Jones; his father was a railway worker.

He dropped out of high school at age 15 to pursue a singing career, but reenrolled and went on to host a musical radio program, Dean Jones Sings, as a teenager in Alabama. After a year in college studying music, he enlisted in the Navy and was posted to San Diego where he produced variety shows for sailors. Following his military service, he briefly attended Asbury University in Kentucky but did not graduate.

In the mid-1950s, he appeared in several films, including Elvis Presley’s Jail House Rock (1957) as a disc jockey. In 1958 he received an award as the year’s top new star from Motion Picture Exhibitor magazine for his leading role as an idealistic law student in Handle with Care.

He made his Broadway debut costarring with Jane Fonda in a flop, There Was a Little Girl (1960), stepping in on extremely short notice. He also performed in the hit comedy Under the Yum-Yum Tree (1960) in a role he repeated in the film of the same title (1963).

Walt Disney recruited Jones to his stable of actors after seeing him in the 1962–1963 television sitcom Ensign O’Toole, a show that aired on NBC on Sunday evenings just before The Wonderful World of Disney. He starred in numerous Disney films as an “affable, hapless, clean-cut Everyman,” including That Darn Cat (1965), The Ugly Dachshund (1966), Monkeys Go Home (1967), The Horse in the Gray Flannel Suit (1968), and The Shaggy D.A. (1976). But it was as racecar driver Jim Douglas in a story about a Volkswagen Beetle named Herbie that Jones became a familiar face—The Love Bug (1968); Herbie Goes to Monte Carlo (1977); and a 1982 TV series, Herbie the Love Bug. He narrated a remake in 1997.

Jones’s big theatrical moment came in 1970 with the Broadway production of Sondheim and George Furth’s Company. The show’s central role of Robert, a bachelor envied by his male married friends and the object of indulgent attention from their wives, was written with Sondheim’s friend actor Anthony Perkins in mind. But he declined the opportunity to star in the production, intending to pursue a career in directing. Jones was subsequently recruited for the production.

As the show approached its opening, Jones was involved in a difficult divorce. “I was extremely depressed,” he recalled in a 1995 interview, “and I thought to myself: I’ve always wanted to sing. I started out hoping to be a singer; never hit a note on film, never did a musical, so maybe this—a Broadway musical—is something I need.”3

Throughout Company’s rehearsal period and its out-of-town tryout in Boston, Jones was weighed down by divorce proceedings, legal wrangling, and two young daughters who wanted him at home. After several false starts for a closing number, Sondheim wrote “Being Alive” for Robert to sing at the show’s conclusion. Every night onstage, the grieving Jones begged, “Somebody hold me too close/Somebody hurt me too deep.”4

Company opened to resounding praise, including for Jones’s performance. He received accolades, but he was too distracted to appreciate them. It was painful for him to perform, given his personal life. He told director Harold Prince he needed to get out of a show that focused on the foibles of marriage. Prince convinced him to stay for one month of performances, from the opening on April 26, 1970, until late May. (Larry Kert replaced him on May 29, soon enough to be ruled eligible for the 1971 Tony Awards; he was nominated for his performance but did not win.) Prince also persuaded Jones to record the original cast album—in a May 3, 1970, session documented by filmmaker D. A. Pennebaker—so his voice and performances became permanently etched in the memories of anyone who acquired the recording.

A few years after leaving the show, Jones became a born-again Christian. In Under Running Laughter, his 1982 autobiography, he wrote that Company “was a clever, bright show on the surface, but its underlying message declared that marriage was, at best, a vapid compromise, insoluble and finally destructive.”

In the 1980s Jones toured in a one-man show about the last surviving apostle, St. John in Exile. His movie career continued with Born Again (1978), Other People’s Money (1991), Beethoven (1992), and Clear and Present Danger (1994). He appeared in just one other Broadway show, a short-lived musical called Into the Light (1986) about the Shroud of Turin (performed at the Alvin Theatre where Company originated).

Jones returned to Company once more, in a benefit concert reunion with most of the original cast at Lincoln Center’s Vivian Beaumont Theatre on April 11–12, 1993. He also toured in Prince’s Show Boat revival (1998), playing Cap’n Andy.

For the final twenty years of his life, Jones focused on inspirational films and the Christian Rescue Committee, an organization he founded in 1998 with his second wife Lory Patrick (they married in 1973). Subsequently called the Christian Rescue Fund, it was a support group for Christians, Jews, and others persecuted for their beliefs.

After watching the opening night of Company, Anthony Perkins went backstage to congratulate Jones. The actor, yearning to put the show behind him, told Perkins, “Man, I really tried. I tried to make this part mine, but I couldn’t.”5 In fact, the memorable role will likely always belong to Dean Jones.

Jones died on September 1, 2015, from Parkinson’s disease.
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JUVENILE WORKS

Inspired by his mentor Oscar Hammerstein II in 1946, 16-year-old Stephen Sondheim composed songs and assembled a high school show with some classmates at the George School where he was enrolled. By George! was a “surprise hit … perhaps because the lyrics made knowing reference to the triumphs and frustrations of life at the school.”6

One of Sondheim’s songs was about “The Doughnut,” a leather-upholstered seat circling a pillar that was the unofficial meeting place for dating couples at the school. A snatch of this number was included in the Broadway production of Sondheim on Sondheim (2010). “Other songs celebrated the joys of homework, Monday mornings, and being late for breakfast.”7

Sondheim proudly shared By George! with Hammerstein, convinced he would suggest moving it straight to Broadway. When Hammerstein asked if the aspiring composer wanted his honest opinion, Sondheim eagerly responded affirmatively. He was crestfallen when Hammerstein said, “Well, it’s the worst thing I’ve ever read. I didn’t say it was untalented, I said it was terrible. And if you want to know why it’s terrible, I’ll tell you.”8

The conversation that followed was full of seriously constructive criticism and genuine wisdom that Sondheim retained and referred back to regularly throughout his lifetime. “At the risk of hyperbole,” Sondheim said, “I’d say that in that afternoon I learned more about songwriting and the musical theater than most people learn in a lifetime.”9

Hammerstein advised Sondheim to undertake four writing projects that would help him grasp the art of creating musicals. His first suggestion was to “take a play that you like and musicalize it. Then take a play that you like but you feel has flaws and try to improve them, and musicalize it.” The next lesson was to “take something that is not a play but that somebody else has written, a novel or a short story, so that you don’t have to invent the characters or plot, and musicalize that, make it into a play. Dramatize it. And then finally write an original, your own story, and dramatize that.”10

After arriving at Williams College, Sondheim created Phinney’s Rainbow, a show that had four performances in May 1948. (The title was a playful reference to Finian’s Rainbow, a 1947 Broadway hit; it was also a reference to the college’s president, James Phinney Baxter.) Sondheim’s show was a collection of satirical skits about campus life: It was stuffed with caricatures, puns, and some football players in drag.

Inspired by some Irving Berlin songs, Sondheim wrote “How Do I Know?” a number he called his “earliest extant song.”11 It was enjoyed enough that it was played by the band at several Williams College dances in 1948. Phinney’s Rainbow was the first college musical to be staged by Cap and Bells, the Williams undergraduate theater society. It did surprisingly well and earned $1,500, enough to fund another production in 1949.

That next show, produced at Williams during Sondheim’s junior year, was All That Glitters, his first Hammerstein assignment. He obtained permission from George S. Kaufman to adapt the playwright’s Beggar on Horseback (coauthored with Marc Connelly), which had been produced in 1924. Sondheim began to work on it shortly after he served as a gofer on Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Allegro. All That Glitters, with book, music, and lyrics by Sondheim, was very much influenced by that troubled show about a physician whose success did not lead to happiness; Sondheim’s show told the story of Neil McRae, a poor young composer of classical music, “torn between true love in a garret and the prospect of marrying a rich girl for her money.” Sondheim shared some of his songs for the show with composer Cole Porter, who had an estate in nearby Williamstown, and Porter gave him some modest advice.12

For Hammerstein’s second assignment—taking a flawed play that could be improved and musicalized—Sondheim chose Maxwell Anderson’s High Tor (1936) to adapt in 1949. Anderson refused to give permission to stage the show, since he was adapting it himself as a non-musical play for NBC-TV. (Anderson’s adaptation eventually aired on CBS in September 1950. He also created a musical version for CBS, which aired it in March 1956.) Sondheim’s version was never performed, but three songs survived: “The Wonder of You,” “High Tor,” and “List a While, Lady.”13

In 1950 Sondheim moved on to the third project prescribed by Hammerstein, adapting a work other than a play into a musical. He chose P. L. Travers’s Mary Poppins, a collection of stories about a magical nanny. He abandoned it before he was finished: “I did about two-thirds of it and realized I couldn’t complete it because I could not solve the problem of taking disparate short stories, even though they are interconnected, and making a larger form.”14 Sondheim wrote four songs: “Ad,” “Miss Andrew,” “The Sun Is Blue,” and “Tea.” Coincidentally, in 1995 Travers contacted Sondheim about adapting Mary Poppins for the stage.15

For his final assignment, Sondheim began in 1950 to develop an original show, which he continued to work on until finally abandoning it in 1952. Climb High took its title from a nineteenth-century motto on a set of steps leading to a Williams dormitory: “Climb high/Climb far/Your goal the sky/Your aim the star.”16 The two-act play was about the postgraduate life of a college actor, “a charmer and a ladies’ man,” who made it to the top but was “mean-spirited, boastful, and superficial.” The leading lady was becoming an alcoholic, “and the supporting characters are frivolous and venal.”17

Sondheim shared his script with Hammerstein, who expressed concern that it employed a cast of unlikable characters.18 In fact, Hammerstein advised him not to let anyone produce it. However, a Williams classmate, John Barry Ryan III, was eager to stage it. He and Sondheim had apprenticed together in the summer of 1950 at Westport County Playhouse. Ryan worked as a stage manager and was ambitious to become a producer. The production never materialized. (Ryan was working on John Huston’s film Beat the Devil and invited Sondheim to join him in Europe in March 1953; Sondheim met and played chess with Humphrey Bogart during the film shoot.) Sondheim developed several songs for Climb High; three demo recordings of him singing them are included on Sondheim Sings, Volume 2: “When I Get Famous,” “Where Do I Belong?” and “I’m in Love with a Boy.” The latter number is about an older woman who falls for the ambitious actor and gets left in the lurch.

Even though several of Sondheim’s Hammerstein assignments never made it to full productions, he clearly learned important lessons in creating them.
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Larry Kert as Robert in Company (1970).
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KERT, LARRY (1930–1991)

Lawrence Frederick Kert was born in Los Angeles on December 5, 1930. His Orthodox Jewish parents, a jeweler and an actress, had four children; he was the youngest. He graduated from Hollywood High School, attended Los Angeles City College, and became a stunt man, stand-in, and extra in numerous Western films.

After moving to New York City, Kert studied acting with Sanford Meisner at the Neighborhood Playhouse. He joined a theatrical troupe, Bill Norvas and the Upstarts, for a Broadway revue, Tickets, Please!, that ran for seven months in 1950.

He became acquainted with Arthur Laurents, who called him “a California extrovert, laughing, bubbling, really funny, and openly gay.”1 He worked sporadically Off-Broadway and in ballet productions before he was cast as Tony in the original production of West Side Story in 1957.

Chita Rivera, who had been chosen for the original role of Anita, was among Kert’s acquaintances from his time in the chorus of Mr. Wonderful (1956). She urged him to audition. Jerome Robbins considered him for the role of Riff, but Kert was not accomplished enough as a dancer to handle the part. Sondheim’s friend Burt Shevelove cast Kert in an industrial show that Sondheim saw, and he invited Kert to audition for Tony. The actor protested, “But every day you read that Leonard Bernstein is looking for six-foot, blond, Polish tenor. I’m five-foot-eleven, dark, Jewish baritone!”2

After a month of call-backs, he was asked to pair with Carol Lawrence (it was her thirteenth audition), and the creative team felt they were the best choices for the star-crossed lovers. Their onstage chemistry was admirably captured on the original cast recording, thanks to coaching by Sondheim and Bernstein.

But working with director and choreographer Jerome Robbins was not easy. “Rehearsals were a very painful experience,” Kert told several interviewers. “Jerry Robbins is an incredible man and I’d work for him in a minute, but he is a painful man—a perfectionist who sees himself in every role, and if you come onstage and don’t give him exactly what he’s pictured the night before, his tolerance level is too low, so in his own kind of way, he destroys you. People thought we were puppets on strings and in some ways we were. But we resented it.”3

Kert played Tony in London’s West Side Story debut in 1958. He also played the role on tour and in regional theaters, but he was not seriously considered for the role in the 1961 movie.

For much of Kert’s Broadway career he replaced other performers in shows, including I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1962) and Cabaret (1968). He was hired to be Dean Jones’s standby as Robert for Company (1970). When Jones asked to be released from the cast just as the show was opening, Kert took over the starring role.

Director Harold Prince said, “It was more of a musical comedy with Larry. The show with Larry wasn’t the show we intended … it wasn’t pointed up as well … it was softer … the laughs were more indulgent … but the audience liked Larry better.”4 When Company moved to London (1972), Kert played Robert for the first six months of the production.

Since he replaced the role on Broadway so early in Company’s run, the Tony Awards nominating committee made an exception that allowed him to be considered for recognition in 1971. He was a nominee for Best Performance by a Leading Actor in a Musical.

In 1973 Kert sang in the benefit, Sondheim: A Musical Tribute. In 1977 he was one of the actors who replaced the British cast during the Broadway production of Side by Side by Sondheim. He often performed in concerts and nightclubs but seldom worked on television or in movies, aside from a performance with Liza Minnelli in Martin Scorsese’s New York, New York (1977). Unfortunately, his segment was mostly edited out.

Kert’s eldest sister, singer Anita Ellis (1920–2015), dubbed vocal performances for various movie stars. For a period of time she and her husband rented the upstairs apartment in Stephen Sondheim’s Manhattan home. Kert, who remained friends with Sondheim after West Side Story, was often their guest.

Kert never married. He died on June 5, 1991, of complications from AIDS.
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KLOTZ, FLORENCE (1920–2006)

Kathrina Klotz was born in Brooklyn on October 28, 1920. She replaced her birthname with Florence and was often referred to by the nickname “Flossie.” She graduated from Parsons School of Design in New York City and was initially employed by Brooks Costumes, where she painted fabric. “I thought it was so glamorous,” she recalled in 1981. “I didn’t smell the greasepaint, but I was hooked.”5 Over her forty-year career Klotz worked on sixty productions.

Her first Broadway production was The King and I (1951), when she worked as an assistant to costume designer Irene Sharaff. On that production she met Ruth Mitchell, a stage manager who became Harold Prince’s longtime co-producer; Klotz and Mitchell were committed life partners.

Starting in 1961, Klotz frequently worked with creative teams assembled by producer Harold Prince. Her breakthrough was Follies in 1971, a remarkable demonstration of her creativity, although she confessed she was “scared shitless when Hal insisted that I do the show.”6 For the startlingly tall Vegas showgirls she designed immense ostrich feather headdresses, eighteenth-century-styled wigs adorned with musical instruments and birdcages, and gowns with butterfly wings. The dresses were too large and heavy to be moved around behind the scenes, so they were hung in the rear corners backstage and lowered onto each performer just before she sidled her way onstage.

For Follies’ “Loveland” sequence, Klotz costumed Dutch milkmaids and their beaux in pink-and-yellow with gold trim and oversized white shoes. Years later Klotz told Ted Chapin there was no way the original Follies costumes could be recreated: “Not only would they cost upwards of $2 million, but we used fabrics from England that aren’t even made anymore.”7

Klotz won her first Tony Award for Follies’ breathtaking costumes. Her flair for period dress and her obsession with detail and authenticity continued with A Little Night Music’s romantic evening wear (1973) and the ornate nineteenth-century Japanese robes she designed for Pacific Overtures (1975), productions that earned her two more Tony Awards. She also designed costumes for Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1973) and Side by Side by Sondheim (1978).

Klotz won three additional Tony awards for her designs, all for shows produced by Prince: Grind (1985), Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993), and the 1994 revival of Showboat (1994). The latter had 585 costumes.

For her work in the theater, Klotz also received five Drama Desk Awards, three L.A. Critic Circle Awards, and two Outer Critics Circle Awards. In 2002 she was awarded the Fashion Institute of Technology’s Patricia Zipprodt Award, and in 2005 she received the Irene Sharaff Lifetime Achievement Award.

Klotz also designed for ballets, operas, and film. In fact, her costume designs for the 1977 film of A Little Night Music (directed by Prince) earned an Academy Award nomination. She met Elizabeth Taylor (who played Desirée Armfeldt) during that time, and they became friends; Klotz designed a lavender dress that Taylor wore for her 1976 wedding to Senator John Warner.

Klotz died at home in Manhattan of cardiac arrest on November 1, 2006, four days after her eighty-sixth birthday.
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LANE, NATHAN (1956–)
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Nathan Lane as Pseudolus in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.
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Born Joseph Lane, February 3, 1956, in Jersey City, New Jersey, and dubbed Broadway’s “greatest entertainer” by the New York Times in 2010, the versatile actor and musical theater performer was the son of Daniel and Nora Lane. He described his childhood as “bad Eugene O’Neill”: his father was a truck driver, an aspiring singer, and an alcoholic (he died when Lane was 11); his mother was a housewife and secretary who suffered from bipolar disorder. Lane’s older brother Dan, thirteen years his senior, became a substitute father who often took him to see shows in New York.

Lane began acting in plays in middle school and continued as a student at St. Peter’s Preparatory High School in Jersey City, New Jersey. He intended to study theater at St. Joseph’s College, but when it became apparent that it was more expensive than anticipated, he went to work—as a telemarketer, pollster, singing telegram delivery boy, and a successful stand-up comic. He eventually found acting opportunities in dinner theaters and with stock theater companies. When he registered with Actors Equity, there was already a “Joe Lane,” so he took his stage name from Nathan Detroit, a character he played in a dinner theater production of Guys and Dolls.

Lane made his Broadway debut in a 1982 revival of Noël Coward’s Present Laughter with George C. Scott, picking up a Drama Desk nomination for playing Roland Maule, an aspiring young playwright. He performed frequently in the 1980s, culminating with an off-Broadway production of Terrence McNally’s The Lisbon Traviata (1989), as a gay man obsessed with Maria Callas. He formed a bond with McNally and appeared in several other of that writer’s plays: Bad Habits (1990), Lips Together, Teeth Apart (1991), and Love! Valour! Compassion! (1994).

Lane elevated his recognition in a Broadway revival of Guys and Dolls (1992) with an award-winning performance as Nathan Detroit opposite Faith Prince and Peter Gallagher. In 1993 he had the lead in Neil Simon’s Laughter on the 23rd Floor (1993). In 1996 he made his first star impression as Pseudolus in the hit revival of Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1996). He won the Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical as well as the same recognition from the Drama Desk and the Outer Critics Circle. He was Sheridan Whiteside in the Roundabout Theatre Company’s revival of Kaufman and Hart’s The Man Who Came to Dinner (2000).

He earned his second Tony Award in Mel Brooks’s blockbuster musical The Producers, playing the unscrupulous and unwittingly successful Max Bialystock opposite Matthew Broderick’s nerdy accountant. Lane went on to play the role in London (2004, winning an Olivier Award) and in the film version (2005). He and Broderick teamed again for a limited but extremely popular revival of Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple (2005).

After 2005, Lane pursued and excelled in more serious roles, although he starred as Gomez in musical comedy The Addams Family (2010). But he was increasingly noticed for dramatic work including Mamet’s November (2008), Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (2009), Douglas Carter Beane’s The Nance (2013), O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh (2012, Chicago’s Goodman Theatre; 2015, Brooklyn Academy of Music), and Kushner’s Angels in America (2017, London; 2018, Broadway). In the latter, he delivered a searing portrait of the corrupt, closeted gay attorney Roy Cohn and won another Tony Award as Best Featured Actor in a Play.

Lane called Sondheim a significant influence in his life. “Listening to his music was one of the reasons I wanted to go into the theater,” he said in a 1996 interview.1 They met in 1989 when he participated in the first workshop reading of Assassins as Samuel Byck. “On the first day,” Lane recalled, “he sat down and played the whole score for us as we read through it. Thrilling. He was shy, modest, kind, and compassionate. A great collaborator. Oh, and a genius. A kind genius. How could you not love a kind genius? Sometimes your heroes turn out to be just that: heroes.”2

In 1996, Lane had a leading role in the movie The Birdcage, an Americanized version of La Cage aux Folles directed by Mike Nichols; the cast also included Robin Williams and Gene Hackman. Nichols asked Sondheim to write several songs, including one to be sung by Lane’s character, Albert, who performs as a flamboyant drag queen, “Starina.” Only a portion of “Little Dream” was used.

Lane played Addison Mizner through several workshop productions of Sondheim and Weidman’s Wise Guys in 1999.

In June 2000 Lane emceed a performance at the Library of Congress honoring Sondheim on his seventieth birthday. For that event Lane performed music in a concert rendition of The Frogs, paving the way for the first-ever recording (2001) of music from the legendary 1974 production in the Yale University swimming pool. Enamored of The Frogs, Lane decided to personally expand it to a larger work. He and director Susan Stroman Sondheim composed several new numbers. Lane starred as the central character, Dionysos, in the show’s limited-run production at Lincoln Center in 2004. It received mixed reviews.

When the HBO documentary Six By Sondheim was released in 2013, Lane spoke at its premiere about working with the composer: “You know the thing about him is, you look at him in awe and yet he’s very, very down-to-earth and easy to talk to. It’s always about the work, how do we make this better, how do we tell this story, and he puts you at ease that way. And that’s one of the great things about him.”3 Lane said he no longer sought musical roles, but he would reconsider his decision if Sondheim wrote something new that he was suited for.

In addition to his stage performances, Lane’s film and television credits included Addams Family Values (1993), The Birdcage (1996), and The Producers (2005), and voice work as Timon in The Lion King (1994) and its sequels. He also had recurring roles on TV’s Modern Family (2010–2019) and The Good Wife (2012–2014) and a respected performance as attorney F. Lee Bailey in FX’s The People v. O. J. Simpson: American Crime Story (2016).

He was inducted into the American Theatre Hall of Fame in 2008.

In November 2013, Lane married Devlin Elliott, his partner for nearly two decades. Lane came out to his family when he was 21, but not publicly until 1999. He was moved by the tragedy of Matthew Shepard’s brutal murder in Wyoming. A longtime board member of Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS, he was honored with the Human Rights Campaign Equality Award and the Matthew Shepard Foundation Making A Difference Award.
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LANSBURY, ANGELA (1925–)
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Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney Todd.
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Lansbury was known as a stage and screen actress long before she became a musical theater star. A native of London, she was born on October 16, 1925. Her father, Edward Lansbury, was a Labour Party leader who died when she was 9 years old (her grandfather, George Lansbury, founded the Labour Party). Her Irish mother, Moyna MacGill Lansbury, was an actress.

Angela took singing and dancing lessons as a child. Her mother moved the family to New York City during the 1940 Blitz on London during World War II. Angela was not yet 20 when she made her film debut in Gaslight (1944), receiving an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. A year later she had her second Oscar nomination for her performance in The Picture of Dorian Gray.

She appeared in a few musical films early in her career; her voice was occasionally dubbed: The Harvey Girls (1946) with Judy Garland and Cyd Charisse, Till the Clouds Roll By (1946), The Court Jester with Danny Kaye (1956), and Blue Hawaii (1961).

Lansbury often played characters much older than herself. In the suspense thriller The Manchurian Candidate (1962) she was Laurence Harvey’s villainous mother—although she was just three years older than the actor. Her performance in that movie was recognized with her third Academy Award nomination for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. More often in her movie career she was a character player rather than a lead. Regardless of her role, she brought “a sparkling stage presence to her work … mixing humor and subtle nuance as she shifts from lovable to chilling in the blink of an eye.”4

Lansbury made her Broadway debut in Hotel Paradiso (1957) with Bert Lahr. She was in the drama A Taste of Honey (1961). Her first musical, Sondheim and Laurents’s short-lived Anyone Can Whistle (1964), was not an easy debut for her musical theater career. Almost as soon as she was cast as the cartoonish mayoress of a bankrupt city, Lansbury tried to bow out, despite her eagerness to work with established Broadway artists. She felt that Laurents and Sondheim had set their expectations too high regarding her musical talent, but she was particularly concerned with Laurents’s direction of her role as an “out-and-out bitch.” As both playwright and director, he had the final say. Eventually, she realized that she was getting laughs, and she embraced the role. Nevertheless, the show, too sophisticated and cynical for 1964, was doomed: It closed after only nine performances.

Anyone Can Whistle was Lansbury’s first exposure to Sondheim. “Even at an early age,” she recalled, “I was awed by him. I always thought, and I do to this day, that he’s been a teacher of how to sing songs.”5 Her cast recording performances of “A Parade in Town” and “I’ve Got You to Lean On” were quickly noticed, despite the show’s ill-fated short run.

Composer Jerry Herman saw Lansbury in Anyone Can Whistle and recruited her for the leading role in Mame (1966). Playing the free-wheeling, bohemian title character, Lansbury gave a breakthrough performance; she won the Tony Award for the season’s Best Actress in a Musical. (When Mame was revived in 1983, Lansbury repeated the role.) Another Herman musical, the fanciful Dear World (1969, based on Jean Giraudoux’s play, The Madwoman of Chaillot), although less successful, resulted in another Tony Award for Best Leading Actress for her performance as the eccentric Countess Aurelia.

In 1973, Laurents staged a memorable revival in London of Gypsy, casting Lansbury as Rose, the manipulative stage mother. She was hesitant to take on the role, not wanting to encroach on Ethel Merman’s legacy. But Laurents added gravity to her monologue number, “Rose’s Turn,” by having her take a series of demented bows to a nonexistent audience after the song concluded. As the director recalled, “It’s hair-raising, and it’s because Angie’s an actress. … You realize that it was all in her head. It’s very spooky.”6

Lansbury’s interpretation of Rose was an award-winner. In London (1973) she was voted Plays and Players’s Drama Critics Award as Best Actress of the Year, the first time it was ever bestowed on an actor in a musical. When Gypsy transferred to Broadway, she earned her third Tony Award as Best Actress in a Musical in 1975.

In 1979, Lansbury and Sondheim collaborated again—and more successfully—when he persuaded her to play Mrs. Lovett, Sweeney Todd’s pie-shop proprietor who horrifyingly teams with the maniacal barber. He composed her songs with Lansbury in mind. Hugh Wheeler’s script gave her the chance to play a role rooted in her personal experience. “Mrs. Lovett was going to be an incredible departure for me,” she said, “an opportunity to do something that really came from my roots, my Cockney London roots … I was quite prepared to go to town with it and play the total slattern. I felt there was something beguiling and pathetic about this lost soul who didn’t know good from evil and was caught up in the maelstrom, the Dickensian background of London in those times.”7 Lansbury loved working with Sondheim, calling him “a very dear friend and a most loving man.”8 She won her fourth Tony Award as Nellie Lovett.

Lansbury’s Broadway success opened more doors to other media. She had roles in movie musicals, including Bedknobs and Broomsticks (1971), The Pirates of Penzance (1983), and Mary Poppins Returns (2018). She provided voices for the animated musicals Beauty and the Beast (1991) as Mrs. Potts and Anastasia (1997) as the Dowager Empress Marie.

In 1992 the British Association of Film & Television Actors (BAFTA) recognized her with the Silver Mask for Lifetime Achievement. She received an honorary Academy Award for her cinematic achievements in 2013. She became known worldwide as mystery author and amateur sleuth Jessica Fletcher in the long running television series Murder, She Wrote (1984–1996). That role earned her numerous Emmy Award nominations. She eventually became the show’s producer as well.

Well into her 80s, Lansbury won her fifth Tony Award for her 2009 performance in a revival of Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit, playing the featured role of Madame Arcati, a dotty psychic. (She reprised the role in London in 2013, at age 88, winning an Olivier Award there.) In the 2009 revival of Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, she played the worldly-wise former courtesan Madame Armfeldt, sang “Liaisons,” and earned a Tony nomination as Best Featured Actress in a Play.

In 1982 Lansbury was inducted into the American Theatre Hall of Fame, the same year as Sondheim and Harold Prince. In 1994 she was named Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire. She was awarded a National Medal of the Arts in 1997 and was a Kennedy Center Honors Award recipient in 2000. After Arlington, Virginia’s Signature Theatre established its Stephen Sondheim Award in 2009, she was its first honoree in 2010.

Lansbury was briefly married at age 19; her husband was gay and left her after several months. In 1949, she married British actor and agent Peter Shaw. They were together for fifty-three years and had two children, Anthony and Deirdre; Shaw died in 2003. She holds citizenship in Great Britain, Ireland, and the United States.
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LAPINE, JAMES (1949–)

James Elliott Lapine was born on January 10, 1949 in Mansfield, Ohio. His parents, Lillian and David Lapine, moved their family to Stamford, Connecticut, when he was in his early teens. He graduated from Franklin and Marshall College in 1971 with a degree in history. In 1973 he went to the California Institute of the Arts, where he earned an M.F.A. in photography and graphic design. After graduate school, he moved to New York City, where he found part-time work as a waiter and a page and tour guide at NBC. He also spent time as a preservationist with the Architectural League of New York.

One of Lapine’s early freelance jobs was designing a magazine for the Yale School of Drama, where he first became involved in theater. Robert Brustein, the school’s dean, hired him to be a fulltime designer of printed materials for the drama school and for the Yale Repertory Theatre. Lapine also taught advertising design.

Observing Lapine’s natural insights into theater, his Yale students urged him to direct a show during the annual January period when faculty and students undertook projects outside their areas of expertise. In early 1977 he staged Photograph, an adaptation of a play by Gertrude Stein. His New Haven production was noticed by New York director Lee Breuer, who arranged to present it off-Broadway at the Open Space in SoHo later in 1977. It was well received, winning Lapine his first Obie Award.

[image: ]

Director and book writer James Lapine.
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In 1978 Lapine was invited to create a new show for the Music-Theatre Group. He wrote and directed Twelve Dreams, a work inspired by a Jungian case history. It was later presented at The Public Theater (1981) and revived at Lincoln Center (1995). His breakthrough stage production came in 1980 when he wrote and directed Table Settings at Playwrights Horizons, a comedy about three generations of a zany Jewish-American family.

Lapine eventually left visual arts behind for a full-time career in the theater, although his visual imagination remained a constant element in his theatrical productions. He collaborated with composer William Finn on two shows, March of the Falsettos (1981) and Falsettoland (1990), about a conflicted gay man, Marvin, his lover, his ex-wife, his son, and their neighbors. Combined with Finn’s earlier work In Trousers (1979), the trilogy of works became Falsettos (1992) on Broadway, where it won Tony Awards for Lapine’s book and Finn’s score.

For the Public Theater he staged A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1982) and The Winter’s Tale (1988). The latter production had Mandy Patinkin in the cast and featured music by Finn and Michael Starobin. In later years Lapine collaborated with Finn on The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee (Broadway, 2005) and a stage version of the film Little Miss Sunshine (La Jolla Playhouse, 2011).

Sondheim was impressed by Lapine’s staging of Twelve Dreams at the Public and his visually imaginative production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Central Park. When they met in 1982, Sondheim was still depressed by the failure of Merrily We Roll Along. “He kept referring to himself as a dinosaur,” Lapine said. “He was complaining, very bitter, thinking about giving up the theatre, and I thought he was joking. I said, ‘I am sure if you put your mind to it, you could do a big successful commercial show.’ He looked at me and said, ‘I would never do that.’”9

They recognized one another as kindred spirits. Lapine suggested considering Georges Seurat’s A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, a painting they both admired. It was an image Lapine had used in his staging of Photograph. He pointed out to Sondheim that the artist was missing from the painting, a realization that sparked their interest in telling the painter’s story in a musical. They worked on the show at Playwrights Horizons, an off-Broadway venue where Lapine had developed other scripts. Sondheim responded positively to the off-Broadway environment.

Lapine had never directed a Broadway show when he and Sondheim met. He began to write about Seurat and the subjects in his painting, “inventing relationships as I went. I showed the first six or seven pages to Steve. We talked a lot, and the ideas started to jell. At one point, I wanted to follow the entire life of the painting—from its creation down to the present time. But that book was so thick, we ended up taking out the middle and jumping right to the present.”

Sondheim finished the score for Sunday at the last minute. Lapine said actors were doing monologues where songs were planned. “Then Steve would bring in a song, and we were so desperate we’d put it onstage with piano accompaniment only. The final numbers were orchestrated on the day the critics came. People thought we were scrambling to rewrite the show. We weren’t. We were writing it.”10

Sunday in the Park with George became a groundbreaking musical, nominated for eleven Tony Awards; it won the 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. New York Times theater critic Ben Brantley said of the show: “You really did believe that it was the mind of the artist that summoned this vision into being. Or rather a melding of the artistic minds of Seurat, Mr. Sondheim, [and] Mr. Lapine.”11

Following Sunday in the Park, Lapine worked with Sondheim and George Furth to stage a revised production of Merrily We Roll Along in 1985 at La Jolla Playhouse in California. He used seasoned professional actors rather than the young cast employed for Harold Prince’s 1981 original production, a decision that improved the credibility of the early scenes. The show’s framing as a high school graduation was eliminated, Franklin Shepard’s character was made more likable, and Sondheim wrote several new songs. The show was improved in the opinion of several critics, but still problematic because of the reverse chronology.12

Sondheim and Lapine’s next creative collaboration was Into the Woods (1987), using existing fairytale characters as well as a story of Lapine’s own imagining about a baker and his wife yearning to have a child. The creators aimed to assemble a successful commercial show, and the result was just that. But it had an important message: As he began to write the show, Lapine had a conversation with a friend about what to teach their children. She said, “James, I just hope I can teach this kid the difference between right and wrong.” That remark made an impression on Lapine. “How well have I taught my child and what world have I—have all of us—left behind for our children?”13 That shaped Into the Woods’ narrative and gave it lasting resonance.

Lapine won 1988 Tony and Drama Desk Awards for the book of Into the Woods. He directed its television production and staged the show’s 2002 Broadway revival. It became the most produced work in Sondheim’s canon.

In the early 1990s Sondheim and Lapine began work on a pair of one-act musicals, telling two stories about society’s preoccupation with physical beauty: Passion was based on a film that intrigued Sondheim, Ettore Scola’s Passione d’Amore; Muscle was to be about an intellectual who takes up bodybuilding. The former became the cerebral, full-length 1994 show that starred Donna Murphy. Lapine wrote the book and directed. The Broadway production won Tony Awards for Best Musical and Best Book of a Musical; in London it was nominated for the 1996 Olivier Award for Best New Musical. Muscle was abandoned, although Lapine subsequently developed it with composer William Finn and lyricist Ellen Fitzhugh. It was produced in 2001 by Pegasus Players in Chicago.

In 2008 Lapine began to film material for a documentary about Sondheim’s life and music, with video segments combined with live performances of songs. Initially titled iSondheim: aMusical Revue, it was originally planned for a production at Atlanta’s Alliance Theatre Company, but funding fell short. Finally in 2010 Sondheim on Sondheim was presented in the Roundabout Theatre Company’s Broadway venue, Studio 54, in a production directed by Lapine. It won the 2010 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Musical Revue.

Lapine’s ongoing relationship with Sondheim generated more organic shows, going to less predictable places than with the composer’s other collaborators. Serving as both librettist and director, Lapine created more nuanced relationships between less identifiable character types. Mark Horowitz observed, “Lapine’s characters also tend to be more profoundly tied to their families—spouses, parents and children—than characters in librettos by other Sondheim collaborators.”14

Lapine is mild mannered. “I’m a very laid-back person,” he told an interviewer in 1997. “I like to keep a low profile.”15 He once said he wished his shows with Sondheim were called “Sondheim-Lapine musicals.” It troubled him at first, he suggested, “But I can’t do anything about it. He’s a legend. And if you’re looking to get recognized by the world, writing books for musicals is probably not the thing to do. The music is the emotional substance of the show; the book just sets it up. Nobody goes to a musical to hear the book. That’s the way it works.”16

Lapine’s other theatrical productions included an adaptation of Nathanael West’s A Cool Million into a musical, Luck, Pluck & Virtue (1993, La Jolla; 1995, off-Broadway, starring Neil Patrick Harris); directing David Henry Hwang’s Golden Child (1996, Public Theater; 1998, Broadway); staging the Broadway revival of The Diary of Anne Frank (1997); cowriting the book for composer William Finn’s A New Brain (1998); directing and writing the stage production of Disney’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1999, Berlin); The Moment When (2000, Playwrights Horizon); staging Claudia Shear’s Dirty Blonde (2000) about Mae West; directing Fran’s Bed (2003, Playwrights Horizons, starring Mia Farrow); staging the 2012 Broadway revival of Annie; Act One (2014, Lincoln Center), adapting Moss Hart’s autobiography; collaborating with Tom Kitt and Michael Korie on an original musical, Flying Over Sunset (2016, Vineyard Arts Project in Edgartown, Massachusetts) about several famous people who used LSD in the 1950s; and Mrs. Miller Does Her Thing (2017, Signature Theatre in Virginia, starring Debra Monk).

Lapine made his film-directing debut in 1991 with Impromptu, a comic romp about the lives of Fredric Chopin, George Sand, and Franz Liszt, which starred Hugh Grant, Judy Davis, and Julian Sands. The film also reunited Bernadette Peters (as Marie D’Agoult) and Mandy Patinkin (as Alfred DeMusset), who costarred in Lapine’s production of Sunday in the Park with George. Life with Mikey (1993) starred Michael J. Fox and Nathan Lane. Lapine also directed a television adaptation of Anne Tyler’s Earthly Possessions (1999).

With Frank Rich, Lapine coproduced and directed the HBO documentary Six by Sondheim (2013), focusing on the backstory of six of the composer’s songs (“Something’s Coming” from West Side Story; “Opening Doors” from Merrily We Roll Along, “Send in the Clowns” from A Little Night Music, “I’m Still Here” from Follies, “Being Alive” from Company, and “Sunday” from Sunday in the Park with George). Lapine received an Emmy nomination for the production and won a Peabody Award. He wrote the screenplay for Rob Marshall’s 2014 film of Into the Woods. In 2016 he wrote and directed a courtroom drama film, Custody, that was well received at the Tribeca Film Festival.

Lapine was nominated for twelve Tony Awards during his career, winning three. He received five Drama Desk Awards and the 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Sunday in the Park with George. In 2011 he was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame. In 2015 he was the recipient of the Mr. Abbott Award, presented by the Society of Stage Directors and Choreographers for a lifetime of exceptional achievement in the theater.

In 2015 Virginia’s Signature Theatre honored him with its Stephen Sondheim Award. Of that recognition, Sondheim said, “James has been my good friend and collaborator over the course of thirty-two years, and it’s about time I thanked him ostentatiously. Signature Theatre has given me the opportunity, and I’m grabbing it.”17

Lapine is a member of the Dramatists Guild Council. Starting in 2000, he served as a mentor for Theatre Development Fund’s Open Doors Program, which enables high school students to see theatrical productions in New York City and have conversations afterwards.

Lapine is married to Academy Award–winning film director, singer, and novelist Sarah Kernochan. Together they produced the 1991 film Impromptu. They divide their time between New York City and Martha’s Vineyard. Their daughter Phoebe is a food writer. His niece Sarna Lapine staged an October 2016 revival of Sunday in the Park with George featuring Jake Gyllenhaal at New York City Center that moved to Broadway’s Hudson Theatre for a limited run (February 23–April 23, 2017).
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THE LAST OF SHEILA (1973)

In 1968 film director Herbert Ross participated in several “murder games” devised by Sondheim and actor Anthony Perkins, who both loved intricate games. They typically recruited several couples and told each person to think of a way to kill one of the others over a weekend in the country. One person was designated to actually carry out his or her plan; the others were to avoid being murdered.

Ross convinced Warner Brothers to commission Sondheim to write a screenplay that he would direct. After a false start with a tale set in Long Island featuring business people as the characters, The Last of Sheila became a tale of Hollywood intrigue and murder with a puzzle-solving mystery on a yacht on the Mediterranean Sea.

Perkins recalled, “Steve wasn’t that interested in the scary elements. He was more interested in the puzzle, and I was more interested in the atmosphere. So I let him take care of the puzzle, and I took care of the scary stuff. It was difficult to write, mostly because we had very busy schedules.”18 Perkins was simultaneously filming Play It As It Lays (1972) and Sondheim was writing A Little Night Music (1973). They went back and forth with the complex plotting: “There were only two scenes in the entire picture,” Perkins said, “that we wrote in the same room at the same time.”19

They drafted vastly more material than could be filmed and that then had to be trimmed. “We have about a hundred pages that were never used,” Perkins recalled. “And it was a difficult script to cut, since it was an intricate puzzle and we had clues all the way through.”20

As in Agatha Christie’s classic stage mysteries such as Ten Little Indians and The Mousetrap, Perkins and Sondheim’s screenplay focused on a group of guests who try to solve a murder before another person is killed. Cruel Hollywood producer Clinton Greene (James Coburn) summons six film industry has-beens, hopefuls, and never-weres to a cruise on his yacht in the Mediterranean: starlet Alice Wood (Raquel Welch) and her hanger-on husband Anthony (Ian McShane), struggling screenwriter Tom Parkman (Richard Benjamin) and his heiress wife Christine (Joan Hackett), sex-mad Hollywood agent Christine (Dyan Cannon), and over-the-hill film director Philip (James Mason).

The occasion is the first anniversary of the death of Clinton’s wife Sheila, a notorious gossip columnist. Christine observes that Clinton has assembled the same people who were present the night Sheila died when struck by a hit-and-run driver. Sheila ran angrily out of a party as a pianist played the Sondheim song “Anyone Can Whistle.”

Clinton wants to make a film about Sheila, and to get the ball rolling he engages them in the “Sheila Greene Memorial Gossip Game.” Each player is assigned a supposedly imaginary secret that Sheila might have known and written about. Sealed envelopes contain the secrets: “Informer,” “Ex-Convict,” “Alcoholic,” “Shoplifter,” “Little Child Molester,” and “Hit-and-Run Killer.” Each evening they cruise into a different Mediterranean port and, using a clue, endeavor to determine which tip pertains to which player—while hiding their own identities.

The guests know details about one another, but each one’s knowledge is incomplete. Is Clinton’s intention to make his guests squirm or does he have an ulterior motive? That becomes a moot point when he is found dead. The players share their cards with one another. Eventually, by process of elimination, the killer is identified and confesses guilt in Sheila’s death and Clinton’s murder, acknowledging that “the harder you try to keep a secret in, the more it wants to get out.” All told, The Last of Sheila offered seven deceits, each with its own motive, opportunity, cover-ups, clues, and red herrings.

Sondheim’s love of puzzles was evident throughout the screenplay. Speaking with mystery writer Anthony Shaffer (the playwright of Sleuth, with a central character inspired by Sondheim), Sondheim explained his attraction to “order and solution,” the common ground between puzzles and detective stories. He said, “The nice thing about them is that there’s a solution, and all’s right with the world—as opposed to life. … They offer some reassurance that life has a form and a pattern, which I don’t think it does.”21

The Last of Sheila was shot on multiple locations across southern France. It was not an easy production: The first yacht chosen for filming foundered in the Aegean Sea; its sister ship was brought in, but it was smaller, making shooting indoor scenes difficult. Those challenges necessitated building a set for interior scenes at a studio in Nice. Ross’s initial cinematographer was fired and replaced. There was a bomb threat and poor weather. Ego issues compounded matters: Welch was difficult throughout the shoot; James Mason called her the most inconsiderate actress he had ever worked with. The many delays resulted in an over-budget film that took three months to shoot, much longer than initially projected.

The Last of Sheila received mixed reviews when it previewed at the 1973 Cannes Film Festival. Rex Reed called it “the crowning disaster of the festival.”22 In the New York Times, Stephen Farber said the film was “completely heartless, but it has a brain. It doesn’t beg for sympathy for its unsavory characters; it stays ice cold, and it never insults the audience’s intelligence by going soft. … The script by Stephen Sondheim and Anthony Perkins is a dazzling technical achievement.”23 But it was a project that required more attention than most audiences were willing to give.
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LAURENTS, ARTHUR (1917–2011)
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Director and book writer Arthur Laurents.
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Arthur Levine was born on July 14, 1917. His parents were middle-class Jews, his father a lawyer, his mother a teacher who became a housewife when Arthur and his sister Edith were born. The Levines lived in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn, where they were not devout practitioners of the faith, but they were adamant opponents of bigotry, an attitude their son inherited. He had a bar mitzvah, but as an adult he changed his last name to Laurents to sound less Jewish.

In 1937, Laurents graduated from Cornell University with a degree in English. While working part-time in a department store, he took a night class in radio writing at New York University. His instructor, a director/producer for CBS Radio, submitted one of Laurents’s scripts to the network, where it aired in January 1939 with Shirley Booth in the lead role. He was subsequently hired to write scripts for several radio shows.

He was drafted into the Army in 1941 and spent much of World War II in a unit called “Pictorial Service,” setting up a film studio in Astoria, Queens. He wrote training films and met the esteemed director George Cukor, who directed his first script. He later wrote radio dramas for Armed Service Force Presents about the contributions of the various branches of the military.

His scriptwriting was solid preparation to be a playwright and screenwriter. His first play, Home of the Brave (written in nine consecutive nights), was produced in 1945. The sale of that script about prejudice in the military enabled him to land more screenwriting work in Hollywood. Most noteworthy of his efforts there was the screenplay for Alfred Hitchcock’s Rope (1948). Over the years Laurents had numerous successes as a screenwriter, including Anastasia (1956); Bonjour Tristesse (1958), The Way We Were (1973, adapted from his novel of the same title set in the period of the McCarthy Communist witch hunts and the blacklist), and The Turning Point (1977).

Laurents was blacklisted in the 1950s, but his career was so squarely in the theater, he was not affected as profoundly as many Hollywood writers. He cleared his name with a long letter explaining his political beliefs; he offered so many convoluted and idiosyncratic details that the State Department concluded he couldn’t possibly belong to any political group, subversive or not.

Most of his sixty-five-year creative career was focused on the stage, especially as a playwright for classic musicals, beginning with West Side Story (1957). Laurents and Leonard Bernstein refined the Jerome Robbins’s Romeo-and-Juliet concept, and Laurents wrote the show’s spare script. When Bernstein recognized in 1955 that he needed a co-lyricist for West Side Story, Laurents introduced him to Sondheim. That team collaborated on one of Broadway’s most innovative musicals.

When Laurents began to write Gypsy (1959) for Ethel Merman, he suggested Sondheim as the composer for Gypsy. She insisted on a more established talent: Jule Styne was brought on, with Sondheim serving again as lyricist; Robbins directed. The result was another memorable classic musical.

Laurents and Sondheim teamed twice more, for Anyone Can Whistle (1964, an avant-garde musical that had just nine performances) and Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965, based on Laurents’s well-received 1952 play, The Time of the Cuckoo, with composer Richard Rodgers). From the mid-1950s until the early 1970s Laurents and Sondheim often worked together. During West Side Story, Laurents, who was 40, sometimes ran interference when Robbins attacked the 27-year-old lyricist as they worked on the production. Their teamwork on Gypsy was recalled by both as a happy collaboration. In all, they worked together on four musicals and two plays (Sondheim provided background music for Invitation to a March in 1960 and The Enclave in 1973.)

Laurents staged I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1962), which helped launch the career of actress-singer Barbra Streisand. He wrote the book for Hallelujah, Baby! (1967, another show with composer Jule Styne, with Lena Horne in mind, but eventually produced with Lesley Uggams and staged by Burt Shevelove; it won the 1968 Tony Award for Best Musical). He directed the first production of Jerry Herman’s La Cage aux Folles (1983; it won the 1984 Tony Award for Best Direction of a Musical). Laurents wrote and directed Nick & Nora (a one-week 1991 flop) that starred Barry Bostwick, Joanna Gleason, and Christine Baranski). He directed three much-admired revivals of Gypsy—one featuring Angela Lansbury (1975); one with Tyne Daly (1984); and one starring Patti LuPone (2008), which earned him his sixth Tony nomination.

Laurents was often outspoken and brash, never hesitant to be critical of others. He was gay and frankly documented many of his youthful experiences in his memoir, Original Story By. But for fifty-two years, he lived in a committed relationship with Tom Hatcher, an actor he met in a men’s clothing store in Beverly Hills. (His play Two Lives was about their relationship.) Hatcher died in 2006; Laurents died peacefully in his sleep on May 5, 2011, at the age of 93, not long after staging a revival of West Side Story with many of the Sharks’ song lyrics translated into Spanish, a suggestion Hatcher made before his death.

One of Laurents’s most enduring contributions to the theatre, funded through the Laurents/Hatcher Foundation, is an award for an emerging American playwright for an unproduced, full-length play “of social relevance.” The Laurents/Hatcher Award comes with a $50,000 prize for the writer plus $100,000 for a nonprofit theater to produce the work. The award, to be given annually if a play of merit can be identified, is one of the most generous in the sphere of playwriting and the first major playwriting award named after a gay couple.
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LEE, EUGENE (1939–) AND FRANNE (1941–)

Eugene and Franne Lee, a married couple, were an award-winning design team, Eugene for scenic design and Franne for costumes. She was born Franne Newman in the Bronx, New York, on December 30, 1941. She brought innate creativity and a sense of irreverence to her work. “When I was a little girl,” she once said, “I would go to my dad’s workshop and pick up discarded stuff from the floor and tables—I played with them, glued them together, painted them, and furnished my doll house. I was a junker from an early age.”24 Her first off-Broadway production was Alice in Wonderland (1971), which won an Obie Award for her costumes.

Eugene Edgar Lee was born in Beloit, Wisconsin, on March 9, 1939. His father was a mechanical engineer who enjoyed boating and an amateur actor; his mother often worked backstage for community theater groups. After earning bachelor’s degrees from the Art Institute of Chicago and Carnegie Mellon University as well as an M.F.A. from Yale Drama School, he became the resident designer at Trinity Repertory Theatre in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1967, a position he still holds.

In 1961 Franne married an English professor at the University of Wisconsin; they had two children but divorced in 1967. She and Eugene met in 1970 working on productions at Philadelphia’s Theatre of Living Arts; they were married that year, had a son in 1972, and teamed for a decade-long artistic partnership before their marriage ended in 1980.

Working for producer Harold Prince on his 1974 revival of Leonard Bernstein’s Candide, the Lees created an environmental production and imaginative costumes for Brooklyn’s Chelsea Theater Center. The show’s rousing reception led to a Broadway transfer. Their scenery used drawbridges, catwalks, platforms, and ramps. Their mutual work won the 1974 Tony Award for Scenic Design; the Tony for Costume Design went to Franne. Television producer Lorne Michaels saw the production and hired Eugene as the production designer for his new NBC comedy show, Saturday Night Live. He and Franne worked together on the madcap comedy series throughout the late 1970s. Franne conceived the looks for many of Saturday Night Live’s memorable comic characters, including the Bees, the Coneheads, the Blues Brothers, the Nerds, Emily Litella, and Roseanne Roseannadanna. The Lees were honored with numerous Emmys for their work on Saturday Night Live.

Prince hired the couple for a subsequent play he produced, Some of My Best Friends (1977). When he began working on Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd, Prince recruited them again for his creative team. Eugene’s scenic design for the production filled the huge stage of the Uris Theatre with pieces of an abandoned iron foundry he located in Rhode Island. Its iron exterior, gates, and machinery were purchased for $25,000 and shipped to New York to simulate a nineteenth-century factory setting.

“There was a peaked roof of grimy glass panes supported on steel trusses and rusted iron beams,” Prince said. “Stairways and platforms filled the sides of the stage. The back wall was made of corrugated tin and rose to reveal a painted drop of nineteenth-century London. There was a catwalk bridge suspended from a traveling girder, and there were all sorts of moving parts that did little but create atmosphere.’”25

Angela Lansbury’s costume for Mrs. Lovett was deemed not dirty enough. Franne splattered it with a leftover plate of spaghetti. The actress recalled, “Right before I went on the stage, the sweater came up to me, all dried up and stinking of Romano cheese and tomato sauce and old meat. “ Lansbury described Franne as “a refugee from Saturday Night Live, and if you needed a result, you just used any means.”26

For decades Eugene continued to create numerous sets for each Saturday Night Live broadcast; Franne went her own way after their marriage ended. They were no longer together when Prince staged Merrily We Roll Along, but Eugene produced the set design for the troubled show that lasted for just sixteen performances. Despite the production’s failings, at least one critic, Clive Barnes in the New York Post, praised Lee’s minimalist design for the show.

Eugene seldom turned down significant design opportunities: He continued to work for Trinity Rep and repeatedly won Emmys for his designs for Saturday Night Live across more than four decades. He was also production designer for The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon and Late Night with Seth Meyers.

He designed for numerous regional theaters including Long Wharf Theatre (Connecticut), the Old Globe (San Diego), the Dallas Theatre Center, and Manhattan’s Public Theater. He created the set for Sondheim’s Bounce (2003), presented at Chicago’s Goodman Theatre and the Arena Stage in Washington, DC.

Across his long career he designed more than seventy Broadway productions. In particular, he created the massive 2003 production for Stephen Schwartz’s blockbuster Broadway musical Wicked, winning the 2004 Tony Award for Scenic Design. Wicked was produced on the same stage that was home for Sweeney Todd. (The Uris Theatre became the Gershwin Theatre in 1983.) Some of his other Broadway designs were Harold Prince’s 1994 revival of Show Boat, Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens’s Ragtime (1998), and Steve Martin and Edie Brickell’s Bright Star (2016). He was elected to the American Theater Hall of Fame in 2006.

Franne Lee did not remarry. She lived and worked in Nashville starting in 2009, then returned to Wisconsin in 2013 to work as a painter and occasional theatrical designer. Eugene married painter Brooke Lutz in 1980; they had two children and settled in Providence.
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LIBRARIES AND ARCHIVES

At the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, Mark Eden Horowitz is a senior music specialist in the music division; his area of expertise is musical theater. Beginning in the 1990s he curated archives for some of the most significant creators of musical theater, including Leonard Bernstein, Richard Rodgers, and Oscar Hammerstein.

In May 1993, when Sondheim traveled to Washington, DC, to be honored by the Helen Hayes Awards, Horowitz invited him to the Library of Congress for a “show and tell” session. He did his best to make a positive impression in a session that lasted about two hours. “I think the presentation is what cemented the relationship. We certainly had things related to him in existing collections.”27 Horowitz also compiled interviews with Sondheim about some of the archival materials, published in 2003 as Sondheim on Music: Minor Details and Major Decisions.

Horowitz also assembled a list of “Songs I Wish I’d Written” based on miscellaneous conversations and correspondence with Sondheim. He produced a May 22, 2000, concert at the Library featuring some of those songs in honor of Sondheim’s seventieth birthday.

Sondheim promised to bequeath his collection to the Library of Congress, with Horowitz serving as his primary contact. Sondheim subsequently encouraged his collaborators Arthur Laurents and Harold Prince to do the same.

Sondheim’s personal archives long resided in a closet in his Manhattan town home. Horowitz saw these first-hand in 1993 when he visited. “He kept all his music and lyric manuscripts on three sides of a walk-in closet, floor to ceiling … an average of about three boxes per project—approx. 12″ × 14″ × 5″. After the fire [Sondheim’s home was seriously damaged in 1995], a cinderblock vault was built in the basement.”28 Peter Jones served as Sondheim’s personal archivist, in charge of cataloging and retrieving selected materials, photos, and more.

In addition to the music and lyric manuscripts and sketches promised to the Library of Congress, the archives include scrapbooks. “As far as I can tell,” Horowitz explained, “Sondheim has never kept much personal correspondence or business correspondence. After the fire he gave us his record collection—somewhere between 11,000 and 15,000 LPs.”29 Horowitz hoped that the Library might eventually receive some portion of Sondheim’s reference library—“particularly if he’s marked/annotated some volumes and if we know they were used as primary research sources for particular shows.”30

A set of materials from Sondheim’s early career is housed at the University of Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research. “The Stephen Sondheim Papers, 1946–1965” contain manuscripts and working materials from Sondheim’s early shows: Saturday Night, West Side Story, Gypsy, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Anyone Can Whistle, and Do I Hear a Waltz?

The collection came to Madison through the efforts of Robert H. Hethmon, the center’s director, who approached Sondheim when he had just two well-known credits, the lyrics for West Side Story and Gypsy. In December 1963 Sondheim signed a deed of gift for most of his writings up to that point. More materials were added in 1965.

In addition to the show materials, the twenty-box collection includes notes from Sondheim’s high school and collegiate productions, as well as some personal correspondence, student papers, teleplays for ten episodes of Topper from 1953, drafts of a few other shows, and an unpublished novel. A finding aid is available online: http://bit.ly/1rslP59.
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LIEBERSON, GODDARD (1911–1977)

Goddard Lieberson was born on April 5, 1911, in Hanley, Staffordshire, England, where his father manufactured rubber heels for shoes. The family emigrated to the United States when Goddard was 4 years old. At a young age he started playing piano and composing. He worked his way through the University of Washington and the Eastman School of Music, playing piano in a nightclub and reviewing concerts for a newspaper.

After graduating Lieberson taught music in a private school and wrote music. By the age of 28 he had composed 100 works, several that were performed by Works Progress Administration orchestras. But he decided that composing was not a profitable career, so he joined Columbia Records as a studio recording director. In 1938 Columbia was acquired by CBS, and he quickly rose in the corporation with expertise in mixing and cutting master recordings.
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Recording producer Goddard Lieberson between Elizabeth Allen and Sergio Franchi during the original cast recording of Do I Hear a Waltz?
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Early on Lieberson focused on classical recordings by Prokofiev, Bartok, Berg, and Schoenberg. He signed pianist Rudolf Serkin and violinist Joseph Szigeti as recording artists and established contracts with the Metropolitan Opera and the Philadelphia Orchestra. He convinced CBS to underwrite the Pablo Casals Festival in Puerto Rico. Of singular importance, in 1948 he supported the development of the 33rpm long-playing (LP) record, an unprecedented stimulus to the music industry.

Lieberson became executive vice president of Columbia Records in 1949 and president in 1956. He pursued country and pop music artists, established the successful Columbia Record Club, and engaged oboist Mitch Miller (a classmate from his time at Eastman in the 1930s) to produce and promote the famous Sing Along with Mitch albums.

Having seen quick success with Broadway show recordings starting in 1947 with Kurt Weill’s Street Scene, Lieberson persuaded CBS to put up the sole funding to stage Lerner and Loewe’s My Fair Lady in 1956. The company’s $375,000 investment, in exchange for the rights to release the cast recording on Columbia, made millions for CBS and was a significant catalyst for show albums in the 1950s and 1960s. Over a three-decade span Lieberson produced nearly seventy cast albums, certainly his most lasting achievement.

Lieberson’s original cast recordings set the standard for the industry. He recorded some of Broadway’s most successful shows, enhancing their popularity and expanding awareness of musical theater. He handled the original cast albums of Jule Styne’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1949); Rodgers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific (1949), Cinderella (TV, 1957), Flower Drum Song (1958), and The Sound of Music (1959); Styne’s Bells Are Ringing (1956); and Leonard Bernstein’s Candide (1956).

Lieberson produced the original cast recording for West Side Story (1957). Bernstein was busy with other responsibilities and travel, so he delegated recording oversight to Sondheim. The release included monaural and stereo records as well as stereophonic tape. The recording earned strongly positive reviews, but Lieberson’s truncations and adjustments displeased Bernstein.

Nevertheless, working with Sondheim made Lieberson a particular admirer. Beyond West Side Story, he played a hand in producing cast recordings of several of Sondheim’s early works: Gypsy (1959), Anyone Can Whistle (1964), Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), and A Little Night Music (1973). The album for Whistle was produced after the show’s short, disastrous run because Lieberson loved the show. Sondheim was so grateful that he dedicated the score to the recording producer.31

A Little Night Music would probably not have been recorded but for Lieberson’s advocacy. The score was initially considered “noncommercial” by corporate executives, so Lieberson made a deal for Columbia during the show’s opening week and personally handled the recording. The album was released at the same time that Newsweek magazine published a cover story about Sondheim, and the recording sold more successfully than anyone had imagined.32

If Lieberson had managed the recording of Follies’ original cast, it might have had more success. Unfortunately, Hal Prince had a falling out with CBS, and the recording rights for the show went to Capitol Records. The material was condensed, squeezed, and cut in ways that resulted in an inferior product.33

Lieberson’s hands-on approach changed the way Broadway cast albums were produced and sometimes riled the creators. “I’d usually be with a show since its inception,” he explained. “I’d go out of town two or three times, and by the time it came for the recording session, I’d know it pretty well. I sometimes changed the arrangements and tempos for the record—not always pleasing the arranger—but the sound you write for in the theater is quite different from the sound you need on an album. … Another thing I did away with was dialogue lead-ins for songs unless they were absolutely necessary. I would have to explain patiently to the librettist and the composer and lyricist that you could listen to a song on a record forty times, but to hear some banal, spoken introduction to the song drives you nuts after the third time.”34

Lieberson also produced studio cast recordings with singers and musicians that he assembled. He did this at first with older shows that predated modern recording techniques and processes, including Rodgers and Hart’s Pal Joey (1950), On Your Toes (1952), and The Boys from Syracuse (1953); Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess (1951) and Oh, Kay! (1955); and Bernstein’s On the Town (1960). The success of his Pal Joey recording inspired a revival that was far more successful than the original production. Lieberson also produced competitive studio recordings of shows that other labels had released with original casts, including Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! (1952) and Lerner and Loewe’s Brigadoon (1957).

Other important cast recordings that Lieberson produced included The Pajama Game (1954), The Most Happy Fella (1956), Bye Bye Birdie (1960), Camelot (1960), What Makes Sammy Run? (1964); I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1962, featuring Barbra Streisand in her breakout performance), Mame (1966), Sweet Charity (1966), and A Chorus Line (1975), his final Broadway cast recording.

Lieberson married actress/dancer Vera Zorina in 1946; they had two sons, Peter, who became a composer, and Jonathan. Lieberson traveled in stylish social circles that included Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, composer Richard Rodgers, novelist W. Somerset Maugham, composer and playwright Noël Coward, and actor John Gielgud. He served on the boards of directors of the Metropolitan Opera and New York City Center. Lieberson died of cancer at age 66 on May 29, 1977.
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A LITTLE NIGHT MUSIC (1973)


ORIGINAL PRODUCTION

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Hugh Wheeler

Director: Harold Prince

Producer: Harold Prince, in association with Ruth Mitchell

Scenic Designer: Boris Aronson; Costume Designer: Florence Klotz; Lighting Designer: Tharon Musser; Choreographer: Patricia Birch; Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Musical Director: Harold Hastings

Original Cast: Fredrik Egerman (Len Cariou), Desirée Armfeldt (Glynis Johns), Madame Armfeldt (Hermione Gingold), Anne Egerman (Victoria Mallory), Henrik Egerman (Mark Lambert), Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm (Laurence Guittard), Countess Charlotte Malcolm (Patricia Elliott), Fredrika Armfeldt (Judy Kahan), Petra (D’Jamin Bartlett)

The original Broadway production of A Little Night Music at the Shubert Theatre began on February 15, 1973. After twelve previews, it opened on February 25, 1973. On September 17, 1973, it moved to the Majestic Theatre. After 601 performances, it closed on August 3, 1974.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1973 TONY AWARDS (6): Best Musical, Book (Wheeler), Best Score (Sondheim), Actress in a Musical (Johns), Featured Actress in a Musical (Patricia Elliott), and Costume Design (Florence Klotz). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (6): Best Actor (Cariou), Featured Actor (Guittard), Featured Actress (Gingold), Scenic Design (Aronson), Lighting Design (Musser), and Direction (Prince).

1973 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (7): Outstanding Book (Wheeler), Lyrics (Sondheim), Music (Sondheim), Performance (both Johns and Elliott), Director (Prince), and Most Promising Performer (Bartlett).

THEATRE WORLD AWARDS: Guittard, Elliott, and Bartlett.



Overview

A Little Night Music was Sondheim’s eighth Broadway musical. The romantic farce about the lives of several upper-middle-class couples in early twentieth-century Sweden was suggested by Ingmar Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night (1955), using the longest night of the year as the framework for an evening of sexual musical chairs during “A Weekend in the Country.” The show featured a score replete with three-quarter time melodies, especially Sondheim’s best-known song, “Send in the Clowns.” The plot was complicated but clever, and the couples—mostly mismatched at the start—ended up with more desirable partners by the final curtain. Sondheim won his fourth Tony Award in 1973 for the season’s best score.

Synopsis

Act 1

Midsummer in Sweden, circa 1900. A Quintet of singers comes onstage and wordlessly vocalize an overture in three-quarter time; they play minor characters throughout the production and function as a kind of Greek chorus, offering occasional commentary. As the overture ends the main characters join in a surreal dance, changing partners and recoupling (“Night Waltz”). The Prologue opens with Frid, the butler at Madame Armfeldt’s country estate, delivering the elderly woman in her wheelchair to a room where she plays solitaire and chats with her precocious granddaughter, Fredrika, age 13. She tells the girl about the “summer night smiling,” three times—at the young, at the fools, and finally at the old. Madame Armfeldt disapproves of the conduct of her daughter, Desirée, Fredrika’s mother and a renowned traveling actress.

At the estate of the Egermans, Anne, age 18, primps and scolds Fredrik, her much older husband, for being gloomy. Henrik, Fredrik’s 19-year-old son from a previous marriage, a somber divinity student, practices mournful melodies on the cello. Fredrik tells Anne he has tickets to a theater performance by “the one and only Desirée Armfeldt” in a new French comedy, and she seems excited. He tries to kiss Anne, still a virgin after nearly a year of marriage, but she is preoccupied with primping and playfully turns him away. He imagines various romantic advances (“Now”) but gives up and naps. Henrik, who secretly yearns for Anne, is teased by Petra, a saucy maid. He’s frustrated at every turn in his life (“Later”). Meanwhile, Anne promises to herself that she’ll give in to Fredrik (“Soon”). Their three songs intertwine and overlap. Drifting to sleep, Fredrik dreams of Desirée and murmurs her name—much to Anne’s dismay.

Desirée sings of her consuming career in the theater (“The Glamorous Life”), supported by the Quintet as members of her acting troupe. Despite her arrival in town, she is too preoccupied to spend much time with her daughter or her mother.

Onstage at the theater, Desirée overtly notices Fredrik, as the Quintet recalls romantic encounters (“Remember?”). Anne is upset by Desirée’s obvious eye contact with Fredrik and departs in tears. He takes her home, then goes out for a stroll, inevitably ending up at Desirée’s quarters. Seeing her for the first time in 14 years after their failed romance, he tries to positively describe his unfulfilled marriage (“You Must Meet My Wife”); Desirée is skeptical. He suggests reviving their romance, and Desirée willingly agrees.

Elsewhere, Madame Armfeldt muses about her life. She once had many lovers: barons, dukes, and even kings. She doesn’t object to affairs, but it troubles her that modern behavior is so lacking in delicacy and serious romance (“Liaisons”).

Fredrik and Desirée’s evening is interrupted by the arrival of her extraordinarily jealous lover, Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm, a haughty dragoon in military attire. Fredrik, undressed, fabricates a feeble alibi about signing legal documents and accidentally falling into a hipbath, soaking his clothes. Carl-Magnus angrily sends Fredrik on his way in a nightshirt. The Count expects fidelity from all the women in his life: his wife and his mistress (“In Praise of Women”).

The next day, Carl-Magnus tells his wife Charlotte about throwing Fredrik out of his paramour’s quarters. He instructs his long-suffering spouse to inform Anne about Fredrik’s indiscretion. Charlotte, who still loves her arrogant husband, arrives at the Egerman home to tell all, and she and Anne commiserate about matrimonial challenges (“Every Day a Little Death”).

Desirée visits her mother in the country and proposes inviting guests to her estate for the weekend, specifically Fredrik and his family. Madame Armfeldt obliges and sends formal invitations. Anne is deeply suspicious, while her saucy maid Petra is ecstatic. Charlotte advises Anne to accept so Fredrik can compare her youth to Desirée, who will “grow older by the hour.” Charlotte tells Carl-Magnus about the weekend, and he decides they will show up uninvited. Everyone prepares for a lively weekend (“A Weekend in the Country”).

Act 2

As the guests assemble, the Quintet sets the tone for the magical white night (“The Sun Won’t Set”). Fredrik and Carl-Magnus anxiously await dinner and individually contemplate how things might have turned out without Desirée (“It Would Have Been Wonderful”). Both hope for a private moment with her; Desirée seeks out Fredrik and invites him to her bedroom later. The furious Carl-Magnus stakes his own claim and insists he will visit her in her bedroom.

The guests gather for a candlelit feast in Madame Armfeldt’s formal dining room; the Quintet reflects everyone’s anxieties (“Perpetual Anticipation”). To make Carl-Magnus jealous, Charlotte flirts shamelessly with Fredrik, angering her husband. Dinner conversation quickly turns into verbal sparring and ends with Henrik smashing his wine glass in disgust and running off. The guests scatter, as Anne and Fredrika go in search of the distraught young man.

Fredrik meets Desirée in her bedroom, where she confides her hope to permanently rekindle their love. But he says he won’t abandon his young bride. Desirée is left alone with her regrets of what could have been (“Send in the Clowns”).

Anne finds Henrik as he fails to hang himself. She realizes she loves him, not his father. Elsewhere, Petra and Frid, the butler, have enjoyed wine and lovemaking. While he sleeps, she contemplates her romantic and practical options for love and life (“The Miller’s Son”).

Charlotte apologizes to Fredrik for her forward behavior and consoles him when they espy Henrik and Anne ready to escape. Looking out Desirée’s bedroom window, Carl-Magnus sees Fredrik and Charlotte together. He jealously challenges Fredrik to a game of Russian roulette. The men go off and a gunshot is heard. The dragoon comes in carrying the unconscious Fredrik with merely a grazed ear. Charlotte sees that her husband cares for her, and they prepare to depart immediately.

Fredrik tells Desirée he has lost his son, his wife, and nearly his life in less than an hour. But he is relieved and recognizes that Fredrika is his daughter. Desirée and Fredrik realize they are meant to be together (“Send in the Clowns—Reprise”).

Madame Armfeldt explains to Fredrika that the night has already smiled twice—once for the young and once for the fools. As the formerly mismatched lovers waltz among the birch trees (“Night Waltz”) with their true partners—Fredrik with Desirée, Anne with Henrik, and Carl-Magnus with Charlotte—the night’s third smile comes. It’s the one for the old, and Madame Armfeldt peacefully expires.

Source and Book

Not long after West Side Story opened in 1957, Sondheim and Harold Prince began contemplating a show about a sex farce. “We wanted to do something based on the kind of material that’s called a ‘masque,’” Prince explained. “Something that deals with encounters in a country house, love and lovers, and mismatched partners. Such masques frequently have people of all ages from a child to an old lady who’s seen it all, and there are lots of foolish crises. Love and foolishness tied in with age.”35

Their first thought was to adapt Jean Anouilh’s L’Invitation au Château, which had been translated by Christopher Fry into an English script called Ring Around the Moon, a 1950 hit in London. They approached Anouilh, but he was interested only if Leonard Bernstein was the composer.36

As time passed and it was obvious that Anouilh could not be persuaded, they explored similar works. Sondheim suggested Ingmar Bergman’s 1955 film, Smiles of a Summer Night. The Swedish director quickly agreed, but insisted on a different title, since they planned to bill the new show as “suggested by” rather than “adapted from.”37 Prince was pleased: “Smiles of a Summer Night had everything. It had darkness and humanity. It is constructed brilliantly. Bergman wrote the screenplay, and I consider Bergman the writer every bit the measure of Bergman the director.”38

Prince and Sondheim had a more pragmatic reason to pursue a romantic, charming show. After their financial losses on Follies, it was essential that their next show go beyond artistic acclaim with charm and an entertaining story to become a commercial success.39 Prince hoped for something that would be fun to work on, although ultimately he wasn’t personally satisfied. (Sondheim speculated that Night Music didn’t offer Prince enough artistic challenge: “It was a writer’s piece rather than a director’s—it lacked the chances for invention and spectacle called for by other musicals which he had directed.”)40

Nevertheless, with Bergman’s approval they had the source they needed, and they recruited British playwright Hugh Wheeler to write the libretto. “Our initial plan was to tell the story of a group of diverse people converging for a weekend in the country,” Prince recalled. The first act would set forth characters and subplots, leading up to their arrival at an elegant country house. “In the second, we were to see three different solutions to the tangled relationships: one melodramatic, the second farcical, and the third (the real one) consistent with the style of the first act.”41

Sondheim hoped to use this “theme and variation” approach with baroque twists and different solutions, but Wheeler “was not a man given to what-ifs; his work has always been linear and direct, not fanciful. He tried to write the libretto I had in mind, but his heart wasn’t in it.”42

So Prince asked Wheeler to write a more straightforward libretto. Sondheim initially found it boring and literal: “He’d taken all the darkness out of it, leaving a graceful but fluffily light comedy version of Bergman’s movie.”43 However, Sondheim was persuaded that the script afforded him a chance to craft some “verbal dazzle and technical prowess, something I had been able to demonstrate only sporadically before. So I did, and I showed off, and everyone was impressed. … Hal had once described the show as being ‘whipped cream with knives,’ but he was more interested in the whipped cream and I was more interested in the knives.”44

Wheeler won Sondheim over with his “supple and surprisingly ageless libretto. … I underestimated Hugh’s work shamefully when I first read it. After living with it for more than thirty-five years, I’ve come to the conclusion that it is one of the half dozen best books ever written for a musical.”45

Wheeler’s libretto has comic strength, and it’s a major reason the show continues to be popular. Much of it derives directly from Bergman’s movie script, especially Desirée’s first-act speech that Ethan Mordden suggests is the show’s credo. She says, “Dignity. We women have the right to commit any crime toward our husbands, our lovers, our sons, as long as we do not hurt their dignity. We should make men’s dignity our best ally and caress it, cradle it, speak tenderly to it, and handle it as our most delightful toy.”46

Sondheim felt the show handled the topic of sex politely, never treating it in a bawdy manner. Night Music, he said, “gave me pleasure for different reasons than the other musicals I’ve written. I like writing elegant stuff sometimes, although I generally like to write shows that are more openly emotional because they are more satisfying to me personally.” He believed Night Music succeeded “because it had less tension … it made an audience feel easier. And it had a truly happy ending.”47

After seeing a Broadway performance, Bergman sent Sondheim a note saying, “I enjoyed the evening very much. Your piece has nothing to do with my movie; it merely has the same story.” And then came the kicker: “After all,” he added, “We all eat from the same cake.”48

Creative Team

After Follies’ poor financial return, some of Prince’s traditional supporters were hesitant to commit to Night Music. “Many of my investors counted on the return from a previous show to finance their next investment, so we were able to raise only a little more than half of what we needed.”49 He fretted that he might have to hold backers’ auditions, something he hadn’t done in nearly two decades. Rehearsals for Night Music were underway before it was fully capitalized, with Prince knowing it needed to gross $61,000 a week to cover its operating costs. It was booked for the Shubert Theatre, with nearly 1,500 seats, so its potential weekly gross was $108,000. That seemed like a reasonable gamble; he was certain he could begin paying off backers after roughly twelve weeks.

In fact, the show became the most financially successful of Prince’s Sondheim productions. Sondheim had a 4 percent share in the production’s gross, which earned him between $16,000 and $17,000 monthly during the show’s nineteen-month run.

Beyond the numbers, however, Prince pulled together a dream team for the show. Librettist Hugh Wheeler brought the precision of a mystery writer required for Night Music’s intricate plotting. Orchestrator Jonathan Tunick’s introduction to the show’s published libretto described a geometrical pattern of interrelationships based, like its largely waltz score, on the number three. To illustrate this Tunick offered, “a chain of triangles: In each of these connected relationships, the unstable number three is drawn to the stable two, as the various mismatched couples disengage and find their proper partners.”50

Prince and the creative team decided that rather than staging the show with traditional sets of bedrooms, dining rooms, and so on, the entire musical could happen in a forest of what Sondheim called “metaphorical trees, not literal trees.”51 Boris Aronson, who had already won Tonys for his scenic designs for Company and Follies, went to work, inspired by the René Magritte painting “Blank Signature” (1965), featuring a woman on horseback in a forest with her image sliced into vertical segments that were inserted between the gaps in the trees. He painted a forest of birch trees on silk, divided into sections and mounted on six large plastic panels, which looked like “Fabergé enamel on crystal.”52

A scene with furnishings could be concealed behind a panel, or one could slide away to reveal hidden lovers, wearing elegant turn-of-the-century costumes designed by award winner Florence Klotz. The stage was carpeted as a gently rolling green lawn. As with Company and Follies, Aronson’s scenery and Klotz’s costumes were finished before the show was completely assembled.

Although the dancing for Night Music was clearly anticipated by Sondheim’s waltz-imbued score, choreographer Patricia Birch felt constricted, since the cast included no dancers. “I could hear myself saying I don’t ever want to break into ‘The Grand Waltz’,” she explained, “because I don’t think that is what Bergman is about, nor do I feel that that’s what’s written, nor was it going to be possible to start poking ‘numbers’ in.”53 However, she was a significant asset to the production, according to Prince: “Dances don’t interest her half so much as character and movement and the total music. Night Music tried to be seamless, and when we collaborate, it’s difficult to know where she leaves off and I start.”54

Cast and Characters

Night Music’s central character is Desirée Armfeldt, which meant casting the right actress was essential. Sondheim described several requirements: someone in early middle age, charming, and seductive enough to plant for Fredrik the seed of cheating on Anne. She needed to be able to play light comedy. A strong singer would have been great, but the other qualities were more essential, so Glynis Johns was hired—well-qualified, but not known as a singer. Prince chose Johns for her “softness-inside-a-hard shell”55 presence that he found perfect for Desirée. It fell to Sondheim to write songs that suited her voice.56

”To our delight,” Sondheim said, she “had a small but silvery voice that was musical and smokily pure. (I was a sucker for smoky female sounds …)” He had initially thought to write “Send in the Clowns” for Fredrik, but Prince felt the scene would be ideal for a solo by Desirée. “Writing for Glynis was not difficult,” Sondheim said. “Her chief limitation was an inability to sustain a note; the breathiness that I loved was, ironically, her liability as a singer. The solution was to write short, breathy phrases for her, which suggested to me that they should be questions rather than statements. Once I’d reached that conclusion, the song wrote effortlessly.”57

Johns became ill, possibly with an intestinal virus and nervous exhaustion, when previews were nearly finished in New York City. Tammy Grimes—who had been considered for the role—attended on February 20, 1973, just a few days before opening, and was an option if Johns could not return in time. Johns was released from the hospital shortly and announced, “Nobody else is going to sing my songs!” They remained hers: She won the 1973 Tony for Best Actress in a Musical.

The role of Desirée’s mother, Madame Armfeldt, required an actress with a colorful stage presence. Sondheim and Wheeler had to be persuaded by Prince to audition British actress Hermione Gingold. She arrived with no accompanist or song, sang a music hall song a cappella, and read scenes with the stage manager “with unexpectedly, genuine verve and autocratic condescension,”58 according to Sondheim.

As Madame Armfeldt, Gingold played “the most jaded and worldly of characters,” according to Mordden.59 Her task was to explain the notion of the summer night’s smiles: “The first smile smiles at the young, who know nothing. The second at the fools, who know too little. … And the third at the old, who know too much—like me.” She handled it memorably, landing a Tony Award nomination for Best Supporting Actress and reprising the role in Night Music’s London premiere. When Ingmar Bergman attended the show on Broadway, he commented to Sondheim, “As for that Hermione Gingold, she does tend to fuck with the audience, doesn’t she?”60

Other roles were perhaps easier to fill, but Prince and his team certainly found perfect actors for them. Len Cariou, a Canadian actor who had been working mostly in Shakespearean productions, was the right choice for the conflicted attorney Fredrik Egerman, trying to sort out his life. (He had played opposite Lauren Bacall in in the 1970 musical Applause.) Laurence Guittard’s performance as the pompous Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm earned a Tony nomination (the role is sometimes compared to Forum’s “macho Miles Gloriosus”).61 Patricia Elliott played Charlotte, the Count’s sardonic spouse. She won another of Night Music’s Tonys, hers for Best Featured Actress in a Musical.

After two years of performing together as Anne and Henrik, Victoria Mallory and Mark Lambert were actually married in real life. Their daughter, Ramona, became an actress and when A Little Night Music was revived on Broadway in 2009, she played the role her mother originated in 1973. Victoria died of pancreatic cancer in 2014.

As for the Quintet, Sondheim imagined them early on as a set of formally dressed classical singers, replacing a conventional chorus. (He thought of them as Brahms’s Liebeslieder Waltzers, according to Prince.) Prince resisted this group at first, but then decided “they might represent the positive spirits in a negative household. Everyone in Night Music is frustrated, humiliated by sexual role-playing. The five Liebeslieder people are secure. Perhaps they are operetta singers, optimistic, extroverted observers. Each is a personality; each has a response to the events of the evening. No two are alike. They make the piece accessible because they lead the audience into it.”62

They appear throughout the show with individual character names—Mr. Lindquist (played by Benjamin Rayson), Mrs. Nordstrom (Teri Ralston), Mrs. Anderssen (Barbara Lang), Mr. Erlanson (Gene Varrone), and Mrs. Segstrom (Beth Fowler). Some are married but clearly not to one another. They have no dialogue and aren’t part of the story, but they seem to personify infidelity as the norm, and their songs repeatedly provide subtext for the action.63


Musical Numbers


	Vocal Overture – Quintet (Mr. Lindquist, Mrs. Nordstrom, Mrs. Anderssen, Mr. Erlanson, and Mrs. Segstrom)



Act 1


	“Night Waltz” – Orchestra

	“Now” – Fredrik

	“Later” – Henrik

	“Soon” – Anne, Henrik, and Fredrik

	“The Glamorous Life” – Fredrika, Desirée, Malla, Madame Armfeldt, and Quintet

	“Remember?” – Quintet

	“You Must Meet My Wife” – Fredrik and Desirée

	“Liaisons” – Madame Armfeldt

	“In Praise of Women” – Carl-Magnus

	“Every Day a Little Death” – Charlotte and Anne

	“A Weekend in the Country” – Company



Act 2


	“The Sun Won’t Set” – Quintet

	“It Would Have Been Wonderful” – Fredrik and Carl-Magnus

	“Night Waltz II” – Quintet

	“Perpetual Anticipation” – Mrs. Nordstrom, Mrs. Segstrom, and Mrs. Anderssen

	“Send in the Clowns” – Desirée

	“The Miller’s Son” – Petra

	Finale – Company





Score

For many, the principal charm of Night Music is Sondheim’s score of delightful waltz variations that give the show its musical coherence. Maurice Ravel, “the quintessential French composer,” is perhaps Sondheim’s favorite,64 especially his Valses nobles et sentimentales (1911). Martin Gottfried observed that Sondheim “wanted to write a waltzy score for a château weekend, and it certainly is a waltzy score.”65 “Soon” and “You Must Meet My Wife” are true waltzes; other musical forms in Night Music are the mazurka (“Remember,” “The Glamorous Life”), sarabande (“Later,” “Liaisons”), polonaise (“In Praise of Women”), étude (“Now,” “Every Day a Little Death”), and gigue (“A Weekend in the Country”).66 These become fughettos, contrapuntal duets, trios, quintets, quartets, and a double quartet, each in three-quarter time or multiples thereof.67

The music Sondheim crafted features great opportunities for singing actors and acting singers. Most of the numbers are revelatory inner monologues by characters who seldom sing to one another. Burt Shevelove pointed out that Prince and Sondheim “decided to lyricize the various aspects of love. That was the intention. And there’s a point of view to everything that’s on that stage from the old lady to the maid in the grass.”68

Jonathan Tunick again worked his magic as orchestrator. He called Night Music “light, fast, playful, mysterious, and in triple meter. It swims in the heady, magical atmosphere imagined by its creators and displays all the literacy and wit that we have come to expect from them. The music is rich in melodic invention, contrapuntal development, and harmonic texture. … It is Prince’s most romantic work as well: erotic, charming and imaginative.”69 He concluded his comments with this observation: “There is no better example of Sondheim’s penchant for an erudite, knowing, whimsical chuckle at the human condition.”70

Tunick orchestrated Sondheim’s score for approximately two dozen musicians: five woodwinds (flute, oboe, two clarinets, and bassoon, with some doubling on secondary instruments); three horns (two trumpets and one trombone); piano (for Fredrika’s piano exercises, but not used in orchestration, the player doubled on celesta); harp; and eleven strings (six violins, two violas, two cellos, and a bass).71

Observations on several songs:


“Remember,” performed by the Quintet. Sondheim describes this number as the “lyric equivalent of a trompe l’oeil painting—it fools the mind not through the eye but through the ear. It is eventually possible that Desirée and Fredrik’s long-ago affair involved the incidents mentioned in the song, but the climactic lines ‘I think you were there’ and ‘I’m sure it was you’ imply two promiscuous people, which they decidedly are not. … Luckily the audience is misled by the smooth phrasing, the flirtatious images and the smattering of truth in the specifics of the incidents …”72

“Liaisons,” performed by Madame Armfeldt. Hermione Gingold, who originated the role, called this number “the most difficult song I know. It’s very long and I can hardly ever remember which man I had when. It’s a wonderful number and it requires a fairly intelligent audience to understand it.”73 Martin Gottfried wrote that Gingold “had a rusty hinge for a voice,” but that “she certainly could sell a song in a kind of speak-sing way. With her rasping voice in mind, Sondheim kept his melody to a narrow range in a lower register.”74

“A Weekend in the Country,” performed by the entire ensemble, was written during the show’s five-week rehearsal period, “as fast as I’ve ever written … such a long and intricate piece,” Sondheim said. Prince wanted a “mini-operetta about reactions to Madame Armfeldt’s invitation, preparing the audience for Act Two, in which all of the parties would assemble at the chateau.”75 It’s a remarkable piece using song and dialogue and moving from place to place, held together by a recurring tune that suggests suspense and travel.76

“Send in the Clowns,” sung by Desirée and reprised with Fredrik, uses theatrical terms familiar to her: entrance, farce, timing, and clowns. It’s a confessional, heartfelt number as she wryly and honestly despairs over the chances she and Fredrik have missed.77 The song was another late arrival, written overnight (“which is pretty good for me, since it usually takes me a week to write a song,” Sondheim has said). Tailored for Glynis Johns’s breathy voice, it has an extremely slow tempo, perhaps the slowest song Sondheim ever wrote.

“The Miller’s Son,” sung by the maid, Petra. Sondheim attributed a key line in the song to a little girl, perhaps 6 or 8 years old, overheard responding to a query about what she wanted for her birthday: “I just want to celebrate what passes by.”78 Petra’s view of marriage is both practical and cynical. She is inclined to take advantage of whatever life puts in her path. The song happens just after Anne and Henrik run off, perhaps a wry comment on the ideal of romantic love. Petra somberly weighs spiritual and aristocratic lovers, and then repeatedly and joyously launches into a high-spirited dance, “the only duple-meter passage in the entire score.”79 She’s ready for—and excited about—whatever comes her way.



Pulling Night Music together was not easy. When the six-week rehearsal process began, Sondheim had written just ten of the sixteen anticipated songs. Two of them (“Two Fairy Tales” and “My Husband the Pig”) were cut immediately; Sondheim responded to extreme pressure by completing the score, but it was hair-raising for all involved.80 “Going into rehearsal waiting on half the score was sheer lunacy,” by Prince’s account. “It was maddening and I’ll never allow it to happen again with anyone.”81

The songs cut during the Boston tryout were among Sondheim’s first efforts, hewing closely to Bergman’s film, “more Strindbergian than the musical Prince had in mind. Sondheim said, ‘And of course he was right. I usually love to write in dark colors about basic gut feelings, but Hal has a sense of audience that I sometimes lose when I’m writing.’”82 Frid the butler sang “Silly People,” abandoned because the minor character barely registered with audiences. Charlotte’s angry “My Husband the Pig” was simply too dark for a character still actually in love with her husband.

Reviews and Reactions

Sondheim’s collaborations with Prince in the 1970s have become admired classics. But only Night Music’s original production in 1973 was warmly received from the start. New York Times critic Clive Barnes raved, “At last a new operetta. A Little Night Music is heady, civilized, sophisticated, and enchanting. It is Dom Perignon. It is supper at Lasserre. And it is more fun than any tango in a Parisian suburb …” He cited Sondheim’s “breathtaking lyrics. They have the kind of sassy, effortless poetry that Cole Porter mastered. … People have long been talking about Mr. Prince’s conceptual musicals; now I feel I have actually seen one of the concepts. … Good God!—an adult musical!”83 No one disagreed.

Film director Bergman attended the show early in its run. Afterwards he went backstage “and kissed every single member of the company.” He wrote to Sondheim and Prince: “A few days ago I had the great pleasure to see your A Little Night Music. … I found the performance excellent, beautiful and disciplined. … I think it would be marvelous to have ‘Send in the Clowns’ played at my funeral. …Thank you once again for a generous, stimulating evening at the highest artistic level.”84

Other Significant Productions


Original London Production, 1975. Hal Prince staged the show’s London debut with most of the Broadway production team. It had 406 performances at the Adelphi Theatre from April 15, 1975, to April 3, 1976. Jean Simmons was Desirée, Joss Ackland played Fredrik, and Hermione Gingold reprised her Broadway performance as Madame Armfeldt.

Opera. Many observers consider A Little Night Music to be an operetta, and it has had a life in opera houses. In fact, its first revivals in New York were at New York City Opera. In March 1990, fifteen performances were staged by Scott Ellis and conducted by Paul Gemignani. (The production was reprised for seven performances in July and August 1991.) Sally Ann Howes played Desirée, George Lee Andrews was Fredrik, and Regina Resnick was Madame Armfeldt. Danielle Ferland, Into the Woods’ original Little Red Riding Hood in 1987, played Fredrika. The production returned to New York City Opera in 2003, again staged by Ellis. Jeremy Irons was Fredrik, Juliet Stevenson played Desirée, Claire Bloom was Madame Armfeldt, and Anna Kendrick played Fredrika. The production was subsequently presented by Los Angeles Opera in 2004 with Judith Ivey as Desirée, Victor Garber as Fredrik, and Zoe Caldwell as Madame Armfeldt.

Houston Grand Opera presented a 1999 production staged by Michael Leeds, with Frederica von Stade playing Desirée.

London Revival, 1996. The Royal National Theatre production (September 1995–August 1996), staged by Sean Mathias, featured Judi Dench as a memorable Desirée, Sian Phillips as Madame Armfeldt, and Laurence Guittard (Broadway’s first Carl-Magnus) as Fredrik.

Kennedy Center Celebration, 2002. Night Music was one of six productions included in the Kennedy Center’s Stephen Sondheim Celebration (fifteen performances, August 2–25, 2002). Blair Brown played Desirée, John Dossett was Fredrik, and Barbara Bryne was Madame Armfeldt.

Chicago Productions, 2002–2003. The show was a popular Chicago offering as a concert production at the Ravinia Festival (August 22, 23, and 24, 2002) featuring Patti LuPone as Desirée and Zoe Caldwell as Madame Armfeldt. It also had a full staging at Chicago Shakespeare Theater (December 23, 2003–February 15, 2004) with Michael Cerveris playing Carl-Magnus.

London Revival, 2008. A production directed by Trevor Nunn that originated at London’s Menier Chocolate Factory (November 22, 2008–March 8, 2009) moved to London’s Garrick Theatre, where it opened on April 7, 2009; it closed on September 5, 2009. Hannah Waddingham played Desirée, Alexander Hanson was Fredrik, and Maureen Lipman was Madame Armfeldt.

Broadway Revival, 2009. Based on the 2008 Menier Chocolate Factory production and its 2009 London revival, a Broadway revival began previews at the Walter Kerr Theatre on November 24, 2009. It opened on December 13, 2009, and closed on January 9, 2011, after 425 performances. Again staged by Trevor Nunn, the production featured Catherine Zeta-Jones as Desirée in her Broadway debut; she won the Best Actress in a Musical recognition at the 2010 Tony Awards and Drama Desk Awards. Angela Lansbury was Madame Armfeldt and received a Tony nomination for Best Featured Actress in a Musical. Alexander Hanson was Fredrik, and Ramona Mallory played Anne. The production was nominated for the 2010 Tony for Best Revival of a Musical. On July 13, 2010, Bernadette Peters took over the role of Desirée, and Elaine Stritch became Madame Armfeldt; they performed for the final months of the run, through January 9, 2011.

Paris, 2010. Under the auspices of French producer Jean-Luc Choplin, Lee Blakely staged a well-received English-language production at Théâtre du Châtelet from February 15–20, 2010. Greta Scacchi played Desirée, and veteran film star Leslie Caron, at age 79, was Madame Armfeldt.85



Film

A cinematic rendition of A Little Night Music was shot in 1976, directed by Harold Prince. Movie star Elizabeth Taylor was cast as Desirée Armfeldt. Several original Broadway cast members reprised their roles: Len Cariou was Fredrik, Hermione Gingold returned as Madame Armfeldt, and Laurence Guittard played Count Carl-Magnus. Lesley-Anne Down was Anne, and Diana Rigg played Charlotte. Because of tax incentives (to the tune of $7.5 million), production moved from Sweden to Austria; with the new setting, several characters’ names were revised to be more Germanic.

Roger Corman briefly released the film to theaters through his New World Pictures in March 1978. It was almost universally condemned by some of the worst reviews in motion-picture history. Vincent Canby in the New York Times wrote, “It’s something more than a shock that the film adaptation of the Broadway show not only fails to raise the spirits; it also tramples on them.”86 In the New Yorker, Pauline Kael wrote, “This picture has been made as if Harold Prince had never seen a movie.”87 Frank Rich, writing for Time, said, “A wizard of stagecraft, [Prince] seems to freeze behind the camera.”88 Taylor’s performance was repeatedly condemned, and many regretted the excision of much of Sondheim’s music. Diana Rigg’s Charlotte earned critical praise. Years later the film holds an 11 percent rating on the Rotten Tomatoes website.

Sondheim opposed the idea of making a movie of Night Music: “I didn’t think it would translate well onto the screen.”89 In retrospect, he was right, but Prince and Wheeler wanted to proceed, so Sondheim agreed to modify several of his original compositions and craft some new material: the opener, “Night Waltz,” received a set of sung verses and a different title, “Love Takes Time”; a new version of “The Glamorous Life” became a musical monologue by Fredrika, Desirée’s daughter. Three numbers were cut altogether: “The Miller’s Son,” “In Praise of Women,” and “Liaisons.”

Casting for the movie was a challenge: Taylor, hired for her star power, had never sung in a film, and she lacked the silky vocal quality Glynis Johns brought to the stage. Prior to shooting, Taylor injured her leg, so dancing and even simple movement were a challenge. Until the second week of the film’s three-week rehearsal period, she couldn’t walk; then she stubbed her toe and cracked a bone, further limiting her mobility. Her weight seemed to fluctuate, and she was repeatedly captured using unflattering film angles. Cariou was not the first choice to play Fredrik. Peter Finch was hired and then withdrew; Robert Stephens replaced him but did not work out. Finally Prince turned to Cariou, solid in the role but not well known to movie audiences.90

Sondheim’s final appraisal: “Hal’s enthusiasm died quickly when he started filming. … The loss of his fervent inventiveness showed on the screen: the movie was a sad and listless affair, and a waste of everyone’s time.”91

Night Music earned a pair of 1978 Academy Award nominations for Florence Klotz’s costumes and Jonathan Tunick’s score adaptation; Tunick won.

Recordings


Original Broadway Cast, 1973. After the challenges faced by Follies, record companies were hesitant to consider a cast recording for A Little Night Music. Columbia Records initially passed on producing one, as did RCA. Legendary producer Goddard Lieberson, semiretired from Columbia, saw a preview and insisted that his employer negotiate for the recording. They did, and the Night Music cast album was the first non-rock theatre score to pay back its expenses in many years.92 The cast recording first appeared on Billboard’s charts in May 1973; it peaked at No. 94 and was on the chart for twelve weeks.

Original London Production, 1975. Hal Prince and most of his Broadway production team staged Night Music’s London debut at the Adelphi Theatre in 1975–1976. Jean Simmons was Desirée, Joss Ackland played Fredrik, and Hermione Gingold reprised her Broadway performance as Madame Armfeldt. The production’s cast recording was produced by Thomas Z. Shepard for RCA (5090), with liner notes by Martin Tickner.

Broadway Revival, 2005. The cast of Night Music’s Broadway revival, directed by Trevor Nunn and featuring Catherine Zeta-Jones and Angela Lansbury, made a recording of the show for PS Classics (Nonesuch/PS Classics 523488) on January 4, 2010, at Avatar Studios in New York City. It was produced by Tommy Krasker, with recording and mixing by Bart Migal. The ninety-page booklet enclosed with the recording offers the complete libretto (with black-and-white production photos by Joan Marcus), an appreciation by Frank Rich, and a synopsis by Sean Patrick Flahaven.
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“A LITTLE PRIEST”
(Song from Sweeney Todd, 1979)

“A Little Priest” is quintessential Sondheim. It combines a song and a musicalized scene. It’s a list song and a comic tour de force, although its subject matter is dark and initially shocking. The song borrows aspects from many traditions but puts them together to create something unique. As a theater song it serves several dramatic purposes. Sondheim’s craft is impeccable, and the jokes are, quite literally, to die for.

One of the traditions behind the number is the song of extended, frivolous wordplay exemplified by Cole Porter’s “Let’s Do It.” Such songs employ delightful, unexpected rhymes and funny, clever images, as well as increasingly shocking innuendo and double entendre. The only structural requirement was for the jokes to build, saving the biggest and best for last. While certainly not frivolous, “A Little Priest” fits into that tradition and sustains it for eight minutes.

The song is an explosion of emotions that can’t be expressed in dialogue alone. There is powerful subtext for Mrs. Lovett, who desires monetary success, but even more she desires Sweeney. When he responds to her proposal so greedily, she turns the song into a seduction. What truly makes this the most important number in the show is how it succeeds in seducing the audience to accept and relish the outlandish and distasteful developments.

Dating from as early as the 1830s, there have been many versions of the story of Sweeney Todd. Sondheim’s immediate source was a 1968 adaptation by Christopher Bond that he saw onstage in London in 1973. He was so taken with it as a musical that he immediately pursued the rights, planned to write his own adaptation, and persuaded Harold Prince to join him on the project.

Sondheim worked on his adaptation of the script but became concerned with its length. He recruited Hugh Wheeler to edit judiciously. Having written the book for A Little Night Music and contributed to Pacific Overtures, Wheeler was an obvious choice. Even more, he was a British mystery writer and well versed in the Sweeney Todd legend. Their sympathetic collaboration garnered spectacular results.

Lyrics

Inspired by Bond’s scene about disposing of the barber Pirelli’s body, Sondheim generated more than five dozen pages of notes and lyric sketches for “A Little Priest.”93 Wheeler’s edited script pages provided a few phrases that became part of the song, especially “What is this life but man devouring man?” But many more ideas were Sondheim’s own. The image of the priest began to show up: “Puns—priests make clerical pie—pious pie etc.—heavenly” and, “We’ll dress up the menu with artist + priest.”

Sondheim had more ideas: “There are many different types./Some are rare, some stringy, etc.” He started listing types to consider: Bishop, Priest, Earl, Lord, etc., sometimes pairing with words and phrases: “Artist—smartest” and “Sweep—dark meat.” His notes reflect the notion of professions feeding on one another: “We don’t have judge—would you settle for his employer?/You mean you have lawyer.” He eventually narrowed the song’s focus: “Have you tried the priest?” Sondheim’s lists featured nearly 160 professions and types of people to consider including in the song.

He paid particular attention to the cliché of “starving” poet. When Sweeney requests one, Mrs. Lovett can counter that they’re so thin and sickly, she doesn’t serve them. Among the adjectives Sondheim considered to describe the poet are: leaner, weedy, skinny, scrawny, wizened, peaky, bony, and underfed. In its final version, Sondheim sets up the joke by having Sweeney comment about the priest: “Awful lot of fat.” When he requests poet, it’s because it would be a leaner alternative. Audiences might miss the subtleties of this sequence; it’s clear they laugh at the “poet … know it” rhyme and the unexpected capper, “Stick to priest.”

The first half of the song is a basic seduction with Mrs. Lovett suggesting the idea to Sweeney and the audience and the initial playful enthusiasm as they take the idea and run with it. In the second half (following the rhyming contest), three aspects begin to change. First, Sondheim saved his cleverest moments for this section, so the thrill to the audience is a constant build. Second, Todd and Mrs. Lovett’s relationship is changed and cemented. He finally appreciates her, and their banter becomes increasingly sexual—“Then blow on it first” and “With or without his privates.” Third, Todd’s passion for revenge returns, with “Have you any beadle?” and then, at the most focused moment in the song, “I’ll come again when you/Have Judge on the menu.”

The most brilliant and dramatically important aspect of the song is its opening verse. In 1979 the Sweeney Todd legend was unknown to most Americans, and the sheer bloodiness of the show had the potential to shock audiences for a Broadway musical. The turn from revenge to cannibalism is even more dismaying for audiences. The song starts with the “light bulb-going-on” chime as Mrs. Lovett begins to get the idea, but it’s not articulated. Her hints become increasingly obvious, as Sweeney, either impossibly thick or merely distracted, remains stubbornly unaware. By the time of his “Aha” moment, the audience has long since figured it out and is on the verge of screaming it out to him. As a result, before the song proper even starts, the audience is guilty, complicit, and delighted to be so. They can’t express shock or mock horror since they become willing accomplices before Sweeney does. It’s a masterful manipulation.

Music

Sweeney Todd’s score is probably the richest of any of Sondheim’s shows, full of dense harmonies, surprising chromaticisms, and frequently changing meters. A specific minor chord with a major seventh winds through the score, as does a theme based on the Dies Irae section of the Catholic mass for the dead (the “Day of Wrath” so appropriate for Sweeney). Inspired by film composer Bernard Herrmann, Sondheim’s score is full of nervous rumbles, shrieks, skitterings, and tolling bells.

What leaps out of this song are the variations Sondheim employs for the oft-repeated five-note phrase that is the setting for “Have a little priest.” The rhythm is usually the same—four eighth notes followed by a quarter note, but the melodies include subtle (and some not so subtle) variations. Mrs. Lovett’s verse is built from the very same phrase. The intervals that underlie the song’s very first line, “Seems a downright shame,” are identical to “Have a little priest,” although the rhythm is slightly different.

While most of the musical material for “A Little Priest” is unique to that song, at least a few aspects resonate with other sections of the score. The second half of Mrs. Lovett’s verse recalls her opening number, “The Worst Pies in London.” Her later interjections, “Yes, Mister Todd, Yes, Mister Todd …,” are similar to her interjections during “My Friends”—“If you only knew, Mister Todd. Ooh, Mister Todd …” If nothing else, the rhythmic setting of “Mister Todd” is identical. The show’s final scene ends with a reprise of Sweeney’s verse and the refrain as he waltzes Mrs. Lovett into the oven.

Sondheim obviously wanted an identifiable musical style for the song that would ingratiate an audience. He chose a waltz. This kind of waltz, a single, sweeping downbeat per measure, has a lift and vitality that serves the song well. For a long number, it provides a motor and energy. The waltz is musically seductive: Once begun, it must be succumbed to. And audiences surely succumb to “A Little Priest.”

Recordings

There are seven recordings of “A Little Priest” in performance (several from international productions and in other languages), one oddity worth noting, and two video recordings of live performances. The original cast recording (1979) with Angela Lansbury and Len Cariou is both delightful and definitive. A video recording was made in Los Angeles in 1982, during the show’s national tour. (It aired on the Entertainment Channel on September 12, 1982, and was repeated on Showtime on March 11, 1984, and PBS’s Great Performances on May 3, 1985.) Lansbury was still playing Mrs. Lovett, but George Hearn had replaced Cariou. Some portions were filmed before an audience and others were not, so it occasionally feels disjointed, but the video (Warner Home Video, 2004) remains a magnificent document of the production and performances.

The oddity is from the cast album of Putting It Together (BMG Music 61729, 1993), in which the music became the basis for the brief “Game Sequence #2” featuring Christopher Durang. The highlight of this section with new lyrics by Sondheim could well be the perverse pleasure of hearing Julie Andrews sing, “Oh, fuck it, let’s do it,”—to the tune of “Have Judge on the menu.”

Sweeney Todd Live in Concert, with the New York Philharmonic (2000), featured Patti LuPone and George Hearn. Hearn was even better than when he replaced Cariou in the original production. His voice was as powerful as ever, but there seemed to be greater depth and subtlety in his acting. LuPone had a mannered quality—odd moments of timing, pronunciation, and slurring—but her conviction and talent were so strong that her performance worked. Hearing the audience was somewhat distracting throughout this recording, but they received this song so rapturously that it enhanced the excitement. In 2001, accompanied by the San Francisco Symphony, a reprise of this concert was filmed for PBS’s Great Performances (October 31, 2001) and DVD release (Image 528, 2002).

The recording of John Doyle’s Broadway revival (Nonesuch 79946, 2006) starred Michael Cerveris and Patti LuPone. The small cast, doubling as musicians, performed the show as though they were asylum inmates. LuPone benefited from Doyle’s strong hand as a director who moderated and centered her performance.

“A Little Priest” follows immediately on the heels of the number in Sweeney Todd that Sondheim says was the most difficult to write: “Epiphany.” That song is a gut-wrenching rant in which Sweeney turns from seeking revenge on the judge who destroyed him and his family to a man bent on revenge on mankind in general. Nevertheless, “A Little Priest” is the show’s more important number. It accomplishes many things. It diffuses the horror of “Epiphany.” It makes it clear that it’s not much of a stretch from murder to cannibalism. It cements the relationship between Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett—both professionally and sexually. As the first act finale, it provides much-needed comic relief while it simultaneously engages the audience so they are fully vested with Sweeney, Mrs. Lovett, and their scheme. Of course, most people remember the song’s unsurpassed wicked wit and joyous wordplay.
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LOUISE, MERLE (1934–)

Merle Louise Letowt was born on April 15, 1934, in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. She made her Broadway debut in the original production of Gypsy (1959), playing Thelma, one of the “Toreadorables” and “Hollywood Blondes”; she eventually moved into the role of Dainty June for much of the original run on Broadway and on the show’s first national tour. She dropped her family name by the time she was cast as Susan, the Southern belle in Sondheim’s Company (1970), billed as “Merle Louise.”

Louise delivered a memorable audition for Sweeney Todd (1979), according to Sondheim, and was hired “virtually on the spot”94 for the crazed role of the ravaged Beggar Woman. She won a 1979 Drama Desk Award as Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical. When she played Cinderella’s Mother, Red Riding Hood’s Grandmother in the Broadway cast of Into the Woods (1987), Louise became the only actor to have appeared in four original productions of Sondheim shows.

Based on that fact, the cast of louise, merle, a 2006 off-Broadway production, with some friends, invented a parlor game based on the actress’s career. “Six Degrees of Merle Louise” is based on “Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon,” but it uses Broadway musicals rather than movies to find links between performers.

Her other major Broadway roles were Mme. Dindon in Jerry Herman’s La Cage aux Folles (1983) and Molina’s Mother in Kander and Ebb’s Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993). She reprised the latter role in London and Toronto, as well as the first national US tour. She created the role of Cecily MacIntosh in the off-Broadway production of Charlotte Sweet (1982). She also appeared in the Broadway production of Billy Elliott the Musical (2008).

Louise performed in works by Shakespeare, Chekhov, Moliere, Pinter, Ibsen, and Shaw at numerous regional theaters. For the North Shore Music Theatre in Massachusetts she played Fraulein Schneider in Cabaret (1996), Madame Armfeldt in A Little Night Music (2000), and Jeanette Burmeister in The Full Monty (2005).
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“LOSING MY MIND” (Song from Follies, 1971)

Unlike some of the songs for Follies, “Losing My Mind” had an easy birth. When Sondheim had not yet determined a song title, he would often label his sketches with a brief description of the character or scene.95 In the case of “Losing My Mind,” he clearly had this title in mind from the beginning. He also labeled it “Extravaganza,” showing that the song was intended for Follies’ “Loveland” section—when the four main characters individually perform Ziegfeld Follies-type songs encapsulating a foible or a curse. Interestingly, early on the song was intended for the character of Phyllis, not Sally, whose song it would become.

Sondheim decided the song would be a torch song, a musical pastiche modeled on George Gershwin’s “The Man I Love” with a lyric in the style of Dorothy Fields. (Gershwin’s frequent lyricist, brother Ira Gershwin, excelled with playful numbers: For a different Follies number, “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow,” Sondheim used his style.) For this number, Sondheim wanted to draw upon a lyricist whose strength was in evoking darker and more heartfelt emotions. That was Fields, whose colloquialism, honesty, and effortlessness Sondheim admired and reflected in a line such as, “The coffee cup, I think about you.”

Lyrics

Lyric sketches for “Losing My Mind” strike a balance between free association and craftsmanship, carefully avoiding showing off or trying to be clever. He did, using rhymes effectively in the final section, when he echoed “losing my mind” with the line “Or were you just being kind?”

Writing a soul-baring torch song, using just 109 words, Sondheim gave it form and held it together following the course of a day. This provided structure, but it also helped make the larger point that it isn’t really a song about love: It’s really about obsession or even addiction. It’s also a list song of when “I think about you”: The chronology is reflected in lines from each section of the song: “The sun comes up … The morning ends … All afternoon … Spend sleepless nights.”

Sondheim used words and phrases that gave just the right color and emphasis. An important line describes obsessive thoughts about sleepless nights. He replaced “and think” with “to think,” indicating the singer is not simply suffering. Instead, she is deliberately, proactively suffering. He often made such word choices for tremendous impact. In the song’s opening phrase, he replaced “love” with “want,” a more self-damning choice. He changed reference from “turning” left or right to “going,”—a less ambiguous image for the listener. “Losing My Mind” is one of Sondheim’s simplest and purest lyrics.

Sondheim’s musical choices used shifts in tonal color that leave the listener feeling slightly unsure, like an anchor that is no longer firmly attached. Each time this happens musically it recalls the song’s title, making the accompanying harmony a musical reflection of the singer’s untethered emotional state.

Sondheim hints at Gershwin’s inspiration with a decorative figure in the seventh and eighth measures of the refrain, reflecting in a slightly altered way Gershwin’s melody of his title phrase for “The man I love.” The most unexpected moment in the song is an octave drop to a whole note on the word “bright”—not so much for the note itself, but because it’s at a word that one would normally set higher. The moment is emphasized with an accompaniment unlike any other in the song (technically, he used quarter-note ninths that march up chromatically from root position to first inversion). The finished lyric seems to have dictated this musical moment; Sondheim wanted to emphasize the singer’s fixation.

The lyric that references indecision about going left or going right sits on one of the song’s most brilliant musical moments, melodic notes distant from the basic harmony of the entire song. The shocking notes are dramatic and perfect; when the phrase is immediately repeated in the next measure with the different harmony, we are magically led back to the tonic. Sondheim puts a masterful in the accompaniment of that measure, underscoring the trapped indecision of the lyric.

In Ted Chapin’s Everything Was Possible, the chronicle of Follies’ development, he stated, “Sondheim’s original idea was that it would be a double torch song, sung by both Sally and Phyllis, who would start at either end of a chorus line, slowly working their way toward the middle. Everyone in the chorus would have masks of Ben, since he was the object of both women’s affection.”96 Sondheim was concerned that having the show end with four solos would seem too schematic and overlong, so he considered having two of the leads share a final song.

He first created a song for Phyllis and Ben, “The World’s Full of Boys/Girls.” After the idea of the duet was dropped during rehearsals, the song initially became Phyllis’s alone. But three-and-a-half weeks into rehearsals, Alexis Smith suggested to Sondheim that she was a better dancer than a singer, proposing that he give her a dance number (that became “The Ballad of Jessie and Lucy”) and enable Dorothy Collins, an accomplished singer, to do justice to “Losing My Mind.” Seeing the logic, Sondheim agreed.

The irony is that, in one of the rare instances when Sondheim wrote a comparatively generic song not tailored to a precise character, scene, and situation, he crafted a number absolutely perfect for the character of Sally—her history, situation, and mental state. This is truest in the original script, where Sally’s very sanity is more overtly questioned, even hinting that she had attempted suicide.

Bleakness and desperation inform Collins’s performance on the original cast recording, making it sad, poignant, and heartbreaking. Her warm alto, tinged with the slight huskiness of age, makes hers the definitive performance and recording. There is confession in her voice when she sings, “Sometimes I stand in the middle of the floor” and tentativeness with “Not going left, Not going right.” When she sings, “Or were you just being kind?” it’s not with anger, but generosity, still idealizing Ben and giving him credit for lying out of kindness rather than selfishness.

Music

Though composed and published in E-flat, according to the score for the show, Collins sang the song in A-flat, a fifth lower. Her note alternation on the final “kind,” and her drop of a fourth on her final “my” were changes that likely evolved during rehearsal, possibly with Sondheim’s participation, but certainly with his blessing. They became features in most performances and recordings.

Recordings

With just over 100 recordings, “Losing My Mind” is Sondheim’s second-most-recorded song (A Little Night Music’s “Send in the Clowns” heads the list). Many recordings released between 1971 and 1975 after Follies’ debut were ill conceived, using arrangements that are uniformly inappropriate, turning the song into an up-tempo number or drowning it in schlock or brassy pop. The closer an arrangement sticks to Sondheim’s score and Tunick’s orchestrations, the better it sounds.

The song has also had several camp renditions, including Dorothy Loudon’s insane medley with “You Could Drive a Person Crazy,” Dame Edna’s indescribable rant, and Tim Curry’s method actor’s soliloquy. The most unusual rendition is by Liza Minnelli (1989) with a disco accompaniment by the Pet Shop Boys (who had previously recorded the song themselves). Her version was released as a music video and, despite the strange accompaniment, Minnelli’s performance captures the emotion of the song and the state of mind of the singer.

The rendition that comes closest to equaling or improving on Collins’s own is one by Barbara Cook. She recorded the song three times, starting with the concert version of Follies at Lincoln Center (1985). As Frank Rich commented in the New York Times, “We not only heard a classic torch song but watched a woman lose her grip on reality.”97 Cook’s soprano is melting and exquisite, and there is so much sadness that it goes beyond performance to truth.

In most introductory music composition classes, students learn that one has to know the rules before breaking them. Sondheim, never shy about breaking rules, showed with “Losing My Mind” that he could write a perfectly traditional torch song: A-A-B-A, 32 bars—a true standard.
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LUPONE, PATTI (1949–)
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Patti LuPone played iconic roles in revivals of Sweeney Todd (Mrs. Lovett, 2005), Gypsy (Rose, 2008), and Company (Joanne, 2019).
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Born on Long Island (Northport, New York), on April 21, 1949, this versatile and outspoken actress was the daughter of Orlando Joseph LuPone, a school administrator and English teacher, and Angela Louise LuPone, a university librarian. She was a graduate of the first class of the Drama Division of New York City’s Juilliard School; Kevin Kline and David Ogden Stiers were her classmates. She played a wide range of roles when her Juilliard teachers struggled to categorize her due to her versatility as a performer: A stellar musical theater artist, she also excelled in dramatic works.

After Juilliard, she was a founding member of John Houseman’s Acting Company, with which she toured the United States for four years. Her professional stage debut happened in 1972, playing Lady Teazle in the Company’s New York production of Sheridan’s The School for Scandal. She made her Broadway debut in Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard in 1973. When the Acting Company brought The Robber Bridegroom by Alfred Uhry and Robert Waldman to Broadway in 1975, she received 1976 Tony and Drama Desk nominations for her performance in the featured role of the backwoods heroine Rosamund. LuPone’s first starring role was in Stephen Schwartz’s The Baker’s Wife (1976) as Genevieve, the quietly unhappy wife, but the production had an unsuccessful tour and never made it to Broadway. In 1978 she was in the cast of Schwartz’s short-lived musical Working.

Starting in 1977, she appeared frequently in new works by playwright David Mamet, including The Woods (1977), The Water Engine (1978), The Blue Hour (1979), Edmond (1982), All Men Are Whores (1990), The Old Neighborhood (1997), and The Anarchist (2012).

She burst into Broadway stardom in 1979 when she played the title role of Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice’s Evita, winning 1980 Tony and Drama Desk Awards for her powerful performance as Eva Peron. She briefly played Nancy in the 1984 Broadway revival of Oliver! In London, she originated the role of Fantine in Les Misérables (1985), for which she won an Olivier Award. She won a second Olivier the same year for her performance in The Acting Company’s London production of The Cradle Will Rock. Anything Goes (1987) was another well-received performance; as raucous Reno Sweeney she had another 1988 Tony Award nomination and won the 1988 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Actress in a Musical.

In 1993 LuPone originated the role of fading actress Norma Desmond in Webber’s London premiere of Sunset Boulevard. She won an Olivier Award for her performance and was under contract to recreate the role on Broadway. But Webber and the producers replaced her with Glenn Close, the crux of a long-standing feud between LuPone and Webber. (She sued and received a reported $1 million settlement, which she used to build “The Andrew Lloyd Webber Memorial Pool” in the backyard of her Connecticut home.)

In the 1990s she toured in several well-received one-woman shows. She won another Olivier Award in London in 1997 when she played opera star Maria Callas in the drama Master Class, a role she had played on Broadway a year earlier.

LuPone appeared in several movies (Witness in 1985 and Driving Miss Daisy in 1989). She had a major role in the dramatic television series Life Goes On (1989–1993), as Libby Thatcher, the mother of three including a son with Down syndrome.

LuPone credits Welz Kauffman with giving her the chance to showcase her musical theater talents in a series of major roles in Sondheim shows. As the New York Philharmonic’s artistic administrator, he cast her as Mrs. Lovett in a concert staging of Sweeney Todd in 2000. “I was scared to death when I made my entrance. It’s the New York Philharmonic! You have to rise up to that standard. It’s huge. You’re playing with one of the best orchestras in the world. And it’s Stephen Sondheim. You can’t mess up. It has to be the best you’ve got.” LuPone called this performance “a benchmark in my career. The two great creators that have shaped my abilities are David Mamet and Stephen Sondheim. They raise the bar for me. I have to work hard and comprehend much to be good.”98

When Kauffman became the president and CEO of Chicago’s Ravinia Festival in 2001, he produced a series of “Sondheim 75” concerts prior to the composer’s seventy-fifth birthday in 2005. LuPone’s performance as Mrs. Lovett was reprised (2001); the series continued with her in other major roles: A Little Night Music (2002, Desirée Armfeldt), Passion (2003, Fosca), Sunday in the Park with George (2004, as Yvonne in Act 1 and Blair Daniels in Act 2), Anyone Can Whistle (2005, Cora Hooper), and Gypsy (2006) as Rose, a role many people believed she was born to play.

After the Sondheim celebration concluded at Ravinia, Kauffman brought LuPone back for other summer events, including Jake Heggie’s opera, To Hell and Back (2007), a performance of Kurt Weill’s The Seven Deadly Sins (2009), and a concert production of Annie Get Your Gun (2010).

After a seventeen-year absence from Broadway, LuPone made a triumphant return to play Mrs. Lovett in John Doyle’s actor/musician revival of Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd in 2005 at the Eugene O’Neill Theatre. She played the tuba, an instrument she’d learned in high school so she could hang out with the boys.99 She loved working with Doyle and her collaborative, musically talented castmates. Sondheim sometimes sat in her dressing room pre-performance, “with a glass of wine, some raw almonds, reading the New York Times.”100 She received a Tony nomination for her performance.

The cumulative impact of her well-received 2006 performance as Rose at Ravinia and a dying request from Tom Hatcher, Arthur Laurents’s partner of more than fifty years, convinced the playwright to get beyond a long-standing disagreement and work with LuPone. He cast her as Rose in his July 2007 Encores! staging, which six months later became his 2008 Broadway revival of Gypsy at the St. James Theatre. For that performance, which LuPone called “the best theatrical experience of my life,” she won Tony and Drama Desk Awards.

In 2006 LuPone was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame.

In 2011 she and Mandy Patinkin, her Evita costar, combined for a Broadway concert, An Evening with Patti LuPone and Mandy Patinkin, which had sixty-three performances followed by a tour to numerous American cities. As Lucia in David Yazbek’s 2011 musical Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, she received Tony and Drama Desk nominations.

In 2017 she costarred with Christine Ebersole in War Paint, a musical about diva cosmetics queens Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden. Both actresses received Tony and Drama Desk nominations as best actresses.

For the New York Philharmonic’s March 2010 event, Sondheim! The Birthday Concert, she was one of six red-gowned divas who celebrated the composer by singing some of his most iconic numbers: She delivered a show-stopping rendition of “The Ladies Who Lunch.” A year later in April 2011, again with the New York Philharmonic, this time for a full concert staging of Company, she played Joanne, and reprised that song to a rousing ovation.

In 2012, LuPone was the third recipient of Signature Theatre’s Stephen Sondheim Award, given annually to an individual for career contributions to interpreting, supporting, and collaborating on the works of Stephen Sondheim. In a statement about the award, Sondheim said, “There are few performers who can play both Mrs. Lovett and Fosca, Evita and Reno Sweeney, Nancy in Oliver! and Cora Hoover Hooper in Anyone Can Whistle, and still create roles for David Mamet. In fact, there’s only one. Versatility of such a high caliber is rare indeed, and therefore it couldn’t be more appropriate that the recipient of this year’s Signature Theatre Sondheim Award is going to the best tuba player on Broadway: Patti LuPone.”101

    In 2018 in London and in 2022 on Broadway, LuPone took on the role of sarcastic Joanne in Marianne Elliott’s gender-switched staging of  Company.

Since 1988, LuPone has been married to Matthew Johnston, a cameraman she met while playing Lady Bird Johnson in a made-for-TV film, LBJ. Their son Joshua was born in 1991. Her brother, Robert LuPone, is also an actor, best known for originating the role of Zach in A Chorus Line.
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LYRIC STUDIES

Sondheim used four years in the twenty-first century’s initial decade to assemble a two-volume study of his collected lyrics, Finishing the Hat (2010) and Look, I Made a Hat (2011). (His publisher, Alfred A. Knopf, invited him to undertake this project around 1990, but he delayed working on it for more than a decade.) With his annotations, these explorations are informative as well as instructional.

“It’s always fun,” he wrote, “to read anybody who is expounding a craft, as long as they do it in detail and they’re passionate about it.” In these volumes he does expound—and he does so passionately. Writing for Newsweek, Malcolm Jones said these studies “provide a master class not only on Sondheim’s work but on the act of songwriting generally.”102

Jones added, “Although Sondheim claimed that ‘prose is not a natural language’ to him, his verbal gifts of precision and concision are on magnificent display.” His doubts about this kind of writing were unfounded. Even more, he did not expect the effort to be the pleasant experience it became. “I was surprised at how much I liked most of the lyrics,” Sondheim said. “I am by nature self-deprecating, and I was surprised. A lot of those lyrics are really good.”103

He dedicated Finishing the Hat, the first volume, to his “unsung collaborators,” the book writers for his shows: Julius J. Epstein (Saturday Night), Arthur Laurents (West Side Story, Gypsy, Anyone Can Whistle, Do I Hear a Waltz?), Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart (A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum), George Furth (Company, Merrily Roll Along), James Goldman (Evening Primrose, Follies), John Weidman (Pacific Overtures, Assassins, Wise Guys/Bounce/Road Show), Hugh Wheeler (A Little Night Music, Sweeney Todd), and James Lapine (Sunday in the Park with George, Passion, Sondheim on Sondheim).

Finishing the Hat (2010) was amusingly subtitled “Collected Lyrics (1954–1981) with Attendant Comments, Principles, Heresies, Grudges, Whines and Anecdotes.” It opened with a brief preface stating his three fundamental principles—“Content Dictates Form”; “Less Is More”; and “God Is in the Details”—“all in the service of Clarity.”104 The volume’s “Introduction” was a dissertation on lyric writing, including six enlightening “Ground Rules.” In a second opening essay, he detailed “Rhyme and Its Reasons,” a key element in his lyric writing.

The 450-page book comprehensively discussed songs (including many that were abandoned) for his first thirteen major musicals: Saturday Night (1954), West Side Story (1957), Gypsy (1959), A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), Anyone Can Whistle (1964), Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), Company (1970), Follies (1971), A Little Night Music (1973), Pacific Overtures (1976), Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1979), and Merrily We Roll Along (1981). Each entry provided a statement of the show’s “Notion,” as well as “General Comments” that delved into the work’s development, comments about various productions, and reflections about the process of creation.

Sondheim offered in-depth commentary about crafting the lyrics—with plenty of context to follow the show’s narrative—offering considerable anecdotal detail about each show’s origins and evolution. He included reproductions of his early, handwritten drafts of songs. (Assessing the book, Ben Brantley of the New York Times said that these drafts “pulse with the tremors of a compulsive imagination.”)105

For Finishing the Hat, Sondheim also wrote candid assessments and opinions about eleven Broadway lyricists: Frank Loesser, “The Idea Man”; Alan Jay Lerner, “No There There”; Oscar Hammerstein II, “Upward Nobility”; E. Y. Harburg, “Word Drunk”; Lorenz Hart, “Jaunty and Careless”; Ira Gershwin, “Rhyming Poison”; Irving Berlin, “Deceptive Simplicity”; Cole Porter, “Camp and Dazzle”; Dorothy Fields, “Wry and Dry”; Noël Coward, “The Master of Blather”; and W. S. Gilbert, “An Unacquired Taste.” His brief interludes express admiration for Loesser, Harburg, Porter, and Berlin; he was particularly hard on Lerner, Hart, Coward, Gershwin, Harburg, and Gilbert. Hammerstein, Sondheim’s beloved mentor, received a mixed review, praised for his playwriting and condemned for his illogical imagery and overly poeticized language.

The second volume, Look, I Made a Hat (2011), had another witty subtitle, “Collected Lyrics (1981–2011) with Attendant Comments, Amplifications, Dogmas, Harangues, Digressions, Anecdotes and Miscellany.” This volume also encompassed 450 pages. It repeated the preface from Finishing the Hat stating his three principles. (They were prominently displayed on the endpapers of both volumes.)

In a “Reintroduction” Sondheim discussed reactions to the first volume: “If I’d wanted to write a memoir, I would have, but I don’t and I didn’t.”106 He also provided a list—in alphabetical order—of roughly two dozen miscellaneous, briefly treated subjects ranging from “Amplification” to “Writing,” which he defined as “a form of mischief.”

The book considered five more major works: As he did in Finishing the Hat, Sondheim explicated the songs in Sunday in the Park with George (1984), Into the Woods (1987), Assassins (1990), and Passion (1994). He devoted more than 100 pages—divided into four “acts”—tracing the ups and downs of Wise Guys (1998) that became Bounce (2003) and eventually Road Show (2006).

There are also chapters about songs for “Other Musicals” (including Hot Spot, The Mad Show, A Pray by Blecht, the 1974 revival of Candide, the unproduced Muscle, and Sondheim on Sondheim); “Movies” (including The Seven-Per-Cent Solution, Dick Tracy, the unproduced Singing Out Loud, and The Birdcage); “Television” (including Evening Primrose); and “Commissions, Occasions, Beginnings.”

For Look, I Made a Hat Sondheim assembled another set of brief essays interpolated throughout the text: a scathing assessment of “Critics and Their Uses,” a candid discussion of “Awards and Their Uselessness,” “[George S.] Kaufman’s Quest” (about two- or three-act theatrical productions), “Revivals: Actors and Their Qualities,” “Revivals: Directors and Their Notions,” and “Goodbye for Now: A Hollywood Story.”

He offered two roundups considering “Other Lyricists,” addressing writers whose work was either singular or not exclusively for the stage: Part I (DuBose Heyward, Richard Wilbur, Howard Dietz, P. G. Wodehouse) and Part II (Leo Robin, Johnny Mercer, John Latouche, Hugh Martin, Meredith Willson, and Carolyn Lee).

On the dedicatory page of Look, I Made a Hat, Sondheim repeated a short story: “Once in China, the writer and director Anthony Minghella came upon a street artist working randomly on a pavement picture. ‘What are you doing?’ Minghella asked. ‘Taking a line for a walk,’ the artist replied. He was quoting the Swiss painter Paul Klee.” Following that, Sondheim wrote, “This book is dedicated to everyone who has taken a line for a walk.”107

He enjoyed writing these volumes that explained how he wrote lyrics. “I just think it’s interesting to read how somebody does something, whether it’s raising cattle or making pewter ashtrays. All they have to do is be articulate and honest about it. I figure I have no problem with being honest about my own flaws or what I think are the flaws or virtues of others. It doesn’t bother me, because I’m very confident about what I do and I have opinions. And opinionation is very important in the arts.”108

Writing these books gave Sondheim some unexpected insight into his own work: “When I look back as objectively as I can at the shows I wrote before James [Lapine] and contrast them with Sunday in the Park with George and the others I wrote with him, it seems clear to me that a quality of detachment suffuses the first set, whereas a current of vulnerability, of longing, informs the second.”109

Citing familiar lyrics from Sunday in the Park, Into the Woods, and Passion in a commentary for the Sondheim Review, Paul M. Puccio observed:


without compromising their specific moments in those stories, these lines also capture something ineffably familiar to us all—experiences and feelings that pierce through the daily fabric of our lives. There is a special talent in this, a sensitivity to language itself, which, in its precision, in its attention to meaning, sound, and implication, can anatomize an emotion. After you know these lyrics, these particular lines of words seem inevitable—as if there were no other (or better way) to express these ideas.110



In an essay about Finishing the Hat, singer and songwriter Paul Simon stated, “I felt as if I had taken a master class in how to write a musical. A class given by the theater’s finest living master.”111

Two pages of “errata” (mistakes) from both books were published in the Sondheim Review (Summer 2012), 20–21. These were corrected in subsequent printings of the books.
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MACKINTOSH, CAMERON (1946–)

One of the world’s most successful theatrical producers across an array of shows and events, Mackintosh was born in Enfield, England on October 17, 1946. His father, Robert Mackintosh, was a timber merchant and a jazz trumpeter; his mother, Diana, was a secretary. He enrolled for a year in London’s Central School of speech and drama in the stage management course, but he found it too rigid and not to his liking.

He worked as a stagehand at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane and an assistant stage manager for a 1965 touring production of Oliver! Those experiences gave him a broad understanding of theater production. He became known as an astute, persistent, and powerful producer who could draw audiences to the shows he presented. The first American musical he saw with an original American cast was Sondheim’s Company, which he attended on its opening night in London, January 18, 1972.

Mackintosh’s initial endeavors as a producer were regional shows, but he quickly advanced to London venues. In the summer of 1975 he saw David Kernan’s benefit production of Side by Side by Sondheim in a small country theater. The one-night event was a surprise hit, and four additional performances were added. Mackintosh picked it up—with the original cast of Kernan, Millicent Martin, Julia McKenzie, and Ned Sherrin—and presented it in London at the Mermaid Theatre in May 1976. It was his first West End success.

Sondheim came to London to work with the Side by Side cast. “What Steve did,” Kernan said, “was direct the show, and without a doubt, he’s the finest director I’ve ever had … and the cast agreed.” The production ran for eight weeks, then moved in July to the larger Wyndham Theatre, where it ran for three years. All in all, the production had 806 performances. When it moved to Broadway in 1977, Harold Prince staged it; it ran for 384 performances.

In the 1980s, Mackintosh became a successful and much-admired producer of shows and revivals in London, starting with Tomfoolery (1980) and Little Shop of Horrors (1982). His first major London hit was Cats (1981) in the West End, working with composer Andrew Lloyd Webber; he subsequently produced it on Broadway (1982). Continuing his relationship with Lloyd Webber, Mackintosh presented Song and Dance (1985) and Prince’s staging of The Phantom of the Opera (1988), again exporting them to successful runs in New York City. Other major Broadway successes included Les Misérables (1987) and Miss Saigon (1991) after their original British productions. His additional New York productions included Oliver! (1984), Five Guys Named Moe (1992), Carousel (1994), Sondheim’s Putting It Together (1999, with Carol Burnett), Oklahoma! (2002), and Mary Poppins (2006), coproduced with Disney Productions.

During the long run of Side by Side by Sondheim, Mackintosh considered bringing Sondheim and Goldman’s Follies to London. A well-received regional production in Manchester that Sondheim came to see convinced him and Mackintosh that the show could succeed in London. “I think [Sondheim] was tired of people saying that Follies was a masterpiece—if it wasn’t for James Goldman’s book,” Mackintosh said. He believed changes could improve the show’s appeal.

For Mackintosh’s London production at the Shaftesbury Theatre (July 21, 1987, to February 4, 1989), Goldman rethought the story, making it less surreal and melancholy. “It’s not so much that it’s more optimistic as that what Cameron described as some of the ‘down’ moments have either been excised or smoothed over.”1 The changes led to the replacement of several songs with four new numbers. In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim wrote, “… although I had been happy with the show the way it was, I saw no reason not to try new things, knowing we could always revert to the original (which we eventually did).”2

Mike Ockrent staged the show for Mackintosh, with choreography by Bob Avian. The cast included Diana Rigg, Julia McKenzie, Daniel Massey, and Dolores Gray. Promoted as “A Broadway Legend,” Follies opened with more substantial advance sales than any of Mackintosh’s big hits: Cats, Les Miz, and Phantom. But the expensive production closed after 644 performances, recouping only 60 percent of its investment. Nevertheless, it was the longest run ever for Follies.

In 1990 Mackintosh endowed a chair at Oxford University, an academic position to focus on musical theater. Sondheim was the first appointee as Visiting Professor of Contemporary Theatre for the January–March term at St. Catherine’s College. Thirteen British musicians and lyricists were chosen for his classes on songwriting.

In 1992 Mackintosh produced the Sondheim revue Putting It Together in a brief run at the Old Fire Station in Oxford, England; it was staged by Julia McKenzie and featured Diana Rigg. A year later he took the production to New York City for a limited run at the Manhattan Theatre Club’s City Center Theater (April 1–May 23, 1993, fifty-nine performances), with Julie Andrews in the featured role.

Mackintosh was knighted in 1996 for his services to musical theater. On June 7–8, 1998, with the Royal Family in attendance, Mackintosh was celebrated with a gala tribute, Hey, Mr. Producer! (the title is drawn from Sondheim’s “Broadway Baby,” a song from Follies). The event featured many songs by Sondheim and Lloyd Webber and included a memorable pretaped duet between the two composers with a parody lyric to music that alternated between “Send in the Clowns” and Lloyd Webber’s “Music of the Night.”

Mackintosh owns nine London theaters and is considered one of the most influential members of Great Britain’s performing arts community. In 2019 he announced that London’s Queen’s Theatre (opened in 1907) would undergo renovations and be reopened late in the year as the Sondheim Theatre. Saying that Sondheim has no equal as “an innovative voice in musical theatre,” Mackintosh added, “Sondheim’s work will undoubtedly be performed as long as audiences want to see live theatre, so I feel honored that he has agreed to have his name on one of my Shaftesbury Avenue theatres to salute his upcoming 90th birthday.”3

In 1990 Mackintosh became a partner in Music Theatre International (MTI), the world’s largest owner of secondary rights of numerous musicals, including almost all of Sondheim’s shows. In 2015 Mackintosh became the organization’s majority owner.

Mackintosh was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 2014. In 2017, the legendary producer was the recipient of Signature Theatre’s Stephen Sondheim Award.

Mackintosh’s partner is Michael Le Poer Trench, a theater photographer. They met in Trench’s native Australia in 1982 at the opening of a production of Oklahoma! in Adelaide. They live in London and have two other estates elsewhere in England.
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MARTIN, MILLICENT (1934–)

British actress, singer, and comedian Millicent Mary Lillian Martin was born on June 8, 1934, in Romford, England. She worked as a child actor and from an early age set her sights on an onstage career. After working in the chorus of the London premiere of Guys and Dolls in 1953, Martin made her Broadway debut in 1954 in The Boy Friend, in a cast led by Julie Andrews; she played the role of Nancy in London. In the original 1980 Broadway production of 42nd Street, she took over the role of Dorothy. She also appeared in two London revues.

Martin and Julia McKenzie each performed in Alan Ayckbourn plays in London in 1975; actor David Kernan was in A Little Night Music. Frustrated at being unable to take on several desirable roles, they began to consider something they could perform together. Kernan mentioned doing a charity event in which he sang some Sondheim numbers that the audience loved. He thought a program of such songs would be well received and he suggested working up “some Sunday shows together.”4

Martin, Kernan, and McKenzie were joined by Ned Sherrin as the revue’s wry narrator. He and Martin had worked together on the satirical television news round-up, That Was The Week That Was (1962–1963), hosted by David Frost. With permission and some creative input from Sondheim, the revue, which came to be called Side by Side by Sondheim, leapfrogged from a small venue to a larger one, then to London’s West End and on to New York City for a Broadway engagement in 1977. All four performers received 1977 Tony nods; Martin was a nominee for the Best Actress in a Featured Role in a Musical award.

Martin had not been familiar with Sondheim’s music prior to working on the revue. “I had been much more into commercial TV work at the time. … Once I started singing it, I was hooked. I had not met anything like it since the brilliant lyrics on That Was The Week That Was.”5 She was charmed by Sondheim’s music: “He doesn’t write songs, he writes these one-act plays that push forward the storyline and develop the characters of the people in it.”6

As they assembled material for the show, Sondheim approached Martin about including “I Never Do Anything Twice,” a song he had written for a movie, The Seven-Per-Cent Solution. Martin recalled their conversation: “Stephen said to me, ‘Very little of that song remained in the film,’ and he asked me to put it into the show, and I did. I felt that was a gift from him. I think I was probably the first person ever to sing it all the way through.”7 It became something of a calling-card number for Martin.

While more Sondheim roles did not come frequently to Martin (she would have loved to play Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney Todd), when the revised Follies debuted in London in 1987, she replaced Diana Rigg as Phyllis a year into the run. The production represented another chance to work with Martin’s good friend Julia McKenzie, playing Sally. In 2015 Martin and McKenzie reunited for Hey, Old Friends!, a 2015 London benefit, marking Sondheim’s eighty-fifth birthday. She reprised her performance of “I Never Do Anything Twice.”

Martin became well known to British television viewers as the resident singer of topical songs on That Was The Week That Was (1962–1963), a weekly satirical revue. She had her own BBC television series, Mainly Millicent (1964–1966). In 1992 she costarred in Moon and Son, a BBC detective series. Once she became a US resident, she appeared on several sitcoms. She was especially known for her role in seasons 7 and 8 of the American TV series Frasier for portraying Gertrude Moon, Daphne Moon’s colorful, raucous mother from Manchester, England. She had a recurring role in 2019 as Joan-Margaret on Grace and Frankie, starring Jane Fonda and Lily Tomlin.

Martin was married to pop singer Ronnie Carroll (1959–1965) and to actor Norman Eshley (1969–1973); both marriages ended in divorce. In 1978 she married Marc Alexander, an acting coach she met while appearing on Broadway in Side by Side; that marriage continued for four decades. She became a permanent resident of the United States, living with her husband in Beverly Hills.
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MAZZIE, MARIN (1960–2018)

Marin Joy Mazzie was born in Rockford, Illinois, on October 9, 1960. Her father John was a television station manager. Both of her parents loved Broadway musicals and assembled a considerable collection of recordings that their daughter listened to avidly, acting out the various characters. She studied theater and music at Western Michigan University, graduating in 1982.

Mazzie relocated to New York City shortly after college and made her off-Broadway debut in an Equity Library Theatre revival of Frank Loesser’s Where’s Charley? (1983). She worked with Sondheim and Lapine in mid-1985 when they staged their revised version of Merrily We Roll Along at the La Jolla Playhouse in California. Lapine recalled, “I first met Marin when she was 24 and came in to audition … . She seemed very young and very unsophisticated. She sang ‘Not a Day Goes By’ with such force and beauty that Sondheim and I hired her on the spot to play Beth.”8 Mazzie cited her work with Sondheim during the production as her big break. “Being taught to sing ‘Not a Day Goes By’ by Stephen Sondheim himself? That’s something I’ll never forget.”9

Her first Broadway performance came in October 1985, when she replaced the actress playing Mary Jane Wilkes in Big River. Her prior connection with Sondheim and Lapine paid off when, during the original production of Into the Woods (1987), she was hired to replace the role of Rapunzel; she also understudied Cinderella and the Witch.

Sondheim and Lapine turned to Mazzie again when they were casting Passion (1994), hiring her for the role of Clara, a beautiful married woman having a torrid affair with the soldier Giorgio (played by Jere Shea). “Years later [when] she came in to audition for Clara,” Lapine said, “we were stunned when she walked in the room. Suddenly Marin had matured into this gorgeous, sexy woman. She sang the first song from the show, and again, we hired her on the spot.”10

The production of Passion opened with Mazzie and Shea tastefully naked in bed, “with the traditionally sensual depiction of love,” wrote New York Times critic David Richards. “What captain and mistress call ‘so much happiness’ is only skin deep, however inviting that skin may be.” She received her first Tony Award nomination for her performance as a Featured Actress in a Musical.11

In 1998 Mazzie received her second Tony nomination when she created the role of Mother in Ahrens and Flaherty’s Ragtime. Her third Tony nomination came a year later for her performance as Lilli Vanessi/Katherine in the Broadway revival of Kiss Me, Kate (1999). Her performance was also recognized with a 2000 Outer Critics Circle Award as the season’s Outstanding Actress in a Musical. In 2002 when she reprised the role in the production’s London transfer, she won a Laurence Olivier Award.

Mazzie met her husband, actor Jason Danieley, in a 1996 off-Broadway production of Trojan Women: A Love Story by En Garde Arts. They were married in 1997 and frequently toured and performed concerts together. They appeared on Broadway together in 2010–2011 in the final six months of the Tony Award–winning musical Next to Normal, portraying a woman plagued by bipolar disorder and her long-suffering husband.

Mazzie’s other noteworthy Broadway performances included Aldonza/Dulcinea in the 2002 revival of Man of La Mancha and the Lady of the Lake in Spamalot (2006–2008). From 2003 to 2006 she played the religious Kathy Halverson in several episodes of the sitcom Still Standing. In 2010 she was one of the half dozen Broadway stars chosen to wear red gowns and perform classic Sondheim songs for his eightieth birthday celebration with the New York Philharmonic. Mazzie sang “Losing My Mind.”

In 2012 Mazzie recreated Carrie’s religiously fanatical mother Margaret in an off-Broadway revival. In 2014 she played the aging diva Helen Sinclair in Woody Allen’s musical version of his 1994 movie, Bullets Over Broadway.

In May 2015 she was diagnosed with ovarian cancer while she rehearsed for the off-Broadway Encores! revival of Kander and Ebb’s Zorba. After surgery and months of chemotherapy, she believed she had beaten the disease. In mid-2016, she returned for what turned out to be her final Broadway musical performance, replacing Kelli O’Hara as Anna Leonowens in the Lincoln Center 2015 revival of The King and I. She became committed to spreading awareness of ovarian cancer and won the first Phyllis Newman Women’s Health Alliance “Dame” Award.

The disease returned, and Mazzie’s final stage performance was in an off-Broadway play, Terrence McNally’s Fire and Air at Classic Stage Company in the early months of 2018. She died at age 57 on September 13, 2018. The lights of all Broadway theaters were dimmed for one minute at 6:45 p.m. on Wednesday September 19, 2018, in Mazzie’s honor.

Mazzie was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 2017.
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MCKENZIE, JULIA (1941–)

Julia Kathleen Nancy McKenzie was born on February 17, 1941, in Enfield, Middlesex, England. She trained as an opera singer at London’s Guildhall School of Music and Drama. Still in her 20s, she began appearing in West End productions in London: Maggie May (1964) and Mame (1969). Her initial work with material by Sondheim came in the first London production of Company (1972) when she replaced the actress playing April.

In 1976 McKenzie worked with David Kernan to assemble the hit revue Side by Side by Sondheim. She was a member of its original four-actor cast. She had not been closely familiar with Sondheim’s music before that. Working with Kernan was “when I began to get to know the material very, very well indeed. And we sorted over so much material in order to put it into the new show. Since then, of course, every word, every note Sondheim writes I consume quite heftily.”12 When the production of Side by Side transferred to Broadway in 1977, she received a Tony Award nomination for Best Featured Actress in a Musical, as well as a Drama Desk Award.

McKenzie was nominated for an Olivier Award in 1980 for her performance in On the Twentieth Century. She won her first Olivier in 1983 when she played Adelaide in Guys and Dolls.

Her career included additional Sondheim shows. In 1987 she played Sally in Follies at London’s Shaftesbury Theatre and the Witch in Into the Woods at the Phoenix Theatre in 1990. When Sweeney Todd was revived in 1993 at the Royal National Theatre, she starred as Mrs. Lovett and won her second Olivier Award. In 1993 she directed Putting It Together (featuring Julie Andrews) for New York’s Manhattan Theatre Club, and she staged a production of A Little Night Music in Tokyo and Osaka in 1999.

British television viewers have seen McKenzie in several series. She costarred on Maggie and Her (1978–1979) and That Beryl Marston …! (1981). She was particularly known as Hester in Fresh Fields (1984–1986) and its sequel French Fields (1989–1991). Her performance in the latter series led to recognition as TV Times’ “Favourite Female Comedy Performance” for five years in a row. From 2007 to 2009 she was featured in the costume drama series Cranford, and in 2008 she became ITV’s Miss Marple for six series of Agatha Christie mysteries.

McKenzie also performed for radio and in films. She was featured in audio productions of Blithe Spirit, The Country Wife, and A Room with a View. Among her movies were Shirley Valentine (1989); Bright Young Things (2003); These Foolish Things (2005); Notes on a Scandal (2006); and a television movie, Gangsta Granny (2013).

McKenzie was named a Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in 2018 for her services to drama. She married American actor and director Jerry Harte in 1971; he died in 2018.
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MCMARTIN, JOHN (1929–2016)

John Francis McMartin was born in Warsaw, Indiana, on November 18, 1929. Although he became known for playing upper-class characters onstage, in movies, and on television, he came from modest roots. His father Royal McMartin was a traveling salesman; his mother Alice was a homemaker. His family moved to St. Cloud, Minnesota, where John graduated from high school. He enlisted in the Army and served as a paratrooper, but he also performed in service shows—sparking his interest in a career in acting. He briefly attended Columbia College in Chicago but did not graduate.

Instead, he worked one summer with a small theater company in Allentown, Pennsylvania, where he became friends with actress Eileen Brennan. She invited him to New York City to appear with her in an off-Broadway production of Little Mary Sunshine (1959). He was recognized with a Theater World Award as a rising young performer—the same year as Warren Beatty, Carol Burnett, Patty Duke, Dick Van Dyke, and Jane Fonda.

McMartin appeared in several movies (including All the President’s Men in 1976 and Pennies from Heaven in 1981) and more frequently in guest roles on television. He was cast in the soap opera As the World Turns shortly after he landed in New York City (1961–1963), and he played recurring roles on Falcon Crest (1985–1986) and Beauty and the Beast (1987–1989). He made numerous guest appearances on shows ranging from Love, American Style and Hawaii Five-O in 1971 to Murder, She Wrote (1985–1991) and Law & Order (1992–2009). His final guest appearance on television was in a 2015 episode of the Netflix series Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt.

McMartin originated the role of Oscar opposite Gwen Verdon in the Broadway production of Sweet Charity (1966), directed by Bob Fosse. He was nominated for a Tony Award as Best Featured Actor in a Musical; he reprised the role in the 1969 movie opposite Shirley MacLaine.

McMartin’s patrician appearance enabled him to excel at playing professors, business and religious leaders, politicians, and other noble types. He was a perfect fit for the jaded, regretful Benjamin Stone in the 1971 Broadway premiere of Sondheim’s Follies (1971) opposite Alexis Smith as Ben’s unhappy wife Phyllis. His nervous-breakdown performance of “Live, Laugh, Love” was especially memorable: Sondheim called it “as thrilling as any I’ve ever seen in the musical theater.”13

McMartin participated in several subsequent Sondheim events and productions. He performed two songs with Dorothy Collins in Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1973), “Pleasant Little Kingdom” (cut from Follies) and “Too Many Mornings” (Follies). He played Frederik Egerman in A Little Night Music at the Berkshire Theatre Festival (1986) and at the Ahmanson Theatre in Los Angeles (1991). He took on the dual role of the Narrator and the Mysterious Man in the 2002 Broadway revival of Into the Woods. For the latter performance, he received his fifth and final Tony nomination. In 2010, McMartin revisited “Live, Laugh, Love” from Follies in the concert Sondheim: The Birthday Celebration with the New York Philharmonic at Avery Fisher Hall.

McMartin’s fifty-five-year Broadway career included plays and musicals, encompassing more than two dozen shows, including his first, The Conquering Hero (1961), a musical with a book by Larry Gelbart (the co-book writer for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum). The same year he appeared in Blood, Sweat and Stanley Poole, a play by brothers William and James Goldman (the latter was the book writer for Follies). He was nominated for Tony Awards as a featured actor, playing Sganarelle in a production of Molière’s Don Juan (1973), for playing Cap’n Andy in Harold Prince’s revival of Show Boat (1995), and for his featured actor performance as Uncle Willie in the musical Cole Porter’s High Society (1998). For the Off-Broadway production of Grey Gardens that moved to Broadway in 2006, he played “Major” Bouvier.

In 2009 McMartin was elected to the American Theater Hall of Fame. His final Broadway performance was in 2014 as old-school Georgia Senator Richard Russell in Robert Schenkkan’s dramatic LBJ portrait, All the Way.

McMartin was married to Cynthia Baer (1960–1971); they had two daughters, Susan and Kathleen. The news of his death from cancer was announced on July 6, 2016, by his companion, Charlotte Moore, the artistic director of the Irish Repertory Theatre.
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MERMAN, ETHEL (1908–1984)
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Ethel Merman as Rose in Gypsy (1959).
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Ethel Agnes Zimmermann was born on January 16, 1908, in Astoria, Queens, New York City. Her father Edward was an accountant; her mother was a schoolteacher. She became a legendary Broadway musical star as an actress and especially as a singer whose clarion, mezzo-soprano voice matched her brash personality. She attended public school in New York City. Merman never had music lessons, but she began performing at an early age. After graduating from high school in 1926 she worked as a secretary while moonlighting as a nightclub singer.

Her first Broadway show was George Gershwin’s Girl Crazy (1930) as Kate Fothergill. She originated thirteen roles on Broadway, including Reno Sweeney in Cole Porter’s Anything Goes (1934); Annie Oakley in Irving Berlin’s Annie Get Your Gun (1946); and Mrs. Sally Adams in Berlin’s Call Me Madam (1950), for which she won a 1951 Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical.

Other significant Broadway performances included Red, Hot and Blue (1936), Dubarry Was a Lady (1939), Panama Hattie (1940), and Something for the Boys (1943). In 1957 she won a Tony nomination for Happy Hunting, a show she considered an obligation that she was pushed into by her fourth husband. She found the young, inexperienced composing team of Matt Dubey and Harold Karr to be unimaginative and referred to the show as “a jeep among limousines” in her autobiography. Her unhappiness with that team was why she was unwilling to have young Sondheim compose Gypsy, preferring to have a score by Jule Styne, whom she had worked with previously.

In 1970 she won a Drama Desk Award for her performance in the title role of a revival of Hello, Dolly!, a show originally created with her in mind. In 1972 she received a special Tony Award for her Broadway career. Her final stage appearance was in 1982 in a Carnegie Hall benefit concert.

Merman’s film career, while not as prominent as her stage work, ran on a parallel track. Her first feature-length movie was Follow the Leader (1930). She subsequently starred with Bing Crosby in We’re Not Dressing (1934) and with Eddie Cantor in Kid Millions (1934). Although several of her renowned stage roles were given to other film actresses, she did recreate her Broadway performance as Reno Sweeney in cinematic versions of Anything Goes! (1936) and as Mrs. Sally Adams in Call Me Madam (1953). She performed in two well-received showcase movie musicals, Alexander’s Ragtime Band (1938), in which she played opposite Tyrone Power and Don Ameche, and There’s No Business Like Show Business (1954) with Donald O’Connor and Marilyn Monroe. She was awarded two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame—one for her motion pictures and one for her recordings.

Merman introduced many songs now considered standards in the American Songbook. In her debut in Gershwin’s “I Got Rhythm” (1930), she held a high C note for sixteen bars while the orchestra played the melodic line. Many of her hits were by Cole Porter: “It’s De-Lovely” (Red, Hot and Blue, 1936); “I Get a Kick Out of You,” “You’re the Top,” and “Anything Goes” (Anything Goes, 1934). She also made Irving Berlin’s “There’s No Business Like Show Business” (Annie Get Your Gun, 1946) her signature number.

On June 15, 1953, Merman and her friendly rival Mary Martin performed together in a live television special, The Ford 50th Anniversary Television Show, singing a duet medley of Tin Pan Alley and Broadway numbers from the early 1900s to 1940. They came together again on May 15, 1977, for Ethel Merman and Mary Martin, Together on Broadway, a benefit concert hosted by Cyril Ritchard.

Merman was married and divorced four times. Her first husband—for two months in 1940–1941—was William B. Smith, a theater agent. With her second husband Robert D. Levitt, the promotion director for the New York Journal-American, she had two children. She married Robert F. Six, chief executive of Continental Airlines, in 1953; they divorced in 1960. She and actor Ernest Borgnine wed briefly in 1964. In her 1978 biography, she devoted a chapter to that final contentious thirty-eight-day marriage: It consisted of one blank page.

Merman’s finest performance and stage triumph is generally considered to be in Gypsy (1959) as Rose, Gypsy Rose Lee’s ferocious, self-deluded stage mother. She knew it was the role of a lifetime and played it for the show’s entire 702-performance run, and then toured with it in 1961 following its Broadway closing. She famously said, “Not to pat myself on the back, but when I do a show, the whole show revolves around me. And if I don’t show up, they can just forget it.”14

Gypsy indeed revolved around Merman, with a score by Jule Styne and lyrics by Sondheim. Director Jerome Robbins had proposed Sondheim as the show’s composer and lyricist, but the actress insisted on someone more experienced for the score. Oscar Hammerstein convinced Sondheim to accept the role of lyricist. He “thought it would be valuable for me to learn to write for a star, a specific and predictable personality who makes an audience feel as if they are greeting an old friend. … What pushed me over the edge to say yes, however, was the knowledge that the role of Rose would offer Ethel and us authors [Arthur Laurents, Styne, and Sondheim] a chance to startle that audience, to blindside their expectations. Not only would we be writing for Rose, we would be writing for Rose as played by a flamboyant performer with a blazingly recognizable persona that audiences came specifically to see—a genuine Broadway star personality who, we all hoped, could act.”15

Jule Styne observed, “This is not denying Steve’s musical talent, but to write for Ethel Merman was a kind of bag he didn’t know much about. … When you write for a star you’ve got to take in what the star has to offer. If you don’t, you’re not doing what the people want to hear. … Steve didn’t have to tailor; he had to write character.”16

Merman was a savvy businesswoman: Her contract gave her 5 percent of Gypsy’s gross before the payoff to investors, and 7 percent after that. Her contract also stipulated payments for her board, lodging, and living expenses for the run of the show, since she was living in a furnished apartment at the Park Lane Hotel.17 (By way of comparison, Sondheim was compensated with 2 1/4 percent, going to 2 1/2 once the show made a profit.18)

Merman’s performance of Gypsy’s culminating soliloquy, the emotional explosion of “Rose’s Turn,” became one of the great moments in musical theater history. The number—often described as an onstage nervous breakdown in which Rose spills out her anger, envy, and frustration that her daughters did not appreciate or live up to her expectations—“was like an opera to sing,” Merman said. “It went on for about 11 minutes, with tears, bumps and grinds, you name it.”19 The role has often been compared to Shakespeare’s King Lear.

Merman lost the 1960 Tony to Mary Martin, who played Maria in The Sound of Music. Merman famously quipped, “You can’t buck a nun.”20 Many fans were outraged. One critic, John Chapman of the Daily News, said he voted for Merman because Martin wasn’t doing anything new playing the singing nun, “whereas Merman was performing a new kind of role for Broadway and a new one for her. … Much of the East Coast entertainment world found it perplexing that Martin and Merman weren’t at least given a joint award, especially since The Sound of Music shared its best musical award with Fiorello! …”21

Merman was disappointed again—and profanely outspoken—when the role of Rose went to Rosalind Russell in Gypsy’s 1962 cinematic adaptation. She was unwilling to perform in a transfer of the original production to London; she refused to stay long enough for it to recoup its investment.22 That delayed Gypsy’s London debut for fourteen years, when Angela Lansbury agreed to play Rose in 1974.

In 1979 Merman released the infamous and unexpectedly popular Ethel Merman Disco Album. A year before her death from brain cancer on February 15, 1984, Merman stated, “Broadway has been very good to me. But then, I’ve been very good to Broadway.”23 The fifty-sixth Academy Awards (April 2, 1984) paid tribute to her with a performance of “There’s No Business Like Show Business.”

Merman was interred in the Shrine of Remembrance Mausoleum in Colorado Springs, where she was laid to rest next to her daughter, Ethel Levitt, who died in 1967 at the age of 25 of an accidental drug overdose.
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MERRILY WE ROLL ALONG (1981, 1985)


ORIGINAL PRODUCTION

Music and Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: George Furth

Director: Harold Prince

Furth and Prince adapted the book from the play by George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart

Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick

Choreographer: Larry Fuller

Assistant Choreographer: Janie Gleason

Musical Director: Paul Gemignani

Scenic Designer: Eugene Lee

Costume Designer: Judith Dolan

Lighting Designer: David Hersey

Sound Designer: Jack Mann

Makeup and Hair Designer: Richard Allen

Producers: Lord Lew Grade, Martin Starger, Robert Fryer, and Harold Prince; in association with Ruth Mitchell and Howard Haines

Cast: Franklin Shepard (Jim Walton), Mary Flynn (Ann Morrison); Charley Kringas (Lonny Price); Gussie (Terry Finn); Joe Josephson (Jason Alexander); Beth (Sally Klein)

The original Broadway production of Merrily We Roll Along at the Alvin Theatre (where Company was a hit a decade earlier) began with previews on October 1, 1981. After forty-four previews, it opened on November 16 and closed after sixteen performances, on November 28, 1981.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1982 TONY AWARD NOMINATION (1): Best Original Score. 1982 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (2): Outstanding Music and Outstanding Lyrics. 1982 THEATER WORLD AWARD: Ann Morrison.
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The 1981 cast of Merrily We Roll Along.
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Overview

Merrily We Roll Along was Sondheim’s eleventh Broadway show. Coming on the heels of the very serious Sweeney Todd, it was intended to be a more traditional Broadway musical. Sadly, it was also the most troubled production of his career, experiencing a long, tumultuous series of forty-four previews in New York City (aggressively scrutinized by media and theater fans) and closing after just sixteen performances.

Sondheim’s collaboration with book writer George Furth was staged by Harold Prince; the director felt he never came up with the best way to stage the show. Furth’s book, inspired by a Kaufman and Hart play from 1934, used a reverse chronology to dig back to the roots of a trio of idealistic artists. The regression through time confused many, and the initially cynical and unhappy central characters didn’t get off on the right foot with audiences.

Sondheim’s appealing and accessible score was much admired, however, sustaining interest in the show as several subsequent productions sought to make it work. “Since Merrily We Roll Along is about friendship,” Sondheim wrote in the program for the show’s 1985 revival at La Jolla Playhouse in California that significantly revised the original, “the score concentrates attention on the friendship of Mary, Frank, and Charley by having all their songs interconnected through chunks of melody, rhythm, and accompaniment. And since the story moves backwards in time, it presented an opportunity to invent verbal and musical motifs which could be modified over the course of the years, extended and developed, reprised, fragmented, and then presented to the audience in reverse: extensions first, reprises first, fragments first. … In fact, if the score is listened to in reverse order—although it wasn’t written that way—it develops traditionally.”

The show has been described as Sondheim and Prince’s “most concept-driven, narratively disjointed stage piece.”24 Nevertheless, the rise and fall of Frank, Charley, and Mary’s friendship is the crux of the story; with an ensemble of capable actors and a thoughtful director, Merrily has proved to an engaging show.

Synopsis

Note: The following synopsis is for the significantly revised, licensed version (1994), not the original 1981 Broadway show, which used the frame of Franklin Shepard’s high school graduation. (The 1994 score included several new songs, replacing numbers from 1981.)

Act 1

Franklin Shepard is rich and famous, yet he feels empty. As he mulls over moments from his life, we learn how he evolved from an ambitious, idealistic artist into a successful but jaded film producer. His first recollection is of 1977 when guests attended a party at his posh Los Angeles home to celebrate his latest movie. They reflect Frank’s self-satisfied mindset (“Merrily We Roll Along”), and seeds are planted for further exploration of the past. But first, they lavish fawning praise on him (“That Frank”).

Longtime friend Mary Flynn is drunk, rude, and angry with Frank for selling out. A guest fecklessly mentions the Pulitzer Prize–winning play by Charley Kringas, Frank’s former collaborator. Frank is cheating on Gussie, his second wife, with Meg, the young star of his new movie. Mary blows up at Frank and storms out. Gussie confronts Meg and Frank. Chaos ensues. The company sings “Merrily We Roll Along,” a transition number or “vamp” that signifies each subsequent step back in time.


1973. Backstage at a TV studio in New York, Charley waits impatiently for Frank. He is peeved with Mary, who talked him into showing up, and is certain Frank no longer wants to collaborate on musicals, preferring moneymaking Hollywood projects. Mary reminds him that their friendship is important (“Old Friends—Like It Was”). Charley knows she’s secretly loved Frank for years, but he has never noticed. Charley discovers Frank has signed another movie deal, so their collaboration will be deferred again. Charley is furious; Frank is defensive. Suddenly they are on the air. Asked how they work together, Charley bitterly reports that Frank’s business constantly derails their progress (“Franklin Shepard, Inc.”). Livid that Charley has humiliated him on national television, Frank says their friendship is over.

1968. In Frank’s luxurious New York apartment, he’s on the phone, as usual. Frank Jr., age 9, has just arrived from Houston. Mary and Charley join them. Frank is back from a post-divorce cruise. He presents Charley with an offer to turn their successful musical into a film, but Charley is not pleased, preferring to work on their musical stage projects. Frank wants to cash in on the Hollywood deal because he needs money for alimony and support payments for Frank Jr. He also wants to sustain his lavish lifestyle. Mary tries to divert their argument with a reminder of friendship (“Old Friends”). Joe Josephson, the producer of their hit musical, arrives with his wife Gussie, the show’s star. Frank and Gussie are having an affair, and she plans to leave Joe. As Charley and Mary leave, they warn Frank to avoid Gussie and urge him to get back to writing the new show. Frank promises to meet them later, although Gussie expects him to connect with her. He is conflicted (“Growing Up”). Gussie returns to say she’s ended her marriage; she wants to be with Frank, and he stays.

1967. On the steps of a Manhattan courthouse Frank and his wife, Beth, are finalizing their messy, publicized divorce. Frank tries to reason with her, but his admission of his affair with Gussie is the final straw, no matter how much she might love him (“Not a Day Goes By”). Mary urges Frank to move on (“Now You Know”).



Act 2


1964. Gussie performs “Good Thing Going” on the opening night of Musical Husbands, Frank and Charley’s first Broadway show. Everyone is backstage, and suddenly applause erupts from the theater. They realize their show is a success (“It’s a Hit”). Evelyn, Charley’s wife, goes into labor, and Charley rushes her to the hospital, accompanied by Beth. Mary encourages Beth not to leave Frank alone with Gussie, but Beth says she trusts him.

1962. At a party at Gussie and Joe’s brownstone, Frank and Beth are awed by the New York elite. Gussie mocks her influential guests for their self-centered hive mentality (“The Blob”). Gussie and Joe pressure Frank to write the score for her next show instead of another collaboration with Charley. Gussie pushes Frank toward an affair (“Growing Up”) and then insists that he and Charley perform a song for the guests. Charley is reticent, but the number (“Good Thing Going”) goes over well. Gussie demands a reprise. Charley refuses, so Frank starts without him while the guests lose interest and return to gossiping. Charley storms out.

1960. At a Greenwich Village nightclub Beth, Charley, and Frank perform a satirical spoof of the Kennedy clan (“Bobby and Jackie and Jack”). Frank greets Joe and Gussie; she’s a musical star, divorcing her second husband to marry Joe. Beth has told Frank she’s pregnant, and they’re about to marry at the club. She professes her love in front of everyone while Mary contemplates her unrequited feelings for Frank (“Not a Day Goes By—Act 2”).

1959. Frank is at a piano composing, Charley is at a typewriter working on a play, and Mary is writing a novel. They seek outlets for their work (“Opening Doors”). Frank and Charley audition for Joe Josephson, who wants more hummable music. They write a cabaret revue, Frankly Frank, to showcase their work and hire Beth to perform with them.

1957. Longtime friends Frank and Charley are hanging out on a tenement rooftop. Frank wants to turn Charley’s play into a musical. Mary introduces herself and then leaves. Charley and Frank discuss marriage but agree it’s a long way off. Mary, already smitten with Frank, returns and compliments his music. Charley and Mary study the sky with binoculars and finally locate Sputnik, the Russian satellite. They believe all things are possible (“Our Time”). It’s the birth of a new era as they solidify their budding friendship.



Source and Book

For years producer and director Harold Prince’s wife Judy urged him to do a show about young people. In 1979 it finally struck him that George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart’s Merrily We Roll Along, staged in 1934, might work. Sondheim liked the idea; in fact, Prince recalls, “It was the first time he ever said ‘yes’ on the phone.”25

In the original play, Richard Niles is a renowned playwright who has lost his sense of integrity. His life story is told as a morality play in reverse: It begins sordidly in 1934 and regresses step-by-step to the rosy past of 1916 when he, writer Julia Glenn, and painter Jonathan Crale, were united in their friendship and dedication to their muses.

The play was positively reviewed, but the production (with a cast of ninety-one, including Robert Griffith, who eventually became Prince’s first production partner) was not a big hit with audiences and closed after a five-month run. Two years later, Kaufman and Hart’s You Can’t Take It With You, a lighter and happier story about being down-and-out but not selling one’s soul, won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama.

Once Prince and Sondheim had approval to adapt the play, they recruited George Furth to write the book, recalling their successful collaboration on Company a decade earlier. Furth considered making the central character a politician, but eventually settled on a composer, Franklin Shepard, who sells out to make profitable movies and destroys his friendships with playwright Charley Kringas and novelist Mary Flynn.

Sondheim was not a fan of stories about people in show business, but he was drawn to tales about failed hopes and blasted expectations (as in Follies and Sweeney Todd). “In truth, like the characters in the show, I was trying to roll myself back to my exuberant early days, to recapture the combination of sophistication and idealism that I’d shared with Hal Prince, Mary Rodgers, Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick, John Kander and Fred Ebb, and the rest of us show business supplicants, all stripped back to our innocence.”26

Sondheim, Furth, and Prince used Kaufman and Hart’s device of telling the story backward. That decision has been blamed for robbing the musical’s three friends of character development and sapping the audience’s empathy from the show’s opening moments when Frank, Mary, and Charley are hardened, unhappy people.

Sondheim recalled, “What we envisioned was a cautionary tale in which actors in their late teens and early twenties would begin disguised as middle-aged sophisticates and gradually became their innocent young selves as the evening progressed. Unfortunately, we got caught in a paradox we should have foreseen: Actors that young, no matter how talented, rarely have the experience or skills to play anything but themselves, and in this case even that caused difficulties.”27 The final scene when they were youthful worked, “but the rest of the evening had an amateur feeling.”28

Without an out-of-town tryout, Merrily stumbled through a long stretch of previews that saw staff changes, tinkering with casting, and an avalanche of gossipy, negative news coverage. Furth and Sondheim undertook a lot of rewriting, and Prince totally revamped much of the physical production with some changes being tried out less than a week before the twice-postponed opening. But, Sondheim said, they “fell victim to the age-old illusion that binds all rewriters: by the time opening night arrived, we thought we had fixed the show. What we had done bettered it, not fixed it, and the critics and theatrical ‘community’ … were merciless.”29

The Broadway debut was a failure in the estimation of most critics. The poor publicity meant the show was largely ignored by the public; it closed after sixteen performances. Prince said, “I regret that Steve wrote from the heart, he wrote openly, he felt all those things, and the score is beautiful. We let him down. I never knew how to direct it, because I work so much from ‘What is it going to look like?’ That became the motor of the show. I never could figure it out.”30 Sondheim said, “We never had a falling out. I just think in some way Hal was ashamed of Merrily.”31

The stresses of the production spelled the end of Sondheim and Prince’s successful business partnership. They remained friends, but Merrily was their final collaboration for more than twenty years. “Nevertheless,” Sondheim said, “that month of fervent, hysterical activity was the most fun that I’ve ever had on a single show. It was what I had always expected the theater to be like.”32

Creative Team

Prince hired Ron Field as Merrily’s choreographer. Field aspired to be a director and was eager to work with Prince. But once he and Prince engaged in rehearsals, they clashed. “I couldn’t understand the show,” Field said. “I was listening, with question marks coming of out my ears, my eyes, my heart, and my brain. It didn’t seem possible that this was going to work—this thing that went backwards. … I would look at the set and it didn’t seem attractive or make any sense to me. Then I would look at the people who were cast who couldn’t sing, certainly couldn’t dance, were clearly unattractive, and most had never been in a show before. They were amateurs.”33

Prince replaced Merrily’s young leading actor, James Weissenbach, early in the lengthy preview period. Jim Walton, who had been in the cast, was somewhat more experienced, but he was thrust into a challenging role. Things went from bad to worse between the director and the choreographer.

“Hal wanted it amateurishly staged and awkward,” Field recalled. “Nothing could seem as if there was a professional touch to it. … Hal is a cerebral, intellectually gifted, architecturally brilliant person. Here he was in trouble, and he was not ready to admit he was wrong, especially because he had just done Evita. I couldn’t stage one number right in the show. Not one. I did three or four versions of everything, and I could not stop apologizing for not pleasing him.” On October 24, with the once-postponed opening looming, Prince fired Field and brought in choreographer Larry Fuller. The opening was delayed for three more weeks.34

Fuller did his best, but there were too many other problems. Prince kept seeking but never found a successful scenic approach; he made last-minute radical changes to reduce Eugene Lee’s high-school auditorium to bare-bones bleachers. Judith Dolan’s period costumes were abandoned.

“There were severe problems with the sets and costumes,” Sondheim remembered, “the former being cluttered and charmless, the latter so confusing that Hal threw them all out at dress rehearsal and replaced them with T-shirts lettered with a description of each wearer’s relationship to Frank: ‘Best Friend,’ ‘Ex-Wife’ etc.” Most ticket-buyers apparently felt it was an amateur production charging full Broadway prices for tickets.35

Cast and Characters

The majority of Merrily’s cast of twenty-six actors were still adolescents, in their late teens. Prince said, “I was charmed by the beginnings of their artistry, by the roughness of their craft, their inexperience.”36 But he had not anticipated how their youth was an obstacle to conveying the angst of older characters. They simply did not have the life experience. Lonny Price, who played Charley, recalled during the costume parade when Judith Dolan’s designs were being evaluated, “there were these fifteen-year-old girls who had beaded dresses on, looking like Ann-Margret. We all looked like we were in Bugsy Malone.”37 (The G-rated musical gangster comedy film from 1976 used child actors to play all of its characters.)

To play Frank, Prince initially cast Weissenbach, the son of his college roommate. The young actor, who had worked in the office of Prince’s production company, was stiff and awkward during previews. Sondheim and Prince liked his performance, but many others were critical. Even Weissenbach recognized there was trouble afoot: “I think there was a lot of conflict,” he said. “Both Hal and Ron seemed to have different feelings as to whether or not it was going to be a dance show.” Their back-and-forth confused everyone. “It was kind of strange for all of us because we were saying, ‘Gee, aren’t they talking to one another?’ Even so, during rehearsals we thought we had the biggest hit. Until the run-through. Then I knew, for the first time, that we had problems.”38

Walton at twenty-six was the oldest cast member; he had some previous Broadway experience in Perfectly Frank, a 1980 revue of Frank Loesser songs. But he wasn’t certain he had what was needed to play a man lost in middle age. “You are supposed to come away with a feeling of ironic sadness, but the problem was we were all too young to have the right emotional frames of reference. I began as a forty-three-year-old man having a nervous breakdown.”39

Regardless of who played Frank, one of Merrily’s most significant challenges was his inscrutable nature. Sometimes compared to Company’s Robert, but even more than that commitment-phobic character, Frank is at first unflatteringly portrayed as a self-centered jerk, quick to cast aside friends and lovers. He gradually becomes more likable as the story drills down to his younger, more innocent self, but it’s a lot to overcome.

Lonny Price had been another production assistant in Prince’s office; he was fired for being overly inquisitive. With some New York acting experience, he was chosen to play sensitive, volatile playwright Charley Kringas. Well into rehearsals he was still waiting for his big number, “Franklin Shepard, Inc.” Price was a nervous young performer, well suited for the role. “Hal was really quite down on me personally,” he said. “I was the one that I thought would get fired, so letting Jim go was a surprise.”40 Price’s song arrived just three days before previews began.

The role of the hard-boiled, hard-drinking writer, Mary Flynn, secretly in love with Frank, was assigned to Ann Morrison. At age twenty-five—older than most of the actors—Morrison had a voice that reminded Prince of Judy Garland.41 However, she lacked the amateurish sound he wanted from his less experienced performers. Sally Klein as Beth did not have a strong voice. In fact, Jim Walton sang “Not a Day Goes By” for the cast recording, although it was Beth’s number in the show.

Also in the cast were Tonya Pinkins, later a Broadway star; Daisy Prince, Hal’s daughter and, at sixteen, the youngest actor in show; and Abigail Pogrebin, who went on to a career in journalism with PBS, CBS, and the New York Times. In 2016 Pogrebin authored a brief memoir about her involvement in the show, “How Being Part of a Rare Sondheim Flop Taught Me Lessons for Life.”

Most of the young cast struggled to play adult characters convincingly, but one fit right into the role of producer Joe Josephson. “The singular exception,” according to Sondheim, “was a remarkable performer named Jason Alexander, who at twenty-one seemed like an old pro; it was as if he had been born middle-aged.”42 Alexander later became a familiar star as the insecure loser George Costanza on the NBC-TV series Seinfeld (1989–1998).


MUSICAL NUMBERS (REVISED VERSION 1985)

Overture – Orchestra

Act 1


	“Merrily We Roll Along (1981)”—Company

	“That Frank”—Guests

	“Old Friends”—Mary and Charley

	“Like It Was”—Mary

	“Franklin Shepard, Inc.”—Charley

	“Old Friends”—Mary, Frank, and Charley

	“Growing Up”—Frank

	“Not a Day Goes By”—Beth

	“Now You Know”—Mary and Company



Act 2


	“Gussie’s Opening Number”—Gussie

	“It’s a Hit!”—Joe, Frank, Mary, and Charley

	“The Blob”/”Growing Up”—Guests and Gussie

	“Good Thing Going”—Charley, Frank, and Company

	“Bobby and Jackie and Jack”—Charley, Beth, Frank, and Ted

	“Not a Day Goes By” (reprise)—Beth, Mary, and Frank

	“Opening Doors”—Frank, Charley, Mary, Joe, Girl Auditioning, and Beth

	“Our Time”—Frank, Charley, Mary, and Company





Score

Hal Prince wanted a score with a popular sound, which Sondheim interpreted as writing “real thirty-two bar songs,” numbers built in four stanzas of eight measures (or bars). “Merrily We Roll Along was written in 1980, but the story, which is about the souring of ideals and the erosion of friendships, concerns two songwriters who came to their maturity in the 1950s, when traditional song forms still ruled the stage.”43 Thirty-two bar songs hearkened back to that earlier era.

Such numbers were the norm in countless musicals from Broadway’s Golden Age, songs such as “Ol’ Man River” from Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein’s Show Boat and “Send in the Clowns” from Sondheim’s own A Little Night Music. Some of Merrily’s songs caught on in the 1980s when pop stars still occasionally recorded Broadway tunes. Before Merrily opened, Frank Sinatra did a version of “Good Thing Going,” and Carly Simon released a rendition of “Not a Day Goes By.”

Sondheim expressed great pride in his work on Merrily, “the hardest score I ever had to write … partly because I was trying to recapture what it was like when I was twenty-five without making a comment on it. … Writing it was like pushing a pea up a hill with your nose. What I like about it is it sounds effortless to me now—it just sounds like a nice score—and I know what went into it.”44

Sondheim’s genius is especially evident in how he built Merrily’s score using tunes and melodic variations in a subtle way. Because the story proceeds backward in time, he wrote, “The structure of Merrily We Roll Along suggested to me that the reprises [of songs] could come first: the songs that had been important in the lives of the characters when they were younger would have different resonances as they aged.”45

“Not a Day Goes By,” he explained, “a love song sung by a hopeful young couple getting married, becomes a bitter tirade from the wife when they get a divorce, but the bitter version is sung first in the musical’s topsy-turvy chronology. This notion also gave rise to an unconventional use of melodic material: What were vocal lines in their early lives could become accompaniments for other songs in their later lives, undercurrents of memory, but the audiences would hear the accompaniment first.”46

“Good Thing Going,” a number Broadway star Gussie expects to become a hit, is heard a few scenes later (which means earlier in the characters’ lives) when Frank and Charley noodle a melody tapped out with typewriter keys and single piano notes. It shows up subsequently (that is, earlier in the show’s chronology) in “Opening Doors,” as the young friends promote their work to potential producers.

Sondheim built the score using thematic blocks. Instead of writing transitions from one song to another or interweaving themes, he moved sets of ideas around in recognizable groups. “You take a release from one song and make that a verse for a different song, and then you take an accompaniment for yet a different song and make that a verse in another song.” He said, “It’s like modular furniture that you rearrange in a room.”47

The songs provided reminders (or harbingers) of how things will turn out. For example, “Old Friends” at the very beginning of the show is used by Mary in a vain attempt to forestall the bitter end of their relationship. The song recurs several times to “recall” their prior affection for one another.

Charley Kringas’s TV-show meltdown, “Franklin Shepard, Inc.,” is a nervous breakdown song similar to “Rose’s Turn” (Gypsy), “Getting Married Today” (Company), or “Epiphany” (Sweeney Todd). “I’m attracted to volatile characters,” Sondheim said, “because they’re the stuff of drama, and when they explode in song, it allows the songwriter to veer off unexpectedly in many directions, echoing the disorder of the character’s mind.” In addition, according to Sondheim these numbers “come with a bonus: such songs are meat for actors.”48

The song “Growing Up” was added in 1985 at James Lapine’s suggestion to humanize Frank earlier in the show’s narrative than in the 1981 production. As previously mentioned, from the outset Frank is a dislikable character, “arrogant, an adulterer, a betrayer of his best friend, and the cause of near-suicidal alcoholism in the woman who loves him unrequitedly.” The song at least represents him having second thoughts.49

Sondheim described “Opening Doors” as his one consciously autobiographical song. “In my heyday as a young songwriter, I played many requests at many parties through the short attention span of the requesters and suffered many opinions of producers and directors who felt that their credentials demanded that they have something critical to say. I have spent a good deal of my professional life with the Joe Josephsons of the theater. All young songwriters have to, and my heart goes out to them.”50

The song is an accurate portrait of how Sondheim and other Broadway songwriters had to struggle for a hearing. “I’m sure it must have seemed frustrating at the time, but in retrospect it strikes me as the most exhilarating period of my professional life.”51 Sondheim’s personal letters from early in his career are full of zest and eagerness; the “artless verve and optimism of Merrily’s characters” in “Opening Doors” reflect his own youthful experience.52

Some critics dismiss Sondheim’s music as misanthropic, cynical, cold, and acerbic. But numbers such as “Old Friends” and “Opening Doors” are full of unabashed expressions of affection, love, idealism, and hope—even when they foreshadow regret for the loss of those feelings.

Reviews and Reactions

Reviews following Merrily We Roll Along’s opening were almost unanimous in their negativity, many expressing disappointment. In his New York Times review, Frank Rich wrote, “As we all should probably have learned by now, to be a Stephen Sondheim fan is to have one’s heart broken at regular intervals.” He cited the power of Sondheim’s music, but went on to say, “sometimes the pain is compounded by another factor—for some of Mr. Sondheim’s most powerful work turns up in shows … that fail.” He added Merrily to his list, noting that the composer had crafted “a half-dozen songs that are crushing and beautiful—that soar and linger and hurt. But the show that contains them is a shambles.”53

In the Daily News, Douglas Watt wrote, “I’m afraid the news this morning is glum. The new Stephen Sondheim musical which came to the Alvin last night is a dud. … The production looks like it cost all of $28.”54 Brendan Gill, in his New Yorker review, said, “Merrily was a blunder, all the more mysterious because it was carried out by some of the least blunder-prone people on Broadway.”55 That thread of dismay ran through many reviews.

Prince offered some defense, explaining that the expense of out-of-town tryouts kept working previews in New York. Refining the show became a public spectacle. Improvements happened, he said, “But it was too god-damned late. We had destroyed ourselves during those three weeks preceding the opening, in terms of gossip. It was the gossip columns that told us we had committed a major crime against society. And of course, if you had tickets for the show and you walked in having read that, the show didn’t get much of a chance.”56

Merrily’s quick cancellation almost caused RCA to withdraw its commitment to record the cast album. But it was championed by several people and happened the day after the show closed. The existence of the brilliant recording provided lasting evidence that, while Merrily suffered from a flawed production, its score deserved further attention.

Not long after the show closed, George Furth sent a script and a recording to James Lapine, who had recently staged a well-received production of William Finn’s March of the Falsettos. Furth asked Lapine to consider staging a reworked Merrily; he was interested, but Sondheim preferred to move on.57

After Sondheim and Lapine collaborated on the Pulitzer Prize–winning Sunday in the Park with George, Lapine decided he would be willing to restage Merrily for La Jolla Playhouse in California. Furth and Sondheim joined the effort, revising the script and replacing several musical numbers. According to Sondheim, Lapine “suggested that casting young but experienced adults rather than talented but inexperienced teenagers was only part of the solution: In order to accommodate the change in casting, the writing would have to be reexamined as well.”58 Furth called this the “grown-up version” of the show.

The high school graduation frame used in 1981 was removed. Lapine said, “We found … that the graduation scene was difficult to land with adult actors.” It meant cutting a song, “The Hills of Tomorrow,” but the revision launched the story more quickly by going immediately to the Hollywood cocktail party at Frank’s home, populated by fawning, superficial people. (Many fans of Merrily’s original cast recording loved the optimistic “Hills of Tomorrow,” which bookended the original production by returning to the graduation with a reprise, making it a rueful, poignant echo of lost love, blasted friendships, and eroded innocence. The song is one of Sondheim’s few choral compositions with a stand-alone life of its own.)

“That Frank,” a number more sharply focused on the central character, replaced “Rich and Happy.” (Sondheim subsequently characterized the earlier number as “a kid’s idea of success.”) The La Jolla changes were used by director Paul Kerryson again at London’s Leicester Haymarket Theatre in the spring of 1992, and Sondheim and Furth eventually decided it should be the licensed version.

Even with those improvements, however, there were still skeptics, including ousted choreographer Ron Field, whose dismissal certainly colored his judgment but didn’t affect his career—he won two Tony Awards after his experience with Merrily. Asked about the show after its many revisions, he tartly replied, “How good could it be? It’s still backwards.”59

Other Significant Productions


Guildhall School of Music (May 11–19, 1983). Directed by Ian Judge, this was the show’s London debut at Bloomsbury Theatre.

La Jolla Playhouse, California (June 16–July 13, 1985; twenty-four performances). Staged by James Lapine, working closely with Sondheim and George Furth, who made considerable revisions. John Rubinstein was Frank, Chip Zien was Charley, Heather MacRae was Mary, and Marin Mazzie was Beth.

Haymarket Theatre, Leicester, England (April 14–May 9, 1992). Paul Kerryson directed; Michael Cantwell was Frank; Maria Friedman played Mary; Evan Pappas was Charley; Jacqueline Dankworth was Beth.

York Theatre at St. Peter’s Church, New York City (May 26–July 17, 1994; fifty-four performances). Directed by Susan H. Schulman. Malcolm Gets played Frank; he repeated the role 18 years later at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park.

Donmar Warehouse, London (December 11, 2000–March 3, 2001; seventy-nine performances). Directed by Michael Grandage. Julian Ovenden played Frank, Daniel Evans was Charley, and Samantha Spiro was Mary. This was the show’s West End premiere, and it won Laurence Olivier Awards in 2001 for Best Musical, Best Actor in a Musical (Evans), and Best Actress in a Musical (Spiro).

Sondheim Celebration, Kennedy Center, Washington, DC, (July 12–August 24, 2002; fourteen performances). Directed by Christopher Ashley. Michael Hayden played Frank, Miriam Shor was Mary, Raúl Esparza was Charley Kringas, and Emily Skinner played Gussie.

Reunion Concert, LaGuardia High School of Music & Art, New York City (September 30, 2002). Produced by Lonny Price and moderated by Jason Alexander, the one-night benefit performance reunited Walton, Ann, Price, and Alexander among others. Paul Gemignani joined them as music director.

City Center Encores! in New York City (February 8–19, 2012; fifteen performances). Directed by James Lapine. New orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick. Colin Donnell was Frank, Lin-Manuel Miranda played Charley, Celia Keenan-Bolger played Mary Flynn, Betsy Wolfe was Beth, and Elizabeth Stanley was Gussie.

Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park (March 3–31, 2012): John Doyle, known for his actor/musician productions of Sondheim shows, returned to Cincinnati (where he created the eventual 2007 Tony Award–winning revival of Company) to stage a revelatory production of Merrily, using actor/musician orchestrations by Mary-Mitchell Campbell. Malcolm Gets, who played Frank at the York Theatre in New York in 1994, returned to the role, Becky Ann Baker was Mary, Daniel Jenkins played Charley, Jane Pfitsch was Beth, and Leenya Rideout played Gussie. Doyle reconceived the show around a statement from Frank that “if I didn’t have music, I would die.” Doyle and his design team wrapped the production in music—sheet music papered the walls and formed piles of reproductions of Merrily’s original score around the stage. (Sondheim permitted Doyle and designer Scott Pask to use these materials.) Doyle described his actor/musician production as a poetic response to the material: “We don’t see people in real life walking around and playing musical instruments, so you need to imagine something because this is not reality.” The actors were mostly in their early forties, the age of the characters portrayed at the show’s opening. “If they are played very genuinely by people who really are that age, that brings sadness or poignancy that can alleviate some of the brittleness that happens when someone is playing being older. These people will try to look younger as the show goes on, but they will act younger because they have been younger. They know what that is.”60

Menier Chocolate Factory, London (November 28, 2012–March 9, 2013) transferred to Harold Pinter Theatre, London (May 1–July 27, 2013). Directed by Maria Friedman. Mark Umbers was Frank, Damian Humbley was Charley, and Jenna Russell played Mary. This production was filmed and screened in movie theaters worldwide on October 23, 2013.



Film

Lonny Price, who originated the role of Charley in Merrily’s original Broadway production, never quite let go of the show, staying in touch with his many castmates. He continued to act and direct on Broadway, especially staging and filming numerous concert productions of shows by Sondheim and others. But Merrily remained a powerful memory for the then young performers, thanks to its difficult birth and quick closing.

In 2002, Price brought many of the original cast members together at his alma mater, LaGuardia High School of Music & Art, for a one-night performance (September 30) benefitting Musical Theatre Works; Paul Gemignani, who conducted the original production, was back as music director. The event raised more than $200,000 for the school.

Price then spent 14 years assembling The Best Worst Thing That Ever Could Have Happened, a poignant, ninety-seven-minute documentary about Merrily’s first Broadway production. He located ABC-TV footage shot for a special that never aired as well as video from the LaGuardia High School reunion and added recent interviews with many of the original cast members, including Jason Alexander. He also used remarks from Sondheim, Prince, composer Adam Guettel, actor Mandy Patinkin, and former New York Times critic Frank Rich.

The film, revealing how the experience affected the young performers’ lives, was released in the fall of 2016 to positive reviews.

Cast Recordings


Original Broadway Cast. It took some serious begging and pleading, largely by Sondheim’s music publisher Tommy Valardo and RCA Records Vice President Thomas Z. Shepard, to preserve RCA’s commitment for an original cast album. It was recorded at RCA’s Studio A in New York City on November 29, 1981, the day after the show closed; Shepard was the producer. The recording played an integral role in the show’s subsequent life, preserving—and amplifying—the vocal and musical performances of Sondheim’s jubilant score. Sondheim said the buoyant and poignant enthusiasm of the cast came through on the recording because they had assumed no recording would happen. “So what you hear on the cast album is the joy that they felt just knowing that it was going to be made permanent. It was an energetic, youthful cast anyway, and they loved the show and they felt protective about it, and they were very upset about the early reviews and the closing and all that. But what you’re essentially getting is ‘Oh, boy, we got a chance to record!’”61 (RCA RCD1-5840).

Leicester Haymarket Theatre. The production was recorded April 28–30, 1993, by John Yap at Abbey Road Studios in London (JAY CDJAY2 1245). It featured the 1985 material added and revised by Sondheim and Furth. At nearly ninety minutes in length, including substantial dialogue, it’s the most complete recording of Merrily to date. Performers include Michael Cantwell, Maria Friedman, Evan Pappas, Jacqueline Dankworth, and Louise Gold.

York Theatre Company Revival. The 1994 recording featured Malcolm Gets, Adam Heller, Amy Ryder, Anne Bobby, and Michelle Pawk. Bruce Kimmel produced the recording, featuring more intimate orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick (Varèse Sarabande VSD-5548).

City Center Encores! The 2012 event was recorded on April 9–10, 2012, at Avatar Studios in New York City. Tommy Krasker was the executive producer; performers included Colin Donnell, Lin-Manuel Miranda, and Celia Keenan-Bolger as the three “old friends.” The booklet includes liner notes by Jonathan Tunick and a synopsis by Sean Patrick Flahaven (PS Classics-1208).
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MIRANDA, LIN-MANUEL (1980–)

The composer, lyricist, actor, and playwright best known for creating the Broadway megahit Hamilton (2016), Lin-Manuel Miranda was born on January 16, 1980, in New York City and raised in the northern Manhattan neighborhood of Inwood. His father, Luis A. Miranda Jr., was a political consultant; his mother, Luz Towns, was a clinical psychologist. During his childhood and teen years he spent at least one month annually with his grandparents in Puerto Rico.

Young Miranda wrote skillful jingles that his father used for various political campaigns. He attended Hunter College Elementary School and Hunter College High School, then went to Wesleyan University, where he cofounded a hip-hop comedy troupe, Freestyle Love Supreme. He began work on his first professional musical, In the Heights, in 1999, his second year at Wesleyan. After graduating in 2002, he continued to work on the show, which was first produced off-Broadway and then moved to Broadway in March 2008. In the Heights won four Tony Awards (from thirteen nominations), including Best Musical and Best Original Score; Miranda was also nominated for Best Actor in a Musical. The original cast recording won the 2008 Grammy Award for Best Musical Theater Album. With book writer Quiara Alegría Hudes, he was a finalist for the 2009 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Miranda adapted In the Heights for a movie to be released in 2021.

In his 2008 Tony Award acceptance speech for Best Original Score—at 28, he was the youngest person ever to win that award—Miranda demonstrated his rap skills: “I used to dream about this moment/Now I’m in it/Tell the conductor to hold the baton a minute.” He then referenced Sondheim’s 1984 song from Sunday in the Park with George: “Mr. Sondheim, look, I made a hat/Where there never was a hat/It’s a Latin hat, at that.”62

In 2008 Miranda contributed two new songs to a revised version of Stephen Schwartz’s 1978 musical Working. In 2009 he wrote Spanish dialogue and lyrics for Arthur Laurents’s Broadway revival of West Side Story. In particular, he worked with Sondheim to translate the Puerto Rican Sharks’ songs into Spanish. Miranda cowrote music and lyrics for Bring It On: The Musical, a 2012 Broadway show about competitive cheerleading that received two Tony Award nominations.

Early in 2012 he played Charley Kringas in an Encores! staged concert of Sondheim’s Merrily We Roll Along. The production was directed by Sondheim collaborator James Lapine; in addition to Miranda, it featured Colin Donnell as Franklin Shepard and Celia Keenan-Bolger as Mary Flynn.

One of the first people Miranda told about his idea for Hamilton was Sondheim, when they were collaborating on the new lyrics for West Side Story. “He asked me what I was working on next. I told him ‘Alexander Hamilton,’ and he threw back his head in laughter and clapped his hands. ‘That is exactly what you should be doing. No one will expect that from you. How fantastic.’ That moment alone, the joy of surprising Sondheim, sustained me through many rough writing nights and missed deadlines. I sent him early drafts of songs over the seven-year development of Hamilton, and his email response was always the same. ‘Variety, variety, variety, Lin. Don’t let up for a second. Surprise us.’”63

Miranda made Broadway history with Hamilton in 2015. It was nominated for sixteen Tony Awards in 2016 and won eleven. He became one of the few people in Broadway history to single-handedly write the book, music, and lyrics of a production that won the Best Musical Tony. The show won the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. He won another Grammy for Best Musical Show Album.

In addition to his stage appearances, Miranda played Jack the Lamplighter in the movie Mary Poppins Returns (2018) with Emily Blunt in the title role. He also wrote music for the animated feature film Moana (2016), including an Oscar-nominated song, “We Know the Way.” He hosted NBC’s Saturday Night Live on October 8, 2016; his appearance was recognized with a 2017 Emmy nomination.

Sondheim had high praise for Miranda as Hamilton ensured his status as the musical theater savant of the next generation: The show, Sondheim said in a New York Times overview, “is a breakthrough, but it doesn’t exactly introduce a new era. Nothing introduces an era. What it does is empower people to think differently. There’s always got to be an innovator, somebody who experiments first with new forms.”64 Like Sondheim’s own innovations across his long career, he saw that kind of creative force driving Miranda.
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MOSTEL, ZERO (1915–1977)

Samuel Joel “Zero” Mostel was born into an Orthodox Jewish family in Brooklyn on February 28, 1915. His father, Israel, was of Eastern European Jewish origin; his mother, Celia Druchs, was a Polish Jew who had been raised in Vienna. Israel emigrated to the United States in 1898, and Celia came in 1908. They married shortly after they met and lived in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. Israel, a rabbi, had four children by his first wife, and four more with Celia; Zero was Celia’s third child. In 1916 the family moved to Moodus, Connecticut, where they had a winery and a slaughterhouse for a decade. When the farm failed, they returned to New York, settling into a modest home on the Lower East Side.
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Zero Mostel as Pseudolus in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum.

Photofest

Mostel attended a public elementary school. He spoke English, Yiddish, Italian, and German. A 1931 graduate of Seward Park High School, he demonstrated an early talent for visual art, spending time at the Metropolitan Museum of Art copying famous works using colored pencils and delighting museum attendees. His high school yearbook called him “A future Rembrandt … or perhaps a comedian.”

Mostel graduated from the City College of New York in 1935 with a major in fine arts and English. He pursued a master’s degree in art at New York University, but left after one year to earn a living. In 1937 he began to teach art classes at the 92nd Street Y, receiving a stipend from the Federal Art Project.

Mostel continued to teach, but he also gave gallery lectures at museums. His sense of humor filled his presentations with jokes and improvisations, and before long he was invited to perform at private parties. Late in 1941 he began to work in nightclubs, where his routines lightened the moods of patrons during World War II. His nickname likely came from Ivan Black, the press agent for Café Society, a downtown Manhattan nightclub. Black dubbed him Zero saying, “After all, here’s a guy who’s starting from nothing.”

Mostel quickly found work across the United States as a comedian. He appeared in several vaudeville/variety shows: Keep ’em Laughing (1942), Top-Notchers (1942), and Concert Varieties (1945). In 1943, Life magazine said he was “just about the funniest American now living.”65 He served briefly in the Army in 1943 and was purportedly discharged for a physical disability. It’s possible that the Army did not like his frequent outbursts of left-wing politics. Nevertheless, he did his part for the war effort through the USO, entertaining American troops overseas.

After the war Mostel continued to work in nightclubs, but his acting career became more serious, including appearances in Duke Ellington and John Latouche’s Beggar’s Holiday (1946), directed by George Abbott, and films including Du Barry Was a Lady (1946) and Panic in the Streets (1950). Even then he preferred to call himself “a painter who acts for a living.”

Mostel’s commitment to progressive and left-leaning causes was often woven into his irreverent nightclub performances; one character he portrayed was a pompous reactionary, Senator Polltax T. Pellagra. He became a target for those seeking to ferret out Communists and was subpoenaed in 1955 to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). He denied being a Communist and refused to name names. After that his weekly earnings—which had been as much as $5,000—dried up, and he was blacklisted through most of the 1950s, struggling to get by with nightclub appearances and the sale of his paintings. “It was so goddam stupid,” he said. “My politics are my business. Besides, what sabotage could actors be accused of—giving acting secrets to the enemy?”66

Mostel’s friend Burgess Meredith cast him as Leopold Bloom in an off-Broadway production of Ulysses in Nighttown (1958), based on James Joyce’s famous 1922 novel. He received an Obie Award for his performance, which he repeated in London and Paris. When the show was produced on Broadway in 1974, he received a Tony nomination and a Drama Desk Award.

A serious leg injury after Mostel was hit by a bus in 1960 hospitalized him for five months, requiring four operations to prevent amputation. After he recovered, he was cast in Eugene Ionesco’s absurdist play Rhinoceros (1961) and won the Tony Award for Best Performance by a Leading Actor in a Play.

That recognition elevated his profile as an actor. He was not the first choice to play Pseudolus in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962). Sondheim, Shevelove, and Gelbart had comedian Phil Silvers in mind, but he rejected the role. Producer Harold Prince recruited another well-known comic, Milton Berle, who joined the production but then backed out.

Mostel, who Prince had thought of when the show was in development, was approached again, but he was not initially inclined to play the role. His wife Kate said, “Zero was an intellectual snob and I’m a low-brow ex-dancer … I loved Forum … But Zero wouldn’t commit himself. Instead, he sulked.” The creators were skeptical about Mostel, feeling he lacked the necessary vaudeville experience. But Prince persisted, and Kate threatened her husband with injury if he turned the role down. He finally relented, telling her, “All right, but this is the last time I’m gonna do something for money for you! Next time I’m gonna do what I wanna do!”67 The creators gave in when director George Abbott said he would leave the production unless Mostel was hired.

Abbott and Mostel had a respectful working relationship that dated back to their work together on Beggar’s Holiday (1946), Mostel’s only previous experience with a musical. He could not read music, especially Sondheim’s complex songs for Forum, so Kate helped him learn them, as she did when he played Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof two years later.68

When Forum experienced some developmental challenges, director Jerome Robbins was called in. This was a delicate matter because there was bad blood between Robbins and Mostel, since the former had given up names to HUAC. In fact, one of those named was Madeline Gilford, wife of Jack Gilford, Mostel’s friend and the actor who was originating the role of Hysterium. Mostel knew that Robbins had the talent to fix the show, so he expressed his willingness to work with him: “We of the left do not blacklist.”69 It proved worth the effort, as Mostel went on to win the 1963 Tony Award for Best Performance by a Leading Actor in a Musical.

Mostel made Pseudolus wholly his own role, although once Forum was up and running, he often irritated directors and actors with his frequent asides, ad libs, and improvisations that entertained audiences but confused other performers. On September 25, 1962, he announced from the stage the result of the Sonny Liston–Floyd Patterson boxing prizefight. He often played to VIPs in the audience. His behavior infuriated Abbott, who said,” He was unfair to the other actors. He would not play honestly with them.”70 Many directors and producers preferred to hire Mostel on short contracts, knowing that he would wander farther from the script as a show continued to run.

When the 1966 movie was made, Mostel was the only choice for the lead. Phil Silvers, who had turned down the opportunity to play Pseudolus on Broadway, was cast as Marcus Lycus. (When Forum was revived in 1972, Silvers did take on the leading role—and won a Tony Award.)

Robbins worked with Mostel again when the actor originated the role of Tevye, the philosophical dairyman in Fiddler on the Roof (1964), earning another Tony Award for Best Leading Actor in a Musical. Robbins directed the production, and they remained cool toward one another, but they collaborated productively as Mostel created another iconic Broadway role in a performance that would be mimicked by others for years to come.

Following his Broadway success and the film of Forum (1966), Mostel concentrated on movies and television. He originated the hilarious role of Max Bialystock in Mel Brooks’s The Producers (1968). In a comedy-drama by Woody Allen, The Front (1976), the first broadly distributed film about the blacklist, Mostel played Hecky Brown, a beleaguered comic who commits suicide. His performance in the 1997 Broadway revival of Fiddler was well received.

Throughout his life, Mostel was irrepressibly zany, “a man of volcanic volubility, constantly erupting into wild, wry, riotous commentary on the world around him.”71 He was a lifelong admirer of Charlie Chaplin and W. C. Fields; many compared him to Bert Lahr and Groucho Marx. His New York Times obituary read, “He made audiences roar with laughter and cry with a sense of human frailties.”72

In 1939 Mostel married Clara Sverd, whom he knew from CCNY; they divorced in 1944. Shortly thereafter he married Kathryn (Kate) Harkin, a Radio City Rockette who was a gentile. Their marriage alienated him from his rigidly orthodox parents; his mother never met Kate or her grandsons. The couple had their ups and downs, but Mostel and Kate had two sons (Josh, b. 1946, and Tobias, b. 1948) and remained together until his death.

In the final months of his life, Mostel undertook a starvation diet, reducing his weight from 304 to 215 pounds. He collapsed in his dressing room while rehearsing for a Philadelphia production of The Merchant, Arnold Wesker’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. Physicians concluded that he had a respiratory disorder, but on September 8, 1977, he complained of dizziness and lost consciousness. He was dead not long after, likely from an aortic aneurysm, at age 62. He did not want a funeral or memorial service; he was cremated and the whereabouts of his ashes are unknown. He was inducted posthumously into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 1979.
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MOVIE MUSICALS

Sondheim forthrightly admitted, “I liked theater, but I loved movies, and movies of every kind: dramas, comedies, short subjects and especially trailers—everything in fact except musicals, with the exception of The Wizard of Oz, I either tolerated if I enjoyed the songs or was bored by if I didn’t.”73 A few others he enjoyed were Under the Roofs of Paris (1930) and a pair of Maurice Chevalier vehicles, The Smiling Lieutenant (1931) and Love Me Tonight (1932), lightweight musical films originally conceived for the screen.

According to Sondheim, almost everyone who attempted to translate a stage musical into a film failed because they “underestimated the distance between the languages.”74 Elaborating on the distinction between stage and screen, he explained that theater is an artificial medium that makes it easy to suspend disbelief when characters begin to sing.

“Film is a different matter,” Sondheim pointed out. “It’s a reportorial medium, two-dimensional and fixed, however poetically shot and gracefully edited it may be. Characters singing on-screen, unless they’re performing numbers in nightclubs, theaters, rock concerts and so on, tend to lose credibility immediately, and usually seem faintly ridiculous.”75

That ridiculous quality can be mined if a film tells an amusing story not meant to be taken seriously. But “to involve an audience emotionally requires their accepting a convention that goes against the very medium itself. The most effective modern musical movies use songs either as performance numbers or as interior monologues in voice-over.”76

Sondheim was unimpressed or dissatisfied with film adaptations of most of his early musicals. Although West Side Story (1961) was an immense box-office hit and won ten of its eleven Academy Award nominations, Sondheim and several of the show’s Broadway creators did not like it. “I don’t think West Side Story’s a good movie at all,” he told a theater audience in London in 2016, “because it’s not a movie. It’s a photograph of a stage. When I see a gang of juvenile delinquents dancing down a real street, Broadway, in color coordinated sneakers, with color coordinated wash on the line behind them, I’m not scared.”77

The film of Gypsy (1962) used Rosalind Russell rather than Ethel Merman, the show’s original star, to play overbearing stage mother Rose. Singer Marni Nixon dubbed Natalie Wood’s weak voice as Louise with just moderate success. Theater chronicler Craig Zadan called the film a disaster.

There is even more consensus that Richard Lester’s adaptation of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1966) for movie theaters “was a terrible failure both financially and artistically.”78 While it did sustain the farcical qualities of the original stage production and used Broadway stars Zero Mostel and Jack Gilford, plus TV comedian Phil Silvers, it excised much of Sondheim’s score and made a mess of the intricate comedic plotting laboriously conceived by Burt Shevelove, Larry Gelbart, and Sondheim, opting more for sight gags and anachronistic humor.

When producer/director Harold Prince and book writer Hugh Wheeler pushed to adapt A Little Night Music (1977), Sondheim tried to convince them that it would not work: “It’s at heart a leisurely and static show, two qualities the movies find hard to deal with.”79 Prince chose Elizabeth Taylor for the role of Desirée Armfeldt; her songs, written for the small-voiced Glynis Johns onstage, were still too much for Taylor. The veteran stage director was not well suited to handling the complexities of putting together a movie. (The New Yorker’s Pauline Kael quipped, “The picture has been made as if Hal Prince had never seen a movie.”80)

The Quintet of singers who narrate and comment onstage would not work on the movie screen. “As a movie buff,” Sondheim observed later, “I knew in advance that the film couldn’t work without radical rethinking and tried to persuade Hal and Hugh not to attempt it, but to no avail.”81 Sondheim did rewrite several musical numbers, but that was not enough to redeem the project.

It was three decades before a well-made adaptation of a Sondheim show finally happened: Tim Burton’s rendition of Sweeney Todd (2007), starring Johnny Depp as the deranged barber. Sondheim called it “the one movie (based on my shows) that worked, because Tim made it a film, not a recording of a stage musical.”82

According to Sondheim, Burton “tried to prepare the viewer to accept characters singing to each other by having the very first line of the movie sung. For many audiences the convention worked, but not for all.”83 Sondheim and Burton agreed that movie audiences are less patient with the material they are watching than theatergoers, so many of the songs were shortened. “You’ll sit still for a three-minute song in a theater. But in movies, a glance from someone’s eyes will tell you the whole story in a few seconds.”84

For the Washington Post, critic Peter Marks wrote, “Admirers of Stephen Sondheim who have wondered whether a riveting movie would ever be made from one of his stage musicals can put aside their doubts and worries: Tim Burton has finally accomplished it in his ravishing Sweeney Todd.” He brought the musical “to the screen with a visual style informed by a truly cinematic feel for Grand Guignol.”85

After a few false starts with Into the Woods (including one by Jim Henson and his Muppets), Sondheim was pleased with Rob Marshall’s 2014 adaptation, a Disney production with a starry cast led by Meryl Streep, James Corden, Emily Blunt, and Johnny Depp. There was an initial furor over a report in the New Yorker that suggested the film was being “Disneyfied,” but Sondheim quickly denied that concern. The final result maintained the spirit of the original but in cinematic form.

Marshall supported Sondheim’s contention about the distinction between film and theater. “The biggest disservice you can do to a film of a musical,” he stated, “is to be too faithful to the original. I’ve seen many movie musicals do that. They don’t work and they die. You have to say, this is a different medium—there’s no fourth wall, and you have to figure out how to make things work.”86
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MUSIC THEATRE INTERNATIONAL

The theatrical licensing agency Music Theatre International (MTI) was founded in 1956 by composer Frank Loesser and orchestrator Don Walker. It holds copyrights to numerous musicals from Broadway, off-Broadway, and London’s West End, including all but one of Stephen Sondheim’s shows.87 Theaters seeking to perform these shows must apply to MTI to be granted the rights to do so.

MTI collects royalty fees from producers on behalf of a show’s authors: the book writer, the composer, and the lyricist. It also charges rental fees for materials provided to companies staging shows, such as scripts, scores, and so on.

MTI works with the composers, lyricists, and book writers of musicals to provide authorized scripts, musical materials, and additional theatrical resources to professional, community, and school theaters in the United States and more than sixty countries worldwide. Lengthy video interviews with Sondheim and James Lapine about Into the Woods can be viewed on the MTI website.

MTI has a strong commitment to educational theater and adapted some shows to meet the needs of various types of performers and audiences. MTI’s Broadway Junior™ shows are thirty- and sixty-minute musicals for performance by elementary and middle school-aged performers, while MTI’s School Editions are shows adapted for performance by high school students. Sondheim was one of the first creators of musical theater to make his available for adaptation.

MTI was acquired by entertainment attorney Freddie Gershon in 1988; he instigated the Broadway Junior program and received a special 2012 Tony Award for the endeavor, which was prompted by a conversation with Sondheim and Arthur Laurents. In 1996 Sondheim agreed to an adaptation of Into the Woods that became one of MTI’s most frequently produced properties. Sweeney Todd was subsequently adapted for high school performances, and it too became a frequently produced show. Sondheim’s willingness to participate paved the way for other creators to allow their works to be adapted.

British producer Sir Cameron Mackintosh became a partner in 1990 and MTI’s chairman and co-owner in 2015.
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MUSICAL LIKES (AND DISLIKES)

On many occasions Sondheim commented about music by others that he enjoyed and appreciated. He most often cited Maurice Ravel as his favorite, calling him “the quintessential French composer.” At Williams College, he wrote his senior thesis on Ravel’s Piano Concerto in D for the Left Hand. “I’m very tonally oriented,” he told Mark Horowitz. “I’m very old-fashioned—I’m about 1890. I’m still early Ravel—that’s my idea of terrific.”88

In 1980, Sondheim was a guest on Desert Island Discs, a BBC Radio program. Subjects imagine themselves cast away on a desert island and choose eight pieces of music to take along. Sondheim’s choices were George Gershwin’s third act trio from Porgy and Bess, Béla Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra, Johannes Brahms’s Second Piano Concerto, the Ravel Piano Concerto that was his senior thesis subject at Williams College, Ravel’s Valses Nobles et Sentimentales (No. 7), and Igor Stravinsky’s Symphony of Psalms. Sondheim included two of his own pieces: “Poems” from Pacific Overtures and “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd.”

Guests on the radio interview program are also asked to choose one book and one inanimate luxury item that could not be used to escape the island: Sondheim selected the Collected Works of E. B. White as his book; his luxury item was a piano.

Sondheim returned to Desert Island Discs in 2000 with a slightly tweaked list: Gone were Bartók’s Concerto and Ravel’s Valses, replaced by Aaron Copland’s Music for the Theater (the subject of his junior thesis at Williams), and another of his own shows, Sunday in the Park with George. This time around, rather than specific songs, he commented on recorded shows: Porgy and Bess, Sweeney Todd, Pacific Overtures, and Sunday in the Park. Still in place were his choices of E. B. White’s collected works and the piano. (If the island had electricity, he joked he might prefer a video player and recordings of some of his favorite films.)

If not limited to eight choices, Sondheim might have included works by several other classical composers that he often cited, including Sergei Rachmaninoff, Benjamin Britten (an inspiration for some of his work in Sunday in the Park with George), and film composer Bernard Herrmann (Sondheim’s model for the sound of Sweeney Todd).

Popular song composers from the twentieth century were reflected in Sondheim’s employment of pastiche, his fond imitations of a previous work or style, versus a parody or a satire. He used these inspirations most frequently in Follies. Insights into Sondheim’s musical tastes are evident throughout that show’s nostalgic numbers; his comments about them in Finishing the Hat illuminated songs he liked.

Follies’ opening song, “Beautiful Girls,” was closely modeled on Irving Berlin’s “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody,” used repeatedly to open actual Ziegfeld Follies productions. The song “Rain on the Roof” was composed in the style of novelty numbers from the 1920s and 1930s (“When the Red, Red Robin Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin’ Along,” “Toot, Toot, Tootsie,” and “Tiptoe Through the Tulips”) rather than mimicking a specific lyricist or composer. Cole Porter’s style appeared in several numbers: “Ah, Paris!,” “Who’s That Woman?” (Sondheim called it “Porter in a weary mood”), “The Story of Lucy and Jessie” (which also bore traces of Kurt Weill and Ira Gershwin’s “The Saga of Jenny”), and “Uptown/Downtown,” a cut song that resembled Porter’s bluesy “Down in the Depths.”

Sondheim called “Broadway Baby” a “genre pastiche” meant to sound like a typical Ziegfeld number, resembling songs by B. G. DeSylva, Lew Brown, and Ray Henderson: “The Best Things in Life Are Free,” “The Birth of the Blues,” and “Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries.” Ethel Shutta, who performed in several original Ziegfeld productions, sang the song in Follies’ original production.

“I’m Still Here,” the Follies number specifically written for Yvonne De Carlo, was inspired by E. Y. “Yip” Harburg’s sociopolitical lyrics and flavored with the introspective ruefulness and self-deprecatory humor of Dorothy Fields. Sondheim turned to Sigmund Romberg and Rudolf Friml, the leading operetta composers from the 1920s, for the romantic “One More Kiss” sung by the elderly character Heidi Schiller, a faded operetta star.

The “Loveland” section of Follies afforded further opportunities for pastiche. It opened with “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow” and “Love Will See Us Through,” principally inspired by MGM movie musical extravaganzas popular from the late 1930s to the mid-1950s, as well as bland-but-catchy tunes by lyricist Arthur Freed and composer Nacio Herb Brown (“You Are My Lucky Star,” “You Were Meant for Me”), Burton Lane (“How About You?”), Harold Arlen (“Let’s Fall in Love”), and Harburg and Ira Gershwin (“Let’s Take a Walk Around the Block,” “Nice Work If You Can Get It”).

“The-God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues”—also known as “Buddy’s Blues”—used vaudeville music for chases and low comics, as well as the Gershwins’ “The Half of It, Dearie Blues,” but with the sardonic knowingness of Lorenz Hart’s “I Wish I Were in Love Again” or Frank Loesser’s “Adelaide’s Lament.” Sally’s torch song, “Losing My Mind,” was, according to Sondheim “less an homage to, than a theft of George Gershwin’s ‘The Man I Love,’” although he qualified that the lyric owed more to Dorothy Fields. The show’s final number, Ben’s “Live, Laugh, Love,” was an homage not to a songwriter but to Fred Astaire, who danced to melodies by Berlin, Gershwin, Jerome Kern, and others.

In a Saturday Review feature, “The American Musical—1964,” several prominent songwriters were invited to list their favorite lyrics or music by other writers. For that article Sondheim cited the lyrics for “I Loves You Porgy” (DuBose Heyward and Ira Gershwin), “Buds Won’t Bud” (Harburg) and “Get Out of Town” (Porter), and the music for “The Birth of the Blues” (Ray Henderson), “The Song Is You” (Kern), and “Spring Is Here” (Richard Rodgers).

In 2000, for a celebration of Sondheim’s seventieth birthday at the Library of Congress, he compiled a list of fifty-five “Songs I Wish I’d Written (At Least in Part),” citing various qualities, especially humor, originality, and musical effects. Sondheim noted that he “could have made a list of 150,” but it was nevertheless a telling compilation, cited here with a few additions, especially from extensive liner notes Sondheim wrote for The Columbia Album of Jerome Kern (1957):


Milton Ager: “Hard Hearted Hannah, the Vamp of Savannah” (1924), lyrics by Jack Yellen, Bob Bigelow, and Charles Bates. Harold Arlen: “Blues in the Night,” from Blues in the Night (film, 1941), lyrics by Johnny Mercer; “Buds Won’t Bud” by E. Y. Harburg; “The Eagle and Me” from Bloomer Girl (1944), lyrics Harburg; “(I Had Myself a) True Love” and the cut “I Wonder What Became of Me” from St. Louis Woman (1946), lyrics by Johnny Mercer. Irving Berlin: “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody,” the theme for numerous Ziegfeld Follies (1919); “Let’s Face the Music and Dance” from Follow the Fleet (1936); “I Got Lost in His Arms” and “You Can’t Get a Man With a Gun” from Annie Get Your Gun (1946). Leonard Bernstein: “Glitter and Be Gay” from Candide (1956), lyrics by Richard Wilbur. Jerry Bock: “When Did I Fall in Love?” from Fiorello! (1959), lyrics by Sheldon Harnick; “Ice Cream” from She Loves Me (1963), as well as “Tell Me I Look Nice” (cut from the same show), lyrics by Sheldon Harnick. Johnny Burke: “Sad Was the Day” from Donnybrook! (1961). Moose Charlap: “I’ll Never Go There Anymore” from Kelly (1965), lyrics by Eddie Lawrence; Cy Coleman: “The Best Is Yet to Come” (1959); “The Other Side of the Tracks” and “Real Live Girl” from Little Me (1962); “The Rules of the Road” (1961); “When in Rome (I Do as the Romans Do)” (1964). All lyrics by Carolyn Leigh. Aaron Copland: (adapted by) “Golden Willow Tree” from Old American Songs, Second Set (1952). Luciano Gallet: an arrangement of a Brazilian folk melody, “Bambalelê (Song of the Northern Interior)”; George Gershwin: “My Man’s Gone Now,” “I Loves You, Porgy,” “Oh, Bess, Oh Where’s My Bess?” and the third act trio from Porgy and Bess (1935), lyrics by DuBose Heyward and Ira Gershwin. Adam Guettel: “The Riddle Song” from Floyd Collins (1994). Ray Henderson: “Birth of the Blues” from George White’s Scandals 1926, lyrics by B. G. DeSylva and Lew Brown. Peter Jones: “Bluellow” from Peyton Place (1994). Walter Jurmann and Bronislau Kaper: “San Francisco” (film, 1936), lyrics by Gus Kahn. John Kander: “Home” from 70, Girls, 70 (1971), lyrics by Fred Ebb. Harold Karr: “Silverware” from We Take the Town (1962), lyrics by Matt Dubey. Jerome Kern: “I Am So Eager” and “The Song Is You” from Music in the Air (1932), lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II. Sondheim called the latter “the best ballad Kern wrote, and perhaps the best anyone has written.” Edward Kleban: “Better” (1973). Michael Leonard: “I’m All Smiles” from The Yearling (1965), lyrics by Herbert Martin. Frank Loesser: “Make a Miracle” from Where’s Charley? (1948); “Fugue for Tinhorns” and “Adelaide’s Lament” from Guys and Dolls (1950). Hugh Martin: “Ev’ry Time” from Best Foot Forward (1941), with Ralph Blane; “Gotta Dance” from Look, Ma, I’m Dancin’! (1948); “I Wanna Be Good ‘n’ Bad” from Make a Wish! (1951); “The Trolley Song,” from Meet Me in St. Louis (film, 1944), with Ralph Blane. Bob Merrill: “On the Farm” from New Girl in Town (1957). Xavier Montsalvatge: “Canción de cuna para dormir a un negrito” (“Cradle Song for a Little Black Boy”) from Cinco Canciones Negras (1958), lyrics by Ildefonso Pereda Valdées. Lewis F. Muir: “Waiting for the Robert E. Lee” (1912), lyrics by L. Wolfe Gilbert. Cole Porter: “Night and Day” from Gay Divorce (1932); “Begin the Beguine” and “Just One of Those Things” from Jubilee (1935); “In the Still of the Night” from Rosalie (film, 1937); “Get Out of Town” from Leave It to Me (1938); “Let’s Be Buddies” from Panama Hattie (1940); “Let’s Not Talk About Love” from Let’s Face It (1941); “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye” from Seven Lively Arts (1944). Richard Rodgers: “Why Can’t I?” from Spring Is Here (1929), lyrics by Lorenz Hart; “What’s the Use of Wond’rin’” from Carousel (1945), lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II. William Roy: “Charm” and “What Every Woman Knows” from Maggie (1953). Arthur Schwartz: “By Myself” from Between the Devil (1937), lyrics by Howard Dietz; “There’s No Holding Me” from Park Avenue (1946), lyrics by Ira Gershwin; “He Had Refinement” from A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1951), lyrics by Dorothy Fields. David Shire: “Travel” originally written for Cyrano, known from Starting Here, Starting Now (1977), lyrics by Richard Maltby Jr. Charlie Smalls: “Home” from The Wiz (1975), about which Sondheim said he could never write a song so sentimental and do it well; Charles Strouse: “You’ve Got Possibilities” from It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman (1966), lyrics by Lee Adams. Jule Styne: “When the Weather’s Better” from Hallelujah, Baby! (1967), lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green; Maury Yeston: “New Words” from History Loves Company (1989).



In Sondheim’s two volumes of lyric studies, he assessed an array of lyricists, limiting himself to those who had passed away by the time Finishing the Hat (2010) and Look, I Made a Hat (2011) were published. “Speaking ill exclusively of the dead seems to me the gentlemanly thing to do,” he wrote. “The subject cannot be personally hurt, and his reputation is unlikely to be affected by anything you say.” While he was brutally frank in several of these essays and their quippy titles, he did not condemn any subject without a full explanation; in many cases he offered both praise and criticism.


Frank Loesser: The Idea Man. Calling him a “master of conversational lyrics” and “one of the very few lyricists who were genuinely funny,” Sondheim praised Loesser’s works (Guys and Dolls, The Most Happy Fella, How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying) for the ideas behind his songs.89

Alan Jay Lerner: No There There. Sondheim condemned the librettist of Brigadoon, My Fair Lady, and Camelot with faint praise, calling his lyrics “pleasant, an adjective which does not connote much enthusiasm.” He described Lerner’s work as “uninteresting when compared to that of the other major theater lyricists,” but added that My Fair Lady was “the most entertaining musical I’ve ever seen (exclusive of my own, of course).”90

Oscar Hammerstein II: Upward Nobility. Despite Hammerstein’s central role in Sondheim’s young life, he took his mentor to task for being so often sentimental, plain-spoken, redundant, and narrow in his imagery, “so much of which is celestial, seasonal or ornithological.” He also questioned Hammerstein’s range of diction in choosing words not always fully appropriate for characters.91

E. Y. Harburg: Word Drunk. He grouped Harburg with Cole Porter and Irving Berlin as “the most brilliant technicians of the Golden Age,” noting that “Yip” was “the maverick, pointedly socio-political and heavily whimsical.” Sondheim said Harburg “was at his best when the subject matter suited his fanciful style,” and that “he was born to write lyrics.”92

Lorenz Hart: Jaunty and Careless. Sondheim was harshest with his estimation of Hart, calling him “the laziest of the pre-eminent lyricists.” He cited “mis-stressed syllables, convoluted syntax and the sacrifice of meaning for rhyme.” His conclusion: Hart “was verbally nimble, full of humor, and a lazy craftsman.”93

Ira Gershwin: Rhyming Poison. Sondheim called Gershwin “conscientiously meticulous in trying to play with language and be conversational at the same time,” but qualified that assessment by suggesting that the lyricist’s passion for rhyming “makes you feel the sweat.” Too often, he noted, Gershwin was convoluted to the point of not making sense.94

Irving Berlin: Deceptive Simplicity. Observing that “simplicity is a complicated matter,” Sondheim expressed growing appreciation for Berlin’s work as a lyricist, especially for his songs’ easy, colloquial nature. But he found the composer of Annie Get Your Gun and “White Christmas” to have a banal view of the world that failed to hold Sondheim’s interest.95

Cole Porter: Camp and Dazzle. According to Sondheim, Porter’s style as a theater lyricist is “the most immediately recognizable” and the easiest to imitate because it was rooted in “ostentatious verbal dexterity.” The master of brilliant list songs (such as “You’re the Top” and “Let’s Do It”), Porter sometimes lapsed “into lazy glibness.” Sondheim criticized Porter’s “sniggering adolescent penchant for double entendres,” warning that camp “can skid from giddy to vulgar in the space of an entendre.”96

Dorothy Fields: Wry and Dry. Sondheim termed her the most underrated of major lyricists, perhaps the result of collaborating with so many different composers. He praised her lyrics as full of personality and impact and called her the lyricist who first “made Broadway song lyrics genuinely conversational,” as well as “graceful, slightly rueful, [and] earthy.”97

Noël Coward: The Master of Blather. Sondheim came down hard on the British lyricist, whose songs he found either brittle and condescending or sentimental and florid. Sondheim liked a few of his lyrics, but observed that, in general, Coward’s “condescension stifles whatever exhilaration I might feel.”98

W. S. Gilbert: An Unacquired Taste. Looking back to the nineteenth century, Sondheim found Gilbert’s lyrics occasionally clever and inventive. But he quickly added, “They bore me to distraction—literally.” He credited Gilbert and his composing partner Arthur Sullivan with creating “satiric operetta,” but confessed that he never warmed to their creative output.99



In Look, I Made a Hat, Sondheim—continuing his role as an irascible observer—commented on several more lyricists in two sidebars, which he imagined would “generate enough irritation to go around.”


Other Lyricists: Part I. He assessed “one-show wonders,” DuBose Heyward (Porgy and Bess) and Richard Wilbur (Candide), then turned to Howard Dietz, who mostly wrote revues in collaboration with Arthur Schwartz, and P. G. Wodehouse (better known as a novelist and playwright), who collaborated with Jerome Kern (and librettist Guy Bolton) for six shows at the Princess Theatre between 1915 and 1918.100

Other Lyricists: Part II. In a second essay Sondheim discussed Leo Robin (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes with Jule Styne), Johnny Mercer (who wrote mostly for movies), John Latouche (Cabin in the Sky, The Golden Apple, and some lyrics for Candide before his untimely death in 1956), Hugh Martin (who wrote music and lyrics, often for movies, including Meet Me in St. Louis), Meredith Willson (Sondheim especially admired the largely unaccompanied “Rock Island” in The Music Man), and Carolyn Leigh (Sondheim called her a “brilliant technician”; she worked most often with Cy Coleman for cabaret numbers).101



Although he said naming his favorite song of those he’s written is “an understandable but unanswerable request,” he often offered “Someone in a Tree” from Pacific Overtures. “I like the swing and relentlessness of the music and the poetic Orientalism of the lyric, but what I love is its ambition, its attempt to collapse past, present, and future into one packaged song form.”102

As for his show that most pleases him, Sondheim most often singled out Assassins, the one he has almost no desire to tinker with. It “has only one moment I’d like to improve (the brief passage I call ‘Family …’). Otherwise, as far as I’m concerned, the show is perfect.”103

Mark Eden Horowitz provided numerous useful insights for this entry.
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Donna Murphy as Fosca in Passion (1994).
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MURPHY, DONNA (1958–)

Born in Corona, Queens, New York, on March 7, 1958, Donna Murphy was the eldest of seven children; her father was an aerospace engineer. At the age of 3, she asked for voice lessons. She put on shows in Hauppauge, Long Island, where her family lived for several years, and in Topsfield, Massachusetts, where she graduated from high school in 1977.

She dropped out of New York University in her second year when she was cast as an understudy to three backup singers in They’re Playing Our Song (1979) by Neil Simon, Carole Bayer Sager, and Marvin Hamlisch. Working on that show gave her the chance to see Evita and Sweeney Todd, shows that deeply impressed her. She thought, “This is what I aspire to—a work of this kind with power and depth.”104 When she attended Sunday in the Park, witnessing Mandy Patinkin’s final performance as Georges Seurat, she was profoundly moved: “That show has remained my touchstone. When I would waver about continuing in this crazy business, I would put that album on.”105

Murphy gave a series of memorable performances in several roles in the original cast of The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1985–1987). Not long after that, she met Sondheim briefly when she auditioned for the role of the Witch in Into the Woods, before Bernadette Peters was cast. She had several callbacks and worked with James Lapine and Paul Gemignani, but she was not hired. She and Sondheim crossed paths again when Joanna Gleason left the production and Murphy was considered for the role of the Baker’s wife; she was not chosen for that role either. (She did eventually play the Witch when Into the Woods was performed outdoors in New York City’s Central Park in 2012.) The real lesson of the show, she said, is “you can get what you wish for, but you just don’t know what it means until you get it.”106

Sondheim and James Lapine remembered Murphy when they cast Passion in 1994. She immersed herself deeply in preparation. “I find it liberating because it triggers my imagination.”107 Readying for her Passion audition, she didn’t wash her hair for three days; “I went into my little Fosca cave,” she recalled, to the extent that her husband said, “Jesus, you don’t even have the job. Do I have to have breakfast with Fosca?”108 She got the role this time, and cut short her much-praised, Drama Desk–nominated performance in Michael John LaChiusa’s Hello, Again (Lincoln Center, 1993) to begin rehearsals for Passion.

During previews for Passion, Sondheim told Murphy to never lose sight of the joy of a role like Fosca. “He said that roles that an actress connects with don’t come along all the time,”109 adding, “Make sure you allow yourself joy in this.”110 Sondheim shaped songs for her, especially “I Wish I Could Forget You,” which she said “sat very easily on the lower part of my voice.”111

Murphy said Sondheim gave deeply thoughtful feedback to performers: “I had never heard a composer give notes like this in my life. Rarely was something just a musical note; it was about this whole life behind the reason why it was a quarter note and not an eighth note, or it was that the tempo would be faster because she was closer to orgasm, and then he was going to pull it back. There was nothing negative about any note that he gave. It was just more information, and it was brilliant.”112

While playing Fosca, Murphy referred regularly to Iginio Ugo Tarchetti’s novel, the basis for the story: “It always fed me, and I used to re-read some section before I went on every night.”113 Murphy was roundly commended for her performance as the ugly spinster, winning 1994 Tony and Drama Desk Awards as the season’s Outstanding Actress in a Musical.

Not long after Passion, Lapine cast Murphy in the revival of his play Twelve Dreams at Lincoln Center (1995); she received a Drama Desk nomination for that performance. She was subsequently honored when she played Anna in the revival of The King and I (1996, Tony Award); the revival of Wonderful Town (2003, a Tony nomination and a Drama Desk Award); and as Lotte Lenya in LoveMusik (2007, another Tony nomination and Drama Desk Award).

She added another Sondheim credit in 2007, playing Phyllis in the Encores! production of Follies. When Encores! presented Anyone Can Whistle (2010), she was the corrupt mayor, Cora Hoover Hooper. In the New York Daily News Joe Dziemianowicz wrote, “Donna Murphy’s kooky, commanding and sumptuously sung star turn gives a textbook lesson in musical comedy.”114

When Sondheim’s eightieth birthday was celebrated by the New York Philharmonic in March 2010, Murphy was one of six noteworthy Broadway actresses to perform solos wearing brilliant red dresses. She sang “Could I Leave You?” from Follies.

Although Murphy’s career is most remembered for her work onstage, she also had credits on television (including Murder One in 1995–1997 and Mercy Street in 2016–2017) and in films (Star Trek: Insurrection in 1998, The Astronaut’s Wife in 1999, and Spider-Man 2 in 2004).

She was married to actor and singer Shawn Elliott from 1990 until his death in 2016; she was stepmother to his two daughters. In 2004, she and Elliott adopted a daughter, Darmia Hope, from Guatemala.
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MUSSER, THARON MYRENE (1925–2009)

The lighting designer of more than 150 Broadway shows was born on January 8, 1925, in Roanoke, Virginia, as Tharon Myrene. Orphaned at age 2, she was adopted in 1927 by Rev. George and Hazel Musser. The clergyman’s family couldn’t afford electricity, so she grew up with candles and gaslights. She earned her bachelor’s degree from Berea College in Kentucky in 1946; she liked theater but was uncomfortable performing onstage. At Yale University in 1950, she received her M.F.A. in technical and lighting design.

For more than four decades (1956–1999) Musser was a prolific designer of theater lighting. In 1957 she began working for the American Shakespeare Festival in Stratford, Connecticut. During her thirteen seasons there, she was mentored by Jean Rosenthal, the lighting designer for West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof.

At Manhattan’s 92nd Street Y, Musser managed stage productions for dance troupes, string quartets, and children’s shows. She enjoyed modern dance and went to work for José Limón’s Dance Company. Her work for Limón was noticed by director José Quintero, who hired her for the original production of Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night (1956), her Broadway debut.

Musser was eventually considered the “dean” of Broadway lighting designers. She won three Tony Awards for her lighting designs for memorable productions, all staged and choreographed by Michael Bennett: Sondheim’s Follies (1972), A Chorus Line (1976), and Dreamgirls (1982). Commencing with A Chorus Line, Musser was part of Bennett’s “dream team” of designers along with scenic designer Robin Wagner and costume designer Theoni V. Aldredge (who also designed costumes for Gypsy, Anyone Can Whistle, and Follies). They worked together on Ballroom (1978) and Dreamgirls.

Musser designed the lighting for two other Sondheim productions, A Little Night Music (1973) and Pacific Overtures (1976).

“Lighting design is learning how to see,” Musser told a New York Times interviewer in 1977. “I learn to hear the lights in music in my mind.”115 She was responsible for establishing lighting design as a separate field of theater design.

Not only was Musser a brilliant designer, but she also was an advocate for technical advancement, especially with electronic light boards operating with computerized memory. When she lit Follies, she faced a steep challenge to present the radically different worlds of the decrepit Weismann Theatre and the romantic flourishes of Loveland working with manually executed lighting cues. By the time she designed A Chorus Line four years later, she employed the newly invented memory lightboard.

In all, Musser received seven additional Tony nominations for lighting shows that included Golden Boy (1964), The Lion in Winter (1966), Edward Albee’s A Delicate Balance (1966), Harold Pinter’s The Birthday Party (1967), Applause (1970), 42nd Street (1980), Tom Stoppard’s The Real Thing (1984), and The Secret Garden (1991). She received a Drama Desk Award for her design for Dreamgirls, as well as a nomination for her work on Mark Medoff’s play Children of a Lesser God (1980).

Other noteworthy credits from her career include Mary Rodgers’s Once Upon a Mattress (1959), Jule Styne’s Hallelujah, Baby! (1967), George Furth’s The Act (1977), The Wiz (1975), Jerry Herman’s Mame (1966), and nearly a dozen plays by Neil Simon: The Prisoner of Second Avenue (1971), The Sunshine Boys (1972), The Good Doctor (1973), Chapter Two (1977), They’re Playing Our Song (1979), Brighton Beach Memoirs (1982), The Odd Couple (revival, 1985), Biloxi Blues (1985), Lost in Yonkers (1990), Laughter on the 23rd Floor (1993), and The Goodbye Girl (1993). Musser was elected to the American Theater Hall of Fame.

In addition to her work with Limón’s dance troupe, she worked with American Ballet Theatre and the Dallas and Miami opera companies.

Musser died on April 19, 2009, at home in Newtown, Connecticut, of complications from Alzheimer’s disease. Her life partner was Marilyn Rennagel, another lighting designer.

In a 2018 interview Rennagel called Musser “a tough old broad” who “got along with everybody. And she knew when to push and when not to push. She was so politically savvy in dealing with people. And at the same time she firmly believed in collaboration. She wanted everybody’s ideas out there. She genuinely loved doing what she did, and it showed in her relationships with people. She was an extraordinary woman.”116
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NICHOLS, MIKE (1931–2014)

Prolific film and theater director (as well as actor and comedian) Mike Nichols was born Mikhail Igor Peschkowsky on November 6, 1931, in Berlin, Germany. In 1938, his father, a respected physician, left Berlin when the Nazis began to arrest Jews. In 1939 the family sent 7-year-old Nichols and his 3-year-old brother Robert to the United States to be with their father in New York City. Their mother escaped and joined the family in 1940. The family name was changed to Nichols and, thanks to Nichols’s father’s successful Manhattan medical practice, they lived near Central Park. But his father died of leukemia at age 44 in 1944, fragmenting the family.

Nichols attended New York University briefly, then went to the University of Chicago. He became a performer in Chicago’s improv theater scene. He achieved nightclub success with comedian Elaine May, teaming for satirical sketches of social interaction (1958–1962). Their comedy act became An Evening with Mike Nichols and Elaine May on Broadway, running for 300 performances in 1960 and 1961. They produced a recording of their performance that won a Grammy Award.

Nichols’s theater career stretched from 1963 (Neil Simon’s Barefoot in the Park, Tony Award for Best Direction of a Play) to 2013 (in 2012 he won his ninth Tony Award for his revival of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, also for his direction). In all he staged twenty-seven Broadway productions, including numerous comedies by Neil Simon; dramas by Anton Chekhov, David Rabe, and Tom Stoppard; and musicals such as The Apple Tree and Spamalot. He won two Tonys as a producer: the musical Annie (1977) and Whoopi Goldberg’s one-woman show (1984).

Nichols’s film career was equally impressive, starting with two Academy Award-winning movies: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966) and The Graduate (1967). Across nearly five decades he directed nearly two dozen movies including Catch-22 (1970), Carnal Knowledge (1971), Silkwood (1983), Working Girl (1988), and the televised version of Angels in America (2003) for HBO.

Nichols and Sondheim became acquainted in the late 1950s, including some amateur filmmaking with Leonard Bernstein. Although it was never made, a short feature was planned that would have cast Nichols as a vampire. In 1962, Sondheim wrote a song, “Truly Content,” for Passionella, a segment of The World of Jules Feiffer that marked Nichols’s stage directing debut.1 They traveled in the same social circles and had numerous mutual acquaintances.

Nichols’s 1996 movie The Birdcage (with a script by his former comedy partner Elaine May) featured several songs by Sondheim. “It seemed like an easy and lucrative job,” Sondheim wrote in Look, I Made a Hat,“ and I would be working with someone who was not only a long-ago colleague and a good friend, but a director I admired inordinately (well, ordinately).”2 He composed “Little Dream,” a song that the character Albert, played by Nathan Lane, sings in a rehearsal, as well as “It Takes All Kinds,” a number Nichols decided not to use. Sondheim provided two other songs that had been cut from shows: “Can That Boy Foxtrot” (Follies) and “Love Is in the Air” (A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum).

The Birdcage had several connections to people who subsequently intersected with Sondheim. Although Lane had done fine work on Broadway for a decade, he was not a well-known movie actor, but his performance as the extravagant Albert made his casting in the starring role of Pseudolus in the Broadway revival of Forum (1996) an easy decision and paved the way for his leading role in The Producers (2001). In 2008, he starred in his own expanded adaptation of Sondheim’s The Frogs (2008). Another Sondheim veteran, Christine Baranski, played Katherine in The Birdcage, pretending to be the wife of Armand (Robin Williams) and is the mother of his son.

Nichols was a member of the elite “EGOT” group, individuals who won an Emmy, a Grammy, an Oscar, and a Tony. Among the numerous honors bestowed on him during his career were a 2001 Peabody Award for directing the televised production of Margaret Edson’s play Wit (also an Emmy winner), the Kennedy Center Honors (2003), induction into the American Theater Hall of Fame (2003), the Vilcek Prize in Filmmaking (2009), and American Film Institute’s Lifetime Achievement Award (2010).

Nichols had four marriages: Patricia Scott (1957–1960); Margot Callas (1963–1974, one daughter); Annabel Davis-Goff (1975–1986, a son and a daughter); and newscaster Diane Sawyer (1988–2014). He died at age 83 from a heart attack in New York City on November 19, 2014.
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“NOT A DAY GOES BY” (Song from Merrily We Roll Along, 1981)

Many of Merrily We Roll Along’s musical numbers are variations on one another. But “Not a Day Goes By” is one of the show’s few songs with no obvious relationship to the others. However, it is heard twice in the show, performed principally by two different women; while the music doesn’t change, the lyric and the feeling are quite different. Most of Merrily’s songs are shared by three “old friends”—composer Frank Shepard, playwright Charley Kringas, and author Mary Flynn—this one relates to the show’s tangled triangle of romantic relationships: Beth (Frank’s first wife), Mary, and Frank. Sondheim took on a difficult challenge with this song: to create a number that retains its recurring title phrase and, with only slight lyric changes, functions variously as a love song, a song of unrequited love, and a torch song.

The song’s title and opening line derived from a story by a close friend of Sondheim. She had an intense extramarital affair that she had to abandon after an ultimatum from her lover to choose between him and her husband. Months later her phone rang at 3 a.m.; the message was simply a whispered, “Not a day goes by.” Sondheim was deeply touched by this story, and when he began to write a song for Merrily that conveyed a sense of a deep and abiding love, he recalled the phrase.

Lyrics

Sondheim’s early notes about the song’s lyrics3 are brief, but they include several ideas that permeate the final song: “Turning and reaching/And waking and sinking”; and the three lines: “And I have to say/If you do, I’ll die,/Dying.”4 He separately wrote two versions of the song: a torch-styled number for Beth and Frank’s agonizing divorce in the first act, and a love song for the second act with Mary’s secret desire counterpointed to Beth and Frank’s profession of love.

Sondheim spent considerable time choosing appropriate present participles and adjectives to describe the powerful feelings expressed in the song. In the score’s final version he used only verbs in Beth’s first-act torch song and only comparative adjectives in Mary’s second-act song of unrequited love. Especially the verb forms in the torch version—including burning, circling, crying, cursing, dying, hoping, hurting, raging, reaching, shaking, sinking, sweating, thinking, trembling, turning, and waking—provide the sense that people not only tend to think about and grade the quality of love, but also that their suffering is physical.

Sondheim went through a similar array of words for “Not a Day Goes By” in its second act incarnation—at an earlier moment in the show’s reverse chronology—as an unrequited love song by Mary, when Frank and Beth announce they are marrying: Not only does this version employ all adjectives, but each one also was comparative, including better, calmer, deeper, fiercer, freer, hotter, rougher, sweeter, richer, stronger, viler, warmer, and wilder. These “er” comparative adjectives do not yield rhymes, but they add intensity to the lyric. In all, Sondheim considered twenty-nine verbs and thirty comparative adjectives for the two versions—nearly sixty candidates for sixteen slots.

In productions following Merrily’s brief Broadway run, Sondheim continued to tinker with these and other word choices. For instance, the line: “But you’re somewhere a part of my life” evolved into “But you’re still somehow part of my life.”5 The crafting of the final version of “Not a Day Goes By” exemplifies Sondheim’s ongoing effort to perfect lyrics, even when they are comparatively straightforward and traditional.

Music

Sondheim explained that his composition was guided by two primary impulses that are in tension: first, making the most of his resources and, second, believing that surprise is what keeps music fresh and alive. Leonard Bernstein believed that music should be both fresh and inevitable, and Sondheim agreed. “Not a Day Goes By” is an ideal example of this notion. The song sounds like a fairly traditional, moving ballad, yet it demonstrates Sondheim’s craft at balancing those seemingly conflicting objectives.

Sondheim used short musical building blocks for the basic tune or melody of the song. One underlaid the title lyric, “Not a day goes by,” with the notes G-A-C-B-flat-A. It’s a simple theme, with no unusual rhythms or accents. It repeats immediately, “Not a single day,” and it appears nine times without alteration, and several more in variation.

Other building blocks stand behind the music beneath “thinking and sweating” and “turning and reaching.” That represents Sondheim writing music that’s inevitable. But the surprise, the fresh part, is there, too. In almost every musical measure or phrase, he includes something unexpected in the melody, harmony, or accompaniment. He uses melody and counter-melody at different points in several measures, creating the sense of a “round,” which adds a feeling of movement or propulsion to the song. The counter-melody is transformed in the second half of the song, beginning under the long note where the word “no” is sung.

The melody of the primary theme repeats exactly at “Not a single day,” but the harmony changes at the word “day.” In the next measure (“but you’re somewhere a”), it feels as if the theme will repeat again, but it’s lower. As the song advances, the harmony resolves quickly, but the melody continues sinuously and, as the phrase completes, it includes three measures with a new, unique melody—“when does it end?/Where’s the day I’ll have started forgetting?/But I just go on …,” adding moments of hesitation.

At the word “no,” midway through the song there is a major key change (from F to G) and while the moment is dramatic and powerful, it’s not that obvious that the change has occurred. The one-word cry of “no” that’s held for more than a measure is a unique moment in the song and, along with the key change, it seems to signal an emotional change—a heightened intensity—in the singer.

A significant aspect of music, especially that derived from a classical and romantic tradition, is about finding ways to delay or subvert the expected resolution or progression of harmonies. The more tension a composer can provide without going too far, the more gratifying it is when the harmonies finally reach the tonic. Most rich, lush, romantic music by composers such as Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninoff, or Ravel is actually full of clashes and tensions and harmonies that verge on the painful. It might not be pretty, but it is beautiful.

Just as Sondheim continued to tinker with his lyrics, even his final copy of the song is full of erasures, as well as crossed-out and rewritten measures.

Sondheim is noted for his prosody—how a lyric sits on a piece of music—and for his ability to convey character and emotion through music. In his lyric sketches, he indicated that he sought a “low monotonous vocal line” that would be opposite orchestral “arching.” Through most of the song it feels as though the melody is fighting against what is happening beneath, as though it’s reluctant to “let those days go by.” When the song’s harmonies appear in unexpected times and places, they act as musical representations of the flashes of awareness and emotion that occur when inescapable, unbidden thoughts become overwhelming. The constantly repeating motives represent and reinforce the emotion of being haunted—unable to escape the feeling of love or regret—that is the song’s focus.

Recordings

Merrily has multiple cast recordings, and each includes the two versions of “Not a Day Goes By.” The result is that it’s Sondheim’s fourth most recorded song after “Send in the Clowns,” “Losing My Mind,” and “Being Alive.” Quite a few of the recordings are medleys with at least one other song. (In several cases that song is “Good Thing Going,” also from Merrily.) There are also several recordings by vocal groups of various sizes and genders including two by gay men’s choruses. The love song lyric has been recorded more frequently than the torch song.

Merrily is rare among Sondheim scores in that two of its songs were recorded and released prior to the cast recording. “Good Thing Going” was included on Frank Sinatra’s She Shot Me Down, and “Not a Day Goes By” was on Carly Simon’s Torch, released on August 1, 1981. Arranged by Mike Mainieri and orchestrated by Don Sebesky, Simon gave an acceptable performance, but she so smoothed out some of the harsher moments in the song that it became more of a lament than a torch. Her album was poorly promoted; it peaked at No. 50 on the Billboard chart.

When the original cast album was released, New York Times critic Stephen Holden described the song as “the most captivating Sondheim ballad since ‘Send in the Clowns’ … a certain standard.”6 The cast recording from the 1994 York Theater Production best reflects Sondheim’s intentions, and Anne Bobby as Beth is particularly affecting.

Sondheim admired Marin Mazzie’s heart-wrenching performance as Beth in a 1991 production of Merrily at Arena Stage in Washington, DC. He confided in the show’s bookwriter George Furth, “If ever a singer was born to sing a particular song, she was born to sing that one.”7 That production did not have a cast recording. The song is part of the “Stephen Sondheim Suite” on Opposite You, a 2005 album of duets recorded with her husband Jason Danieley (PS Classics).

Many recordings of “Not a Day Goes By” suffer from overindulgence, showing off voices rather than conveying the meaning of the song, while others take liberties with rhythm, harmony, or accompaniment. However, Barbara Cook’s performance on Barbara Cook Sings Mostly Sondheim: Live at Carnegie Hall (DRG Records 91464, 2001) in a medley with Follies’ “Losing My Mind” is exquisite. Cleo Laine has a lovely rendition on Cleo Sings Sondheim with reorchestration by Jonathan Tunick (RCA 7702, 1988). The New York City Gay Men’s Chorus version on Love Lives On (Virgin 91647, 1991) is beautiful and moving, a hymn-like arrangement that turns the song into a quasi-religious work. Mandy Patinkin’s version on Oscar & Steve (Nonesuch 79392, 1995) is close to perfection.
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OPERA

Stephen Sondheim wrote musicals. Nevertheless, beginning in the 1980s, several opera companies began to produce Sweeney Todd and A Little Night Music for their audiences, sometimes using operatically trained singers in key roles. That prompted an ongoing debate about how to categorize his shows.

The conversation was compounded by Sondheim’s disdain for opera. In Look, I Made a Hat, he wrote, “I have successfully avoided enjoying opera all my life.” He cited a few works with thrilling moments (Carmen, Peter Grimes, Wozzeck, Porgy and Bess, and some works by Puccini), but quickly qualified with his preference to listen to recordings rather than full-length performances. “They strike me as way too long,” he wrote. “I was brought up on the swiftness and insubstantiality of musicals, and I’m not as enthralled by the human voice as I should be.”1

He expressed some regret that, for him, “it’s always the song, not the singer,” and in fact confessed to feeling some modicum of envy for “the swooning pleasure of my opera-buff friends.” But he bemoaned that “most opera composers seem to have no sense of theater. They spend as much time having their characters sing about trivialities as about matters of emotional importance, and they resort to recitative to carry the plot along—for my money a tedious and arid solution to a problem easily solved by dialogue.”2

He attributed some of his prejudice to being brought up on musicals and movies, which instilled in him a preference for swiftness. “Operas linger on moments that I want to get past because I want the story to move ahead,” he told an interviewer. “That’s one of the reasons that Carmen and Wozzeck appeal to me—because the action goes on. I get impatient, the reason being that I don’t enjoy the glory of the human voice as much as opera buffs do.”3

“People who love opera are willing to put up with the longueurs,” he observed. “In fact, they enjoy them, because they allow the singer to shine; that’s the thrill.” But that aspect of opera is what, in Sondheim’s opinion, “alienates the general musical-theater audience. … Opera isn’t primarily about storytelling, therefore I get impatient, although part of me knows I shouldn’t.”4 He told another interviewer that many people enjoy “the fun of listening to the performer live with the orchestra. On the screen, you want the story to move ahead—that’s what movies are about.”5

In a conversation with Mark Horowitz, Sondheim admitted to a small wish that he had pursued other types of music. Asked why, he said, “It’s much more satisfying and easier to write something like Passion than it is to write something like Merrily We Roll Along. To write a thirty-two-bar song that has freshness and style to it and tells the story is really hard.”6 He also condemned many contemporary composers of musicals who indulge in “sung-through pieces. It’s all recitative, and they don’t develop anything, and it just repeats and repeats and repeats.”

Sondheim also observed, “unlike opera, in musicals you cast for the people. In opera, you force; it’s a five-hundred-pound soprano and she’s forty years old and she’s playing Juliet—that’s what you do. Because the suspension of disbelief that audiences bring to opera is so much greater than what they bring to so-called musical theater.”7

Terry Teachout suggested Sondheim’s “continuing reluctance to give up on Broadway is undoubtedly rooted in his dislike of the old-fashioned operatic production style of his youth, with its enervating emphasis on singing over drama.”8 In Finishing the Hat Sondheim wrestled with terminology. “Opera,” he wrote, “implies endless stentorian singing; ‘operetta’ implies gleeful choirs of peasants dancing on the town square; ‘opéra bouffe’ implies hilarious (in intent at least) complications of mistaken identity; ‘musical comedy’ implies show biz pizzazz and blinding bright energy; ‘musical play’ implies musical comedy that isn’t funny.”9

Sondheim weighted the expectations of audiences. “Obviously, there are differences in terms of performers and how they approach singing as an art form. But primarily an opera is something done in an opera house in front of an opera audience. And a show, or whatever you want to call it—musical play, musical comedy—is something done in either a Broadway or off-Broadway theater, in front of that kind of audience.”10 In Finishing the Hat, he wrote, “When Porgy and Bess was performed on Broadway, it was a musical; when it was performed at Glyndebourne and Covent Garden, it was an opera. … Opera is defined by the eye and ear of the beholder.”11

Other differences are at play, such as relative orchestra sizes. Broadway productions seldom have more than twenty musicians in the pit, while opera companies often employ much larger ensembles.12 The process of producing opera prevents the flexibility that goes into developing a musical: “… opera houses don’t give you the opportunity for adjustments that off-Broadway previews supply.”13

There are other meaningful distinctions between operas and musicals. “In a musical, the singing is interspersed with passages of dialogue, while in an opera, the singing never stops (very broadly speaking) … In musical theatre, the words are the driving force,” according to Maddy Shaw Roberts, writing for London’s ClassicFM website. She cites Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney Todd, a role that prioritizes “strong acting and comic timing over a great singing voice.” In an opera, it continues, “the music comes first. So if you’re playing Mimi in La Bohème and singing isn’t your strong point, you might be in a teensy bit of trouble.”14

A major difference between opera performance and musical theater performance is the issue of amplification. Opera singers must project their unamplified voices over the sound of an orchestra in very large halls. Musical theater performers use body microphones that do not require the vocal qualities of an opera singer (such as vibrato): They are more inclined to use their “head voice” or to belt in order to produce the necessary emotional sound.

Accordingly, most musicals are orchestrated with amplification in mind. Sondheim’s scores, as orchestrated by Jonathan Tunick, are “unabashedly Broadway.”15 In 1989, as more companies took on Sondheim productions, a writer went so far as to confess, “For the next few years I would prefer to hear Follies to Fledermaus, A Little Night Music to The Merry Widow, and Pacific Overtures to The Mikado.”16

Dancing is also employed in distinctly different ways. In operas, a dance interlude is usually performed by a set of ballet dancers, not the singers. Musical theater performers, in fact, are trained to be “triple threats”—able to sing, act, and dance with equal proficiency.

Finally, since musical theater is largely a product of the English-speaking world, works are usually created and performed in English. Opera singers have to learn to sing in Italian, German, French, and more; their performances are typically delivered with supertitles providing English translations.

Beverly Sills championed presenting Sweeney Todd at New York City in 1984, where it was staged by Harold Prince. “Operas and musicals are interchangeable only up to a point,” she said. “While an opera singer can appear in Sweeney Todd, it is another thing for a singer in Sweeney Todd to appear in La Bohème. In terms of vocal needs, they are not interchangeable.”17

Sondheim suggested that in opera, “text occupies a back seat. Usually, the lyrics matter little, except when necessary to carry the plot forward (and most operas have very little plot to carry); traditionally, the drama is supposed to be carried by the music.”18 The opposite is true in musicals, where “words hold the upper edge,” according to the New York Times’ Anthony Tommasini. This distinction, he suggested, dictates differences in “singing styles, orchestration, the role of spoken dialogue, the importance of melody, the appropriate degree of musical complexity.”19

Jonathan Tunick, Sondheim’s frequent orchestrator, made a similar point. “Opera is associated with classical music and its style of singing, where the voice and the notes are more important than the text. Opera is generally defined as sung throughout and it is generally driven by the music. The attitude on casting in opera is you look for someone who can sing. In a musical, you look for someone who can best play the role and if the music needs adjusting that will be done. The cast of an opera is chosen for the voice. The cast of a musical is chosen for acting and voice.”20 It’s also worth noting that opera composers have traditionally orchestrated their own works, whereas Sondheim wrote piano scores and then relied on an orchestrator—most frequently Tunick—to develop the full-fledged score. That’s typical for Broadway, but to opera fans, it relegates musical theater (or at least its composers) to a reduced status.

When Sweeney Todd was first presented by New York City Opera in 1984, a critic asked, “Why can’t Verdi voices handle Sondheim?”21 He suggested that singing Sondheim’s works required a speaking style far removed from the operatic vocal tradition, more rooted in conversational speech

Critic Terry Teachout pointed out, “An opera libretto is a dramatic situation brought to life by music. Its words are sung (or spoken) by the performers, but their literary quality is irrelevant. All that matters is the quality of the music and the plausibility of the situation it illustrates. … In a musical, most of the book is spoken, so it must be engaging enough in its own right to hold the audience’s attention. Moreover, musical-comedy singing is more conversational in style than operatic singing, meaning that the words of a song must be as memorable as its music.” He added that few operagoers know the words to arias, but musical theater fans know song lyrics by heart.22

Sondheim’s “Operas”

Sondheim’s A Little Night Music was his earliest work to be taken up by opera companies. (The New York City Opera first presented it in 1990—and revived it in 2003; Houston Grand Opera produced it in 1999.) Ethan Mordden suggested that “the point is not that opera singers can take all the parts. Rather, it is that the music acts as the work’s sole animating force. Listen to the numbers [in Night Music] alone and you can follow the plot; this is not true of Company or Follies.”23

Night Music deliberately conjures Viennese comic operetta, “one of the closest relatives to American musicals to be found in the European operatic landscape.”24 Its plot of confused love affairs and waltzing score intentionally pointed audiences in that direction, but the show blended elements of operetta—such as the quintet of lieder singers (who make fun of a tenor “belching The Bartered Bride”)—with musical theater traditions. “The voices of Night Music dance back and forth between opera and musical theater styles.”25

Night Music presents a challenge for performers from both sides of this debate. The show is “far more musically elaborate and demanding than any of Sondheim’s previous shows, so much so as to approach in places the complexity of full-scale opera,” according to Teachout. However, two aspects stand in the way: “One is the vocal writing, two of the show’s leading roles having been originally intended for performance by non-singing actresses. The other is the large amount of spoken dialogue, which many opera singers are unable to negotiate effectively.”26

Sondheim was inspired to undertake Sweeney Todd in London in 1977 after attending a production of Christopher Bond’s play. “I remember thinking on my way home that it would make an opera, and I spoke to John Dexter, one of the directors at the Metropolitan Opera, who at that time was directing in the West End in London. In the course of our conversation, I asked him if he thought that Sweeney Todd might make an opera, and he said absolutely and that encouraged me to look into the rights for it. That’s how it all started.”27

Sweeney Todd is the Sondheim show most frequently assayed by opera companies. Between 1990 and 2014, it received twenty-four operatic productions in the United States, placing it in the top five of works by American composers (including George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess and Leonard Bernstein’s Candide). In the same period, Sweeney Todd was licensed fifteen times to companies in England, Iceland, and Europe.28

Sweeney Todd is the most overtly operatic of Sondheim’s works. It uses distinguishing musical motifs for characters and themes that subtly link one scene to another, especially the Dies Irae theme heard repeatedly. Numbers are operatically performed in duets, quartets, and sextets.29 Teachout found Sweeney “deeply rooted in a style of music drama more characteristic of the opera house than of Broadway or Hollywood.” Pointing to the show’s “emotional extremism, he compared it to Rigoletto, Otello, and Don Giovanni” and described the song “Epiphany” as “an overtly operatic mad scene in which Sweeney dedicates himself to the sacred cause of mass murder.” In Teachout’s estimation, “Regardless of whether Sweeney Todd is a true opera, it is without doubt one of the twentieth century’s most powerful and thought-provoking pieces of musical theater.”30

Sondheim was often asked how he prefers to categorize Sweeney, despite his unwillingness to do so. “When pressed, I have referred to it as a dark operetta.” But after dismissing a litany of possibilities, he discarded the “dark operetta” as a misnomer. “What Sweeney Todd is,” he stated, “is a movie.”31

Sweeney’s foreboding, “cinematically seething” score owes much to film scores; Sondheim repeatedly acknowledges his debt to composer Bernard Herrmann. But the show’s music has “operatic weight … not because it sets a musical mood, but because the musical mood it sets governs all vocal expression in the show, coloring and darkening each verbal exchange in turn and carrying the tragic undertow that the nineteenth century taught us to associate with opera.”32

Sondheim employed many traditionally operatic conventions but stopped short of pushing them beyond believability. “If Mrs. Lovett had merely told Todd to savor his revenge,” Sondheim wrote in Finishing the Hat, “it wouldn’t have had the same impact on him (as well as the audience) that singing it for two minutes does, and the suspense of the scene wouldn’t have been as believable.” He added, “We all have limits, the most annoying one for me, second only to prolonged death scenes, being the one in which a threat is made and not carried out post-haste because the threatener keeps talking. Or singing.”33

Sweeney’s tragic operatic undertow permeated Sondheim’s 1994 show, Passion. Fosca, the central character, is plagued by a mysterious illness. Her overpowering passion for the unwilling Giorgio plants her squarely in the role of a tragic opera heroine. “Her love dooms her and her partner to death or madness,” Knapp and Baltimore point out, “even as it grants her the musical climaxes of the evening.”34

Passion exists in the twilight zone between opera and musical. Sondheim told biographer Meryle Secrest that “opera was about orchestra, staging, and the production of the human voice, with the emphasis on who was singing, whereas, with few exceptions, musical theatre had the reverse emphasis.” He suggested that Passion was “closer to a chamber opera, like [Britten’s] Rape of Lucretia.”35

Composer Milton Babbitt, whom Sondheim studied with after graduating from Williams College, dismissed the need to categorize. “I don’t regard it as a matter of any great significance,” he said. “Passion is much more musically aware than any number of American operas. I don’t think you can make well-defined boundaries.”36

Realistically, there is no resolution to this debate. Even though some of Sondheim’s works are defined as “American operas,” he maintained his disinterest in the form, asserting he never intended to write one. He acknowledged that the dividing line was vague, rooted in audience expectations. If Sweeney Todd is performed at Covent Garden or Lincoln Center, it becomes an opera.

When opera companies or a philharmonic orchestra took on one of his scores, he was grateful, even if such productions were never his intention. As his longtime friend, producer and director Harold Prince said, “Opera, musical, who cares? I’m just delighted it’s playing somewhere so prestigious as the Royal Opera. It deserves to be there.”37
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ORCHESTRATORS

Sondheim wrote a piano score for the songs and accompaniment, but he did not expand it. That’s the orchestrator’s job, to determine which musical instruments are required to accompany a production. “You don’t just take the same notes and write them on an orchestra score,” Martin Gottfried pointed out. “The pianistic color devices are very different and must be interpreted.”38 Sondheim thanked his most frequent orchestrator, Jonathan Tunick, for his contributions: “Few people who go to the theater even know what an orchestrator is! The contribution he makes to a show should not be ignored and his function should, by this time, no longer be a mystery.”39

Sid Ramin, who worked on Gypsy and Forum, called orchestration a map of “who’s going to play what.” Paul Gemignani, music director for a majority of Sondheim’s Broadway productions, said the orchestrator’s contribution is “as much a creative job as the composer’s … the same thought process, the same agonizing, the same artistic decisions made by an actor have to be made by an orchestrator … Orchestration is the warmth in a love scene, the electricity in the kiss, the thing that makes you start to tear up. And it has to come from the gut.” Another writer observed, “Whether it is an original production or a revival, the orchestrator’s role is that of an aural designer, a person who makes major choices concerning how the audience hears the story.”40

The arrangements heard on cast recordings—and accordingly familiar to most musical theater enthusiasts—reflect the work of original orchestrators working in tandem with composers. With Sondheim serving as lyricist in his first Broadway show, West Side Story, Leonard Bernstein was the composer. The legendary conductor was familiar with the panoply of instruments he could use, so he was very involved with orchestrating that show. But also involved were two profoundly experienced arrangers: Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal. (They earned Academy Awards for their arrangements of the music for the 1961 film of West Side Story.) Ramin also worked on Gypsy with composer Jule Styne, but Robert “Red” Ginzler is credited as being the most influential arranger for that score, especially the overture, often deemed one of the best ever written.

When Sondheim finally had the opportunity to write both lyrics and music with A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), he turned to Kostal and Ramin. They had received early opportunities from another prolific orchestrator, Don Walker. For Anyone Can Whistle, producer Kermit Bloomgarden hired Walker based on his work on The Most Happy Fella (1956), The Music Man (1957), and The Gay Life (1961). Sondheim admired Walker; he called his work on Carousel (1945) “perhaps the best orchestration I ever heard in my life.”41 But Walker treated him disdainfully, possibly jealous of the young composer’s success. Nevertheless, Walker gave Whistle a unique sound, using a string section with five cellos and no violins or violas. In 1965, when Sondheim worked as lyricist with composer Richard Rodgers on Do I Hear a Waltz?, Ralph Burns was the production’s orchestrator.

As Sondheim and Harold Prince began their legendary collaboration with Company in 1970, they hired Jonathan Tunick to translate Sondheim’s piano score. “Orchestration is a way of enhancing a song,” Tunick explained, “using the deviled-egg metaphor—by taking it, mashing it up, adding some ingredients, mixing it, and putting it back together again. By definition, orchestration is the craft of distributing to the various instruments of the orchestra their proper parts. In its narrow definition, it does not include any other kind of arrangement, such as writing introductions or endings, but in a show, the orchestrator is called upon to do all these little extras, too, depending on the inclinations of the songwriter.”42

Tunick orchestrated all the Sondheim–Prince era shows: Company (1970), Follies (1971), A Little Night Music (1973), Pacific Overtures (1976), Sweeney Todd (1979), and Merrily We Roll Along (1980). He returned for Into the Woods (1987), Passion (1994), and Bounce/Road Show (2003/2008). When Sondheim began to collaborate with writer and director James Lapine in the 1980s, Michael Starobin—who worked regularly with Lapine at Playwrights Horizons—stepped in to orchestrate Sunday in the Park with George when Tunick was unavailable. Another Playwrights Horizons project, Assassins, also engaged Starobin. When Lapine assembled Sondheim on Sondheim, his 2010 revue with filmed segments featuring Sondheim talking about his life and his creative process, Starobin arranged the musical numbers.

Tunick has pointed out that “most good orchestrators are players of orchestral instruments or conductors, simply because of the necessity of being familiar with the orchestra from inside.”43 Speaking specifically of Sondheim, Tunick called him “rare among Broadway composers in that he calls for highly colored and dramatic effects in his accompaniments, but typical in that he is not trained in translating these effects from the medium of the piano that of the orchestra.”44

Tunick pointed out some of the pragmatic issues of orchestration. “The orchestrator must be very careful of claiming his resources with great economy because he is held down to a limited number of musicians. In opera, a chamber orchestra consists of thirty-five or forty pieces. In a Broadway show a huge orchestra is twenty-eight. Follies had … twenty-eight musicians on the payroll, but four of them were being used as scenery on the stage, so I really only had twenty-four men. I could use only four violins, which really cut into my string arrangements. … There were an awful lot of things I couldn’t do with the strings.” But for Night Music, Tunick used no percussion: “The orchestra’s rhythmic impulse is within the strings and the winds.”45

Starobin discussed a similar point: “When a Broadway orchestra drops below twenty-two or twenty-three, an orchestrator must first question the use of a string section. The smallest practical string section is seven or eight, which is not possible in a band of thirteen. The next possibility is a chamber sound, using a string quartet or quintet. This is appropriate for a score where a lighter, more refined quality is desired. (The quartet was appropriate in Sunday, though the more impassioned moments, ‘Move On,’ and the finale always asked for a full section sound.)”46

Sondheim offered the following thought to anyone staging one of his musicals. “My only advice for people who do not have the ability to hire an orchestra would be either to just use a piano accompaniment or any group of musicians that they can get together on their own. Or there are reduced orchestrations that are available through Music Theatre International, which is the licensor of most of my shows … But you know if those orchestrations are still too big, the reduced ones, then I think the only thing to say [is] that the people who are putting on the show have to make their own music. … As far as changing the orchestration goes, obviously if they have to, they have to. But if they don’t have to, I would advise not doing it.”47

The Tony Awards did not recognize Broadway orchestrations until 1997 when Tunick received the first one for Maury Yeston’s Titanic. Robert Russell Bennett (1894–1981) was considered the godfather of twentieth-century orchestrators, working from 1920–1960 with everyone from Gershwin, Berlin, Kern and Porter, to Rodgers & Hammerstein, and Lerner and Loewe—including Show Boat (1927), Anything Goes (1934), Oklahoma! (1943), Annie Get Your Gun (1946), Finian’s Rainbow (1947), Allegro (1947), Kiss Me Kate (1948), South Pacific (1949), The King and I (1951), My Fair Lady (1956), The Sound of Music (1959), and Camelot (1960). He received a special Tony for his contributions in 1957; in 2008, he received another “in recognition of his historic contribution to American musical theatre in the field of orchestrations, as represented on Broadway this season by Rodgers & Hammerstein’s South Pacific.” He mentored several orchestrators who worked on Sondheim’s early shows from West Side Story to Do I Hear a Waltz?

Seminal orchestrators who contributed to early Sondheim shows:


Don Walker (1907–1989) was a versatile young musician able to play numerous instruments; he graduated from high school at age 14 and went to business school at the University of Pennsylvania. He found work as an arranger and saxophone player with Fred Waring and His Pennsylvanians, a jazz band featuring a college glee club. He orchestrated dozens of Broadway productions, including many hits: Carousel (1945), Finian’s Rainbow (1947), The Pajama Game (1957), and The Music Man (1957). He also composed music for shows and a film and worked as a conductor in television. In 1964 he was engaged to translate Sondheim’s songs for Anyone Can Whistle into orchestral numbers. He was often chosen to reorchestrate older shows when they were revived. Walker was known for giving many Broadway scores unique and appropriate sound styles, which he often accomplished with a distinctive instrument, such as the accordion in Fiddler on the Roof (1964) or the cimbalon in The Gay Life (1961). In the mid-1950s he established Music Theatre International (MTI), in partnership with Frank Loesser, the licensing organization that manages subsidiary rights for many shows, including most of Sondheim’s. In addition to Anyone Can Whistle (1962) with Sondheim, he worked on Broadway shows with John Kander, Richard Rodgers, and Jerry Bock. He gave Kostal and Ramin their early opportunities as orchestrators. But Walker’s interactions with Sondheim during Anyone Can Whistle were difficult: The stern orchestrator treated Sondheim, who already had a Broadway hit to his credit in Forum, with contempt, ignored his suggestions, and apparently resented working for any young composer. Nevertheless, Sondheim at least twice sent Walker complimentary notes about his contribution to Anyone Can Whistle.

Robert “Red” Ginzler (1910–1962) entered the world of music playing a trombone. He gave genuine pizzazz to the scores of Bye Bye, Birdie (1960) and How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying (1961). He is particularly remembered for his contributions to Gypsy (1959), orchestrating Jule Styne’s melodies and supporting Sondheim’s lyrics. Steven Suskin praised Gypsy’s overture, featuring a “trumpet fanfare over the timpani roll; the four measures of triplets from the strings and winds, with the shifting time signatures (from cut time to 6/8 to 5/8); the additional four measures of eighth-note triplets, with the trombones and then the trumpets playing a conflicting set of quarter-note triples; and then that two measure cascade of a descending scale from the brass, capped by a wind whistle. Before we even get to the first tune—a whirlwind rendition of ‘Everything’s Coming Up Roses,’ with xylophones gone mad—we are aware that this is a different world of musical comedy.”48 He often collaborated with Ramin and Walker. A heart attack and death at age 52 cut short Ginzler’s career, but he was a mentor to composer John Kander and orchestrators Ramin and Tunick. He once said, “The more music you know, the more music you love.”49

Irwin Kostal (1911–1994) orchestrated Broadway musicals and arranged music for films. A self-taught musician, he learned about arranging by studying symphonic and operatic scores at his local library in Chicago. Early in his career he was mentored by Don Walker. After moving to New York City, he worked on two famous early television series, Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows and The Garry Moore Show. His Broadway work included West Side Story (1957), The Music Man (1957), and Fiorello! (1959). He teamed with Ramin to orchestrate the cinematic West Side Story (1961); on his own he orchestrated The Sound of Music (1965). He received Academy Awards for both movies. In 2004 Kostal was named a “Disney Legend” for his work on films such as Mary Poppins (1964) and the 1982 digital rerecording of Fantasia, which he conducted. At the time of his death in 1994, he was president of the American Society of Music Arrangers and Composers.

Sid Ramin (1919–2019) was an orchestrator, arranger, and composer who worked in theater, television, and film. After attending the New England Conservatory of Music and Boston University, he entered the Army, where he worked as an arranger for military bands. (He was unusual among orchestrators in that he did not play an instrument.) Ramin co-orchestrated West Side Story for Broadway with Leonard Bernstein and Kostal and received a 1961 Academy Award. He also orchestrated A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962) and Jerome Robbins’ Broadway (1989). He frequently collaborated with his mentor Ginzler, especially on Gypsy, and he also worked with Walker on Milton Berle’s television show and was an arranger for many albums produced by RCA. He composed theme songs for Candid Camera and The Patty Duke Show in the 1960s. For his work on the soap opera All My Children, he received a 1982 Daytime Emmy Award.

Ralph Burns (1922–2001) was first known as an arranger for big bands, including Woody Herman’s Thundering Herd, and jazz ensembles, only later as a stage and film orchestrator. He worked with Richard Rodgers to create the swing-band sound for No Strings (1962). Rodgers engaged him again for his 1965 collaboration with Sondheim, Do I Hear a Waltz? Other noteworthy shows were Funny Girl (1963) with Barbra Streisand; Fade Out, Fade In (1964) with Carol Burnett; Golden Boy (1964) with Sammy Davis; and Sweet Charity (1966), No, No, Nanette (1971), and Pippin (1972). He was an Academy Award winner for Cabaret (1972) and All That Jazz (1980), and a Tony winner for Fosse (1999) and Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002). With the death of Ginzler, and the departure of Kostal and Ramin for Hollywood, Burns took up the slack on Broadway until Ginzler protégé Tunick came along in the late 1960s.



The advent of director John Doyle’s actor/musician productions—with actors providing their own musical accompaniment—meant a new need for reorchestration. Sarah Travis reorchestrated Sweeney Todd for the British and New York productions (famously having Patti LuPone play the tuba on Broadway, and the young lovers, portrayed by Benjamin Magnuson and Lauren Molina, paired as a cello duet) and was recognized with a 2006 Tony Award for Best Orchestration. Mary-Mitchell Campbell reorchestrated Company for Doyle’s 2006 production of Company at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park; its transfer to Broadway earned Campbell a 2007 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Orchestrations. Campbell also reorchestrated Merrily We Roll Along for Doyle’s 2012 production at the Cincinnati Playhouse.
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PACIFIC OVERTURES (1976)


Original Productionm

Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: John Weidman

Director: Harold Prince

Producer: Harold Prince, in association with Ruth Mitchell

Scenic Designer: Boris Aronson; Masks and Doll Designer: E.J. Taylor; Costume Designer: Florence Klotz; Makeup and Wigs Designer: Richard Allen; Lighting Designer: Tharon Musser; Choreographer: Patricia Birch; Kabuki Consultant: Haruki Fujimoto; Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Dance Music: Danny Troob; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani

Original Cast: Reciter, Shogun, Jonathan Goble (Mako); Tamate, Samurai, Storyteller, Swordsman (Soon-Tek Oh); Kayama (Isao Sato); Abe, First Councilor (Yuki Shimoda); Manjiro (Sab Shimono); Samurai, Adams Noble (Ernest Abuba); Second Councilor, Old Man, French Admiral (James Dybas); Son, Priest, Girl, Noble, British Sailor, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Timm Fujii); Servant, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry (Haruki Fujimoto); Proscenium Servant, Sailor and Townsperson (Joey Ginza); Williams, Lord of the South (Larry Hama); Physician, Madam, British Admiral (Ernest Harada); Shogun’s Mother, Observer, Merchant, American Admiral (Alvin Ing); Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Susan Kikuchi); Shogun’s Companion, Girl, Dutch Admiral, British Sailor, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Patrick Kinser-Lau); Fisherman, Sumo Wrestler, Lord of the South (Jae Woo Lee); Third Councilor, Samurai’s Daughter (Freddy Mao); Imperial Priest (Tom Matsusaka); Shogun’s Wife, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Freda Foh Shen); Samurai, Thief, Soothsayer, Warrior, Russian Admiral, British Sailor, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Mark Hsu Syers); Observer, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Ricardo Tobia); Priest, Girl, Boy, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Gedde Watanabe); Girl, Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Leslie Watanabe); Grandmother, Sumo Wrestler, Japanese Merchant (Conrad Yama); Musician-Shamisen (Fusako Yoshida); Proscenium Servant, Sailor, and Townsperson (Kevin Maung)

The original Broadway production of Pacific Overtures at the Winter Garden Theatre began on December 31, 1975. After thirteen previews, it opened on January 11, 1976; after 193 performances, it closed on June 27, 1976.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1976 TONY AWARDS (2): Best Scenic Design (Aronson) and Best Costume Design (Klotz). ADDITIONAL TONY NOMINATIONS (8): Best Musical, Best Book of a Musical (Weidman), Best Original Score (Sondheim), Best Direction of a Musical (Prince), Best Choreography (Birch), Best Actor in a Musical (Mako), Best Featured Actor in a Musical (Sato), and Best Lighting Design (Tharon Musser). 1976 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (2): Outstanding Set Design (Aronson) and Outstanding Costume Design (Klotz). ADDITIONAL DRAMA DESK NOMINATIONS (5) Outstanding Director of a Musical (Prince), Outstanding Musical/Book (Weidman), Outstanding Music and Lyrics (Sondheim), Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical (Haruki Fujimoto), and Outstanding Choreography (Birch).
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The 1976 production of Pacific Overtures.
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Overview

Sondheim’s most unusual musical, Pacific Overtures (1976), was his ninth Broadway production. It was his fourth collaboration with Harold Prince as director and producer. Prince introduced Sondheim to young playwright John Weidman, who had proposed a dramatic play about nineteenth-century Japan to Prince. Weidman’s initial script chronicled Japanese history, starting with the 1853 arrival of Commodore Matthew C. Perry and “gunboat diplomacy” employed to force Japan out of centuries of isolation.

Prince sought to tell the story from Japan’s perspective. To that end, according to Sondheim, “What we actually did was to create a mythical Japanese playwright in our heads, who has come to New York, seen a couple of Broadway shows, and then goes back home and writes a musical about Commodore Perry’s visit to Japan. It’s this premise that helped to give us tone and style for the show.”1

Prince was fascinated with Japanese theater conventions, especially Kabuki, a popular traditional dramatic form that used singing and dancing, as well as stylized makeup and male actors playing all roles. “When we first started,” Prince said, “we were going to do a revue that told this nonlinear story by examining every acting style: part Kabuki, part French farce, part Shakespeare, part agitprop, part musical, part opera, part nonmusical. And then we realized, as we started, that the Kabuki was so strong, it was overwhelming. So the minute we put Japan and Kabuki together, we were stuck with Kabuki, and that’s where our concentration centered: We were going to do our own American Kabuki.”2

Sondheim said their goal was to see the story “with oriental eyes and hear with oriental ears not only the events but also the theatrical form, structure, and sound—that informs the work.”3

Pacific Overtures was a significant departure from Sondheim’s previous work, and he faced several significant challenges, including finding a new way to compose music that sounded Japanese. He also needed to work within a show concept that was about ideas rather than his forte, characters.

The divergent paths of two Japanese men provided a modest humanizing dramatic thread: One was a minor samurai, the other a fisherman who lived in the United States for several years after being rescued by American sailors. Their lives in Japan intersect and then diverge, one becoming Westernized while the other is drawn to conservative practices and traditions.

Nevertheless, the dramatic core of Pacific Overtures is Japan’s evolution from rigid isolation in the first act to a modern, international perspective in the second. In a 1975 interview prior to the show’s debut, Prince said they hoped “to avoid a one-sided didacticism. He maintains that although the work deals with Western imperialism, it reveals also the cost of isolation. The major theme, he contends, is the need for, as well as the price of, progress.”4

Pacific Overtures has been described as “a Western show with Eastern manners.”5 In an interview just before the show opened on Broadway in 1976, Sondheim called it “the most bizarre and unusual musical ever to be seen in a commercial setting.”6 Audiences and critics were largely mystified, and Pacific Overtures never succeeded financially. Although it is more appreciated and understood today, it remains one of Sondheim’s least performed major works.

Prince said, “My heart was in this show. It’s not the kind of show you do to make money.”7 And they didn’t. After 193 performances Pacific Overtures closed, losing the entire original investment of $650,000 that Prince had raised. The show’s 1984–1985 revival, which cost nearly a half-million dollars to stage, had 89 fewer performances and also lost its entire budget.

Synopsis

Act 1

The Reciter, a narrator and storyteller, describes the Floating Kingdom of Japan, an island empire in 1853, undisturbed by intruders for centuries. Foreigners were once welcome, but they were driven out 250 years earlier and prohibited from returning. A state of isolated peace has prevailed (“The Advantages of Floating in the Middle of the Sea”).

Manjiro, a Japanese fisherman who was rescued at sea by Americans and taken to Massachusetts, returns to warn his countrymen that America will soon send an expedition to Japan. He could be condemned to death for leaving (and for returning). Lord Abe, the Shogun’s first councilor, questions him and doubts his veracity, but preparations commence to deal with the possible American arrival.

Kayama, a low-level samurai, promoted to prefect of police for the City of Uraga, is commanded to tell the Americans they are not welcome. His wife Tamate is pleased by his promotion until she learns it’s likely to be a death sentence: If the Americans refuse, Kayama will be disgraced and expected to take his own life. She pleads for an alternative, but Kayama assures her “There Is No Other Way.”

When the Americans arrive on heavily armed ships, fishermen, merchants, and others are panicked (“Four Black Dragons”). Kayama politely approaches Commodore Perry’s ship in a tiny boat; their guns intimidate him. His order to leave is rejected. When he reports this to the councilors, he proposes having Manjiro pose as an officious councilor. Perry, bearing a letter from US president Fillmore, rebuffs Manjiro and insists on speaking directly with the Shogun in a ceremonial meeting six days later.

Abe, Manjiro, and Kayama visit the indecisive Shogun. His scheming mother poisons him using “Chrysanthemum Tea” so there will be no Shogun to receive the letter. Despite his death, the Americans insist on coming ashore with the letter. Kayama suggests meeting the Americans in a small cove at Kanagawa. They cover the sand with mats and build a special treaty house so the Americans will never step on Japanese soil.

The councilors agree and promote Kayama to governor of Uraga. He and Manjiro travel together to Uraga, composing “Poems” along the way about their two loves, Kayama’s wife Tamate and Manjiro’s beloved America. Upon arriving, Kayama discovers that Tamate has committed suicide, believing that he has been executed.

A garish madam brings four inexperienced girls to meet Commodore Perry’s sailors. She instructs her girls about accommodating the American men (“Welcome to Kanagawa”).

The delegations exchange gifts. The Americans insist that their mission is peaceful, but the Japanese do not trust them. They have assembled an army on horseback to intimidate the Americans, but the Americans laugh at them. Commodore Perry hopes the Japanese will accept the friendly “pacific overtures” embodied in the president’s letter. However, if they insist on remaining isolated, he will use military might to force them to interact with the rest of the world.

The Reciter explains that there is no reliable record of the conversation in the treaty house. An old man recalls how, as a small child, he hid in a nearby tree and watched. He is joined by a samurai warrior who tells what he heard while hiding beneath the treaty house’s floor. The accounts by the old man, his younger self, and the samurai piece together facets of the event (“Someone in a Tree”).

The Japanese believe they have kept the Westerners at bay for the next 250 years. But the lion-like Kabuki figure of Commodore Perry performs a strutting, leaping dance of triumph. He exits waving American flags.

Act 2

At the Imperial Court, the child Emperor (portrayed by a puppet) is pleased that the Americans did not step on Japanese soil. He names Lord Abe the thirteenth Shogun, acknowledges Kayama as governor of Uraga, rescinds Manjiro’s death sentence, and elevates him to the rank of samurai. They all believe the Americans will not return.

Accompanied by a marching band, an American Admiral interrupts and announces that the Americans are back. Faced with cannon fire, Lord Abe fearfully signs a document accepting their demands. Next, a British Admiral appears with a letter from Queen Victoria insisting on access to a port. In short order, more admirals visit from the Netherlands, Russia, and France (“Please Hello”). Lord Abe acquiesces to each of their demands.

Japan is changing rapidly. Kayama and Northern Japan are transformed by Western innovations (“A Bowler Hat”). The formerly American-loving Manjiro has been drawn to Japanese tradition and practices the ancient art of samurai sword fighting, kenjutsu. As he practices, his teacher’s beautiful daughter brings tea. Three Cockney sailors rudely mistake her for a geisha (“Pretty Lady”). Her father cuts them down. He and Manjiro are reprimanded, but Kayama hesitates to punish them, since many see them as heroes. Lord Abe believes Japan must appease the Westerners so the Japanese can learn the secrets of power and success. A band of samurai that includes Manjiro assassinates him. Kayama cannot understand his friend’s transformation. They fight, and Manjiro kills Kayama.

The conservative Lords of the South are grateful to Manjiro for eliminating the Shogun and advocate isolation. However, the emperor (now embodied by the Reciter rather than being played by a puppet) proclaims that his word is supreme law once more. He commands all samurai to put away their swords and take up useful trades as Japan opens itself to the world. They must not only compete with the West, but also surpass it using its own methods (“Next”).

Source and Book

Prince liked to discover new writers. John Weidman was in law school in 1973, but not eager to become an attorney. He was modestly acquainted with Prince, who in 1959 had produced Fiorello!, a Tony Award winner with a book by Weidman’s father Jerome. The younger Weidman queried Prince about interning and mentioned a script he was writing about America’s nineteenth-century gunboat diplomacy that forced Japan to open its ports in 1853. No internship was offered, but Prince was intrigued by Weidman’s idea. They had a conversation, and he paid Weidman $500 to develop his script, which Prince advanced for production.

As casting began, Prince had second thoughts. Instead, he suggested recruiting Sondheim to musicalize the story. It was his most unusual and audacious decision as a producer and director. Weidman was excited to work with his theatrical heroes.

Sondheim and others needed to be convinced. Orchestrator Jonathan Tunick recalled, “We were all dragged kicking and screaming by Hal, including Steve. Because it’s such an outlandish idea. And the excitement, the charm and the delight you take in the show is the challenge it presents: What are they going to do with this?”8 Everyone rose to the challenge.

Sondheim followed the example of Weidman’s dialogue for his lyrics. He used a haiku-like style, restricting his word choices to unadorned, basic vocabulary for most of the first act. That changed in the second act when ambassadors from five foreign countries demand various rights and commodities in the comic number “Please Hello.” Using musical styles identified with the nations represented—American, British, Dutch, Russian, and French—Sondheim chose more complex words with Latin roots. “I hoped the contrast would lend the other songs a slightly stilted, archaic feel, to convey the out-of-touch isolation of the country.”9

The subject of Pacific Overtures is essentially the evolution of Japan’s isolated past to the advantages and disadvantages of unfettered progress. Sondheim hoped audiences would experience “a sense of exhilaration, but also of thoughtfulness. I want them to consider what’s happened in the world, how time is catching us at the throat, how we are being rushed into careless and thoughtless decisions, as a government and a people.”10 He added, “We Americans have a special tendency to ignore history. We remember only what is pleasant. We must have a sense of the past. Without it, the present is meaningless and stupid.” Critic Joanne Gordon wrote that Pacific Overtures “is not a simplistic, anti-American, anti-imperialist tract, but a serious attempt to examine the effects of a cultural collision.”11

Writer Ethan Mordden asked whether Pacific Overtures is an American show with Kabuki flavoring or a work in Kabuki style with facets of the musical tucked in. He concluded, “It’s both, because the treatment varies. And a peculiar development governs the show’s tone: as the action progresses and Japan becomes more Westernized, the show grows less and less ‘Asian’ and more and more ‘Broadway’ in music and lyrics.”12

Nevertheless, despite its creators’ intentions, Pacific Overtures was an unexpected work at Broadway’s Winter Garden Theatre. As it opened, Prince and the theater’s general manager studied their promotional billboards and realized that the show appeared to be “a limited engagement of a Japanese show” rather than an American musical. Prince asked, “What do we do?” The manager replied: “I don’t know.” Audiences seeking an evening of entertainment didn’t catch on.13

Creative Team

Sondheim admitted that he knew very little about Japan and Japanese people: “I let John Weidman do the period research on the show and reduce it for me to easily digested nuggets of information—not that he had to research much, as he had majored in East Asian history at Harvard. He also gave me a Japanese daybook of the period, each page of which dealt with a different custom, means of transportation, kind of food, building tool, etc.”14

Weidman introduced Sondheim to the culture, but “it wasn’t until I went over to Japan with Hal for a couple of weeks and I saw for myself [that] … this is a show about discombobulation. We tried to do that with … ‘Next’—the big contemporary number where the vaguely rock music occurs—and in the middle of it comes, from a hundred years ago, the samurai and his wife. That is what I was trying to capture.”15 His trip to Japan enabled Sondheim to discover how the Japanese are “the ultimate culture in ‘Less is more.’ They are the minimalist culture—Look at a Japanese screen …”16

Prince reassembled the creative team that worked on Company, Follies, and A Little Night Music—especially Boris Aronson, whose “set designs gave Weidman, Sondheim, and Prince the spatial reality they needed, into an alien world.”17 Although many ideas were abandoned as too expensive or too complex, Aronson’s design for Perry’s flagship, the USS Powhatan, was singularly striking, often evoking cheers from the audience as two huge set pieces moved forward to the eerie music of “Four Black Dragons,” replete with brass, pounding drums, and squealing woodwinds.

The imposing Powhatan dominated the stage with its crew and Commodore Perry, presented as the Kabuki lion. The ship’s prow appeared to have monstrous bloodshot eyes that glared menacingly as Kayama, the low-level emissary, approached in a tiny boat pushed by one stagehand. It distilled the essence of the two cultures.

Aronson, costume designer Florence Klotz, and choreographer Patricia Birch drew upon numerous elements of Kabuki, but never felt compelled to be completely bound by its traditions. As Sondheim blended East and West for Pacific Overtures’ score, they chose elements that conveyed the desired tone and spirit.

For instance, Birch hired Haruki Fujimoto as her assistant. After a quick learning curve, she told him, “If I’m vulgarizing anything, let me know; otherwise leave me alone.”18 Prince wanted to close the first act with a victorious lion dance by the representation of Perry. Birch gave this traditional Kabuki symbol of good luck, fortune, and an ironic twist by concluding the dance with a stereotypical cakewalk, appropriated from nineteenth-century American minstrel shows.

The chemistry of the creative team was threatened when Prince became concerned that the show might be seen as too political. Playwright Hugh Wheeler (who wrote the book for A Little Night Music and later did the same for Sweeney Todd) was recruited to inject more humanity into the characters, but neither Prince nor Sondheim liked Wheeler’s reworking of Weidman’s script. A few of his ideas were retained (he was credited for “additional material”), but Weidman’s concept carried the day. Weidman said, “It was, I think for both of us, a slightly uncomfortable relationship, but we both made the best of it.”19

Cast and Characters

Prince’s desire for an all-Asian, all-male cast presented a significant challenge. There were very few such actors available in New York City. “At one point we had found six actors to audition when ordinarily we would have had six hundred,” said Joanna Merlin, Prince’s casting director. “With sixty-one roles to be filled, we expected some doubling up, but we wouldn’t have done as much if we had more actors.”20

It took eighteen months and seven trips to the West Coast for auditions. Even then, nearly a third of the performers were nonprofessionals—American-born and naturalized Japanese, Chinese, Filipinos, Hawaiians, Burmese, and Koreans. Almost none had any Broadway experience beyond American-born Sab Shimono (Manjiro), who played the manservant Ito in the original production of Mame in 1966. When Pacific Overtures was revived on Broadway in 2005, he played Lord Abe.

Mako (Makoto Iwamatsu) was cast as the Reciter; he received a 1977 Tony Award nomination for Best Actor in a Musical. He had earned a 1966 Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actor for his performance in The Sand Pebbles. In 1965 he cofounded East West Players in Los Angeles, one of America’s first Asian-American theater companies. In 1979, three years after Pacific Overtures’ Broadway debut, the show was presented at East West Players, with Mako again playing the role of Reciter; his wife, Shizuko Hoshi, staged the production.


MUSICAL NUMBERS

Prologue – Orchestra


	“The Advantages of Floating in the Middle of the Sea”—Reciter and Company

	“There Is No Other Way”—First and Second Observer

	“Four Black Dragons”—Fisherman, Thief, Reciter, and Company

	“Chrysanthemum Tea”—Shogun’s Mother, Soothsayer, Priest, and Samurai

	“Poems”—Kayama and Manjiro

	“Welcome to Kanagawa”—Madam and Girls

	March to the Treaty House—Orchestra

	“Someone in a Tree”—Old Man, Reciter, Boy, and Warrior

	Lion Dance—Orchestra

	“Please Hello”—American Admiral, Lord Abe, British Admiral, Reciter, Dutch Admiral, Russian Admiral, and French Admiral

	“A Bowler Hat”—Kayama

	“Pretty Lady”—Sailors

	“Next”—Company





Score

Sondheim routinely established specific—and often uniquely appropriate—musical concepts and sounds for each of his musicals. That was certainly true for Pacific Overtures. Ethan Mordden wrote that it “stands out in the Sondheim-Prince canon for its blending of such contrary styles as Broadway and Kabuki.” Mordden termed the score “one of a kind.”21 That proved to be a mixed blessing, since it was challenging for both critics and audiences, “impressive but not lovable” according to Martin Gottfried.22

As he researched Japanese music, Sondheim discovered that the Japanese pentatonic scale has a minor modal feeling reminiscent of the Spanish composer Manuel de Falla. “I just started to imitate him,” Sondheim said. “I took the pentatonic scale and bunched the chords together until they resembled [de Falla’s] terrific Spanish guitar sound. And then I was able to relate to it, because it had a Western feeling and at the same time an Eastern feeling.”23 Sondheim had not often written in minor keys, but this was an opportunity to do so.

He had an easier time identifying the lyric style, employing very simple word choices and sentence structure with very little rhyme. “I tried to keep the lyrics haiku-like, and I tried to avoid all words with Latin roots.”24 Doing so, he sought to simulate the Japanese language in English.25

He also found ways to imitate some Japanese instrumentation, in particular “the twangy, exotic sound of the shamisen—the Japanese version of a mandolin.” While composing, he prepared “piano strings with thumbtacks and pieces of paper, transforming the soft-hammer sound into something more like the harsh plucked tones of harpsichord.”26 For the show’s original production, a professional shamisen player was part of the musical accompaniment, as well as performers playing the shakuhachi (wooden flute), woodblocks, and drums.

The first song Sondheim composed for Pacific Overtures using the “prepared piano” was called “Prayers.” He had been at dinner at Leonard Bernstein’s home when the conductor was called away for a phone call. Sondheim started to fiddle with a harpsichord, and it occurred to him that he could evoke plucked sounds evocative of Asian music.

“When I played it for Hal [Prince],” he recalled, “I put paper and thumbtacks into the harp of the piano, and then proceeded to play these kind of vaguely pentatonic things … . And sure enough, it sounded right.”27 He and Prince used the song for a backers’ audition, and a recording was included as a bonus on the show’s 2005 revival cast recording (PS Classics, PS-528). The number was eventually cut because it delayed the initial scene, but Sondheim used a portion of it in “Chrysanthemum Tea.”

Other important songs:


“There Is No Other Way.” In the heartrending farewell between Manjiro and Tamate, she expects that her husband’s failed diplomacy will require a ritual suicide. The beautiful, poignant number is considered by some to be Sondheim’s most tender song.28 With simple words and instrumentation, it’s a perfect example of Sondheim’s tenet, “Less Is More.”

“Chrysanthemum Tea.” The intricately plotted number tells the story of the Shogun’s wily mother who slowly but expeditiously poisons her indecisive son. Sondheim described it as “essentially a Jewish mother song.”29 Heavily rhymed and amusing from start to finish, it’s the kind of number that Sondheim loves to write—“an intricately plotted song … [that] appeals to my fondness for puzzle-solving, not only verbally but dramatically. To tell a sly story which occurs over a period of time and which contains actual incident, but in song form … is just difficult enough to be fun.”30

“Welcome to Kanagawa.” The number is sung by a veteran madam who must recruit and train new girls for the American sailors since her geishas have run off. The amusing lyrics are imitation haiku, as she describes sexual acts and techniques. Sondheim called this number “the most annoyingly problematic song I’ve ever written.”31 He rewrote it more than once, but never made it funny in the way he had hoped. Prince agreed: “It isn’t as good a piece of material as the rest, and we didn’t do it well.”32

“Someone in a Tree.” Sondheim has often described this song as one of his favorite compositions. It’s based on a scene he asked librettist Weidman to write. “I like the swing and relentlessness of the music and the poetic Orientalism of the lyric, but what I love is its ambition, its attempt to collapse past, present and future into one packaged song form.”33 The song is a discussion among characters with differing perspectives—an old man, his younger self as a child, and a samurai concealed beneath the floor of the treaty house—who understood only what they could see or hear, not what was being negotiated between the American and Japanese delegations. (It is reminiscent of the varied perspectives Akira Kurosawa used to tell different versions of a crime in his 1950 film Rashomon.) Sondheim called the song “minimalist music—nothing’s going on, but everything is going on.”34 Referencing this song in a review of the show’s 2004 Broadway revival, Ben Brantley called it “one of those great Sondheim pieces that at first seem to aim at the mind and then shoot straight through the heart.”35

“Please Hello.” In this comic number, five ambassadors importune the shogun about their territorial demands. It is a multicultural spoof employing pastiches of music from each ambassador’s nation: a John Philip Sousa march, a Gilbert and Sullivan patter song, a Dutch clog dance, a Russian dirge, and French can-can à la Offenbach.36 Sondheim used one of Weidman’s inventive ideas, having the Japanese speak stiffly formal English while the foreigners used pidgin forms of their own languages.

“A Bowler Hat.” This number began as a request from Sondheim to Weidman for a letter from Kayama that could be made into a song. He crafted a minimally rhymed lyric that gave an impressionistic account of Kayama’s assimilation over a fifteen-year period. Prince said, “It’s my favorite number. It’s just everything I would love to have happen in a musical, and occasionally does: that kind of moment where in one number you can accomplish something on so many levels theatrically and emotionally.”37

“Next.” The show’s finale obsessively repeats this word. Sondheim called the song “an onomatopoeic blast if there ever was one.”38 It represents the apocalyptic results of contemporary Western cultures forcing a serene, self-contained society to open itself. Sondheim expert Mark Eden Horowitz calls this song “both shocking and inevitable.”



Reviews and Reactions

In January 1976, a week prior to the opening of Pacific Overtures, an interview with Sondheim was published in the New York Times. His conversation with British journalist Clive Hirschhorn had been combative; the feature included an incorrect statement that Sondheim had a Japanese manservant and comments that the show was more “genuinely Oriental” than The King and I or Madame Butterfly. Sondheim was portrayed as arrogant and condescending. The article,39 published during the show’s preview period, likely influenced several negative reviews of the show.

Once the show opened, the Times lead critic, Clive Barnes, said Pacific Overtures possessed “beguiling and sometimes bewildering complexities.”40 He called the show “a very serious, almost inordinately ambitious musical, and as such is deserving of equally serious attention.” But his observations were distinctly mixed: “… the obvious faults demand to be overlooked. It tries to soar—sometimes it only floats, sometimes it actually sinks—but it tries to soar. And the music and lyrics are as pretty and as well-formed as a bonsai tree. Pacific Overtures is very, very different.”

A week later, another Times theater writer, Walter Kerr, again offered a mixed assessment. “Neither composer nor librettists will give us a clean line to follow, a defined stance to take,” he stated. “Are we singing in praise of a culture and its style, or are we urging it along an inevitable, if unpleasant, evolutionary path? We can’t say, and we’re stalemated.”41

In the New York Sunday Daily News, Rex Reed was considerably more positive. “It breaks new ground in the theater and leaves the audience shaken and breathless with excitement and beauty. … The result is a revolutionary musical of wit, perception, insight, and shining brilliance. … [It’s] not a show for all. It is likely to bore many. But it is different, courageous, gorgeous, and jolting.”42

With even supportive reviews expressing grave reservations, the show never gained traction with theatergoers, who found Pacific Overtures difficult to digest. According to Ethan Mordden, “The subject was history … whereas Company covered only marriage, Follies show biz, and A Little Night Music romance.” He added, “Pacific Overtures was too smart for its own good: It outstripped the public’s comprehension.”43

Some found Pacific Overtures’ Asian touches innovative and rewarding, but just as many judged it as distant and uninvolving. Bottom line: It didn’t entertain audiences. Critic Joanne Gordon summed it up succinctly: “Sondheim is a notorious creator of crossword puzzles. Pacific Overtures is his most elaborate puzzle, but not his most compelling theatrical composition.”44 Esteem for the show has increased over time, and in the twenty-first century it is accepted as a uniquely accomplished work, proving that Sondheim “could write music and lyrics about anything.”45 But, as Frank Rich observed in his review of the 1984 revival, it’s unlikely ever to be anyone’s favorite Sondheim musical.

Sondheim told Weidman “that when all was said and done, the show probably still felt like an assignment.” Weidman added, “Even after a reasonably successful revival, there was still the feeling that it was hard work. Still the feeling that you couldn’t go and sort of take your shoes off and relax into it. It was something that you ‘ought’ to see.” He concluded: “I think it probably never really escaped that stigma.”46

Other Significant Productions


East West Players (May 10–July 29, 1979). Mako staged a production for the small semiprofessional company he cofounded in 1965, the group’s first Broadway musical. It had twenty-three performances, playing to 97 percent of the ninety-nine-seat theater-in-the-round’s capacity; it returned in October–November 1979. In addition to Mako, who again played the Reciter, the cast included four actors from the Broadway production: Ernest Harada, Alvin Ing, Sab Shimono, and Soon-Tek Oh. Mako’s wife Shizuko Hoshi directed and choreographed the well-received production.47

York Theater Company (March 27–April 14, 1984) at the Church of the Heavenly Rest in New York City. Directed by Fran Soeder, a production assistant for the Broadway premiere of Sweeney Todd in 1979. James Stenborg provided new orchestrations and served as musical director. This production was remounted for 109 performances off-Broadway at the Promenade Theater (October 25, 1984–January 27, 1985); Soeder continued as director; Eric Stern conducted the five-piece offstage band, using Stenborg’s orchestrations.

English National Opera. ENO presented twenty-seven performances in 1987, produced by Keith Warner, starting on September 10 and finishing on November 26. Raymond Ovens staged the show, and James Holmes conducted the ENO Orchestra, using Jonathan Tunick’s original orchestrations. Some reviewers found the production overblown.

New National Theatre (Tokyo, October 2000). Amon Miyamoto staged the production using a Japanese translation by Kunihiko Hashimoto. It had twenty-five performances by a nineteen-member cast at the 342-seat venue. Sondheim and Weidman attended the final two performances and expressed hope that it could be exported with its Japanese cast and English supertitles; in fact, Sondheim convinced Lincoln Center to host the sparse production in 2002 for five well-received performances at Avery Fisher Hall (July 9–13). After New York City, it moved to Washington, DC, as the closing event of the Sondheim Celebration at the Kennedy Center (seven performances, September 3–8).

Chicago Shakespeare Theater (October 10, 2001–January 6, 2002). Gary Griffin staged Pacific Overtures in a small, in-the-round production that replaced spectacle with specifics. He used ten male actors: three Asian Americans, seven Caucasians, and an African American. Thomas Murray conducted the five-piece orchestra, using James Stenborg’s orchestrations. Griffin remounted the production at London’s Donmar Warehouse, giving the show its West End premiere (June 30–September 6, 2003), with three of the Chicago cast members. It received mixed reviews.

Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park (thirty-six performances, March 4–April 4, 2003), Alliance Theatre (Atlanta, thirty-nine performances, April 30–June 1, 2003), and North Shore Music Theatre (Beverly, Massachusetts; twenty-four performances, August 26–September 14, 2003). The three respected US regional theaters coproduced Pacific Overtures, directed by Kent Gash. The cast was composed of a dozen Asian American men, including Alan Muraoka as the British Admiral, the Old Man (“Someone in a Tree”), and the Madam (“Welcome to Kanagawa”); James Saito played the Reciter.

The Roundabout Theatre Company (New York City, sixty-nine performances, December 24–January 30, 2005). Director Amon Miyamoto adapted his 2000 Pacific Overtures production from Japan, relying more on traditional Noh theater techniques than the Kabuki approach used in Prince’s original production. B. D. Wong played the Reciter. Reviews were mixed, especially criticizing the size of the musical ensemble (seven musicians), conducted by Paul Gemignani with Tunick’s orchestrations. Two actors from the original 1976 production returned for this revival: Sab Shimono, the original Manjiro, was Lord Abe. Alvin Ing, the Shogun’s Mother in 1976, repeated that role and was also the Old Man for “Someone in a Tree.”

Classic Stage Company (May 4–June 18, 2017). John Doyle directed the revival at Classic Stage’s 200-seat off-Broadway venue. Doyle (described by New York Times critic Jesse Green as an “essentialist” rather than a “minimalist”48) reduced the production to ninety minutes without an intermission, trimming sixty minutes of original material, controversially omitting “Chrysanthemum Tea” and the Lion Dance, deemed essential by many fans of the show. Doyle used ten actors, including George Takei as the Reciter, and employed new orchestrations (without brass instruments) by Jonathan Tunick. The small ensemble was conducted by Greg Jarrett; the music supervisor was Rob Berman.



Recordings


Original Cast, 1976. Pacific Overtures’ original Broadway cast recorded the show on January 18, 1976, at RCA’s Studio A in New York City. Thomas Z. Shepard was the producer. The LP recording, released in 1976 by RCA, was reissued on CD in 1985 (RCD1-4407). William H. Evans provided program notes and a synopsis.

English National Opera, 1987. The London production was recorded on November 24–25 and December 1–2 and 5, 1987, at CTS Studios in London, produced by Tommy Krasker. John Yap produced the recording, which was engineered by John Kurlander. It was on two discs, enabling a more complete reproduction of the show. The Musical Heritage Society released it in 1988 (MHS 512645H), and in 1989 by RCA (7995).

Roundabout Theatre Company, 2005. The Broadway revival production cast was recorded on February 1, 2005, and released by PS Classics (PS-528). The original production had twenty-two musicians, and fourteen more players were added for the cast recording; the Roundabout used seven musicians onstage, augmented by four extras for the recording. PS Classics included portions of Weidman’s dialogue to supply context. The recording included a demo of Sondheim performing “Prayers,” cut from the original production. The recording features liner notes by John Weidman and a synopsis by Sean Patrick Flahaven.
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PASSION (1994)


ORIGINAL PRODUCTION


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: James Lapine

Director: James Lapine

Producers: The Shubert Organization, Capital Cities/ABC, Roger Berlin, and Scott Rudin by arrangement with Lincoln Center

Scenic Designer: Adrianne Lobel; Costume Designer: Jane Greenwood; Lighting Designer: Beverly Emmons; Sound Designer: Otts Munderloh; Orchestrator: Jonathon Tunick; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani

Original Cast: Clara (Marin Mazzie), Giorgio (Jere Shea), Fosca (Donna Murphy), Colonel Ricci (Gregg Edelman), Doctor Tambourri (Tom Aldredge), Major Rizzoli (Cris Groenendaal), Lieutenant Torasso (Francis Ruivivar), Sergeant Lombardi (Marcus Olson), Lieutenant Barri (William Parry), Private Augenti (George Dvorsky), Fosca’s Mother (Linda Balgord), Fosca’s Father (John Leslie Wolfe), Ludovic (Matthew Porretta), and Mistress (Juliet Lambert)

The original Broadway production of Passion at the Plymouth Theatre began with previews on March 24, 1994. After 52 previews, it opened on May 9, 1994; after 280 performances, it closed on January 7, 1995.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1994 TONY AWARDS (4): Best Musical, Original Score/Music & Lyrics (Sondheim), Book (Lapine), Actress (Murphy). ADDITIONAL TONY NOMINATIONS (6): Director (Lapine), Actor (Shea), Featured Actor (Aldredge), Featured Actress (Mazzie), Costume Design (Greenwood), Lighting Design (Beverly Emmons). 1994 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (6): Outstanding Musical; Music (Sondheim), Lyrics (Sondheim), Book (Lapine), Actress (Murphy), Orchestrations (Tunick). ADDITIONAL DRAMA DESK NOMINATIONS (5): Director (Lapine), Actor (Shea), Costume Design (Greenwood), Lighting Design (Emmons), and Scenic Design (Lobel). THEATER WORLD AWARD: Jere Shea for his performance as Giorgio.
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Jere Shea (Giorgio), Marin Mazzie (Clara), and Donna Murphy as Fosca in Passion (1994).
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Overview

Passion was Sondheim’s fifteenth Broadway musical, his third collaboration with James Lapine. It was based on Ettore Scola’s 1981 film Passione d’Amore, based on Iginio Ugo Tarchetti’s short novel, Fosca, published serially in 1869. Sondheim saw Scola’s film in 1983 and quickly decided it could be the source for a musical, a rare instance of him identifying a story to be adapted. Tarchetti’s novel, Scola’s film, and Sondheim and Lapine’s musical have virtually identical plots, although the musical has some varied emphases.

At a basic level, Passion explores the nature of love, how physical characteristics launch it, but how shared sensibilities carry it to a higher level. The handsome soldier Giorgio is involved in an affair with beautiful Clara, a married woman; once he is distanced from her and meets the unattractive and frequently hysterical Fosca, Giorgio is overtaken by her beseeching, unbalanced obsession and eventually yields to her deeply felt passion—hence, the show’s title.

Sondheim called Passion “a hypnotic show,” and it has a rhapsodic, dream-like nature. In many of his prior works, irony was a prominent perspective; it is absent from Passion. The emotional detachment that characterized his shows from Company and Follies to Sunday in the Park with George and Assassins was abandoned, and Passion, a deeply emotional work, startled (and perplexed) many critics and audiences. In fact, the show’s initial reception was very mixed, especially during previews in late 1993. Over time, the show’s romantic score has won favor, but Passion remains a Sondheim show that’s largely misunderstood—and often disliked.

In a 1994 review of Passion, critic Peter Filichia wrote, “It’s Unlike Any Sondheim Show You’ve Ever Seen,” a description often applied to Sondheim shows on first viewing. He added, “This musical of an Italian movie is the first musical to have the feeling and texture of a foreign film. That, in fact, is what Passion is: a musical version of a quiet Italian movie that wants to keep its ambiance, and plays as if it were an Italian movie.”49

Despite Sondheim’s diffidence about opera, Passion is often characterized as operatic. But it has more dialogue than most operas. Sondheim described Fosca as an operatic character who landed in a musical. Usually performed without an intermission, Sondheim and Lapine consciously constructed Passion without opportunities for applause. Songs and dialogue flow back and forth fluidly.

Passion was seriously and aesthetically conceived with little thought regarding its commercial appeal. The show’s consummate artistry sustained it for 280 performances in its original incarnation, a surprising run for something so unlike other Broadway offerings in the 1990s. It was, in fact, the shortest-running show to win the Best Musical Tony Award.

Synopsis

Set in Milan, Italy, in 1863. Giorgio Bachetti, a young soldier, and Clara, his mistress, a married woman, are naked in bed after a night of passionate lovemaking (“Happiness”). He has just told her he is being dispatched to a distant outpost garrisoned in a castle in northern Italy. They plan to exchange letters regularly (First Letter, Second Letter).

Colonel Ricci, Giorgio’s new commanding officer, and others admire the young soldier’s heroic reputation. But he finds military life tedious in this new setting. He writes to Clara that he feels out of place among the traditional soldiers (Third Letter).

One evening, Giorgio hears a desperate scream. The Colonel explains that it’s his sickly cousin Fosca, under the care of Doctor Tambourri, the regimental doctor. A recluse, she is always dressed in black and withdrawn into reading, her only pastime. Books being in short supply, Giorgio offers some of his. Fosca returns a novel quickly, but he urges her to keep it and meditate on it. She explains (“I Read”) that her reading is principally to live through the characters. Giorgio becomes uncomfortable with her dark musing and tries to change the subject. She has a hysterical convulsion that stuns him.

On a walk through the castle’s neglected garden with the doctor and the colonel, Giorgio and Fosca become better acquainted. She recognizes his sensitivity and seeks his friendship.

Clara and Giorgio exchange letters; she urges him to avoid Fosca’s obsession. As he departs for a leave to Milan to be with Clara, Fosca begs him to return soon. From Milan, Giorgio sends Fosca a letter rejecting her feelings (“Trio”). Weeks go by without contact. Then Giorgio learns that Fosca is dying because of his rejection.

When he returns, Fosca reproaches him about his affair with a married woman. The doctor urges him to visit her, and Giorgio reluctantly agrees. In her chamber she begs the handsome soldier to lie beside her while she sleeps. Before he departs, she persuades him to transcribe a fantasized love letter that she dictates (“I Wish I Could Forget You”). She asks him for a quick peck, which she tries to elevate to a passionate kiss. As he leaves, she has another attack.

The soldiers share rumors about Giorgio and Fosca (“Soldiers’ Gossip”). Colonel Ricci tells Giorgio about Fosca’s marriage to a handsome but counterfeit Austrian count who drained her dowry and then abandoned her when confronted with the truth (“Flashback”). His callous treatment made her ill and left her penniless. When her parents died, she came to live with her cousin, Colonel Ricci.

Hiking to a desolate mountain heath, Giorgio reads a letter from Clara that describes her fear of losing his love (“Sunrise Letter”). Fosca has followed him to this remote location, and he is furious with her (“Is This What You Call Love?”). In a fierce rainstorm, she faints; he carries her back. His comrades continue to be scandalized (“Soldiers’ Gossip”).

Giorgio falls ill from exposure and perhaps Fosca’s contagious emotions. He is ordered to take forty days of sick leave in Milan. While he waits at the train station, we glimpse Clara in Milan, excited that he will be with her (“Forty Days”). About to board the train, he discovers that Fosca has followed him and intends to pursue him. She confesses the depth of her feelings (“Loving You”). He takes her back to the post and reprimands her for pursuing him. Nevertheless, he thinks he should stay and help her. Fearing for Giorgio’s health, Doctor Rizzoli commands him to go to Milan. The other soldiers envy Giorgio’s preferential treatment (“Soldier’s Gossip”).

In Milan he meets Clara, but quickly announces that he must return to the post because Fosca needs him. Back at the post, he attends a Christmas party, where Colonel Ricci receives a letter ordering Giorgio back to Milan. This news causes Fosca to throw herself into Giorgio’s arms, witnessed by his comrades. She runs out; the Colonel is furious with Giorgio, believing he has led Fosca on. He remembers a letter just received from Clara; she intends to stay with her husband until her son is older (“Farewell Letter”). Giorgio realizes that he no longer desires the affair with Clara (“Just Another Love Story”).

Colonel Ricci discovers the love letter that Fosca coerced Giorgio to write. Furious, he challenges Giorgio to a duel. Doctor Rizzoli urges Giorgio to reveal the truth, but he refuses. He wants to see Fosca immediately (“No One Has Ever Loved Me”) and visits her room. He reveals that his affair with Clara has ended, and he understands that she truly loves him. She draws him to her bed and, despite the doctor’s warning about her fragile condition, they consummate. The next morning, Giorgio injures Colonel Ricci in their duel and then screams, sounding eerily like one of Fosca’s previous hysterical outbursts. In a daze and on the brink of a nervous breakdown, Giorgio collapses.

Months later, recovering from his breakdown in a sanatorium, Giorgio receives a box with a letter from the Doctor. He reads that Fosca died three days after the duel, while the Colonel has recovered. The box contains some of Fosca’s belongings and a letter she wrote to him. In a dreamlike scene (“Finale”), he reads her letter as other characters in the story reappear. His voice and Fosca’s join, singing, “Your love will live in me.” Everyone including Fosca departs, leaving Giorgio alone with his memories.

Source and Book

Iginio Ugo Tarchetti began to write Fosca, a serialized novel, in 1869. Published in a Milanese periodical, it was a fictionalized account of an affair he had with an epileptic woman when he was a soldier posted to a small provincial town. Tarchetti, fascinated with gothic tales of romance and death, has been characterized as an Italian Edgar Allan Poe. He contracted tuberculosis and died in poverty at age 29, before he completed the final installment of Fosca. (His friend Salvatore Farina, another novelist, finished it.)

Tarchetti’s tale of a bizarre love triangle in which a handsome soldier forsakes an affair with a beautiful woman for one who is unattractive, unhealthy, and obsessive was adapted for the screen by Italian director Ettore Scola. Passione d’Amore, released in 1981, caught Sondheim’s attention in 1983. “This woman is appalling looking, I mean, science-fiction horrifying,” he observed, “but she fixes her eye on this guy and in an instant I knew he was going to end up falling for her. And in that instant I knew I wanted to musicalize it.”50

He was certain the story would appeal to Lapine. “He was a romantic,” Sondheim recalled in Look, I Made a Hat. “He had a feeling for different centuries and different cultures, and he was enthusiastically attracted to weirdness.”51 Initially they thought to create a double bill, pairing Passion with another show they would create, Muscle, based on a memoir by Sam Fussell about his obsessive involvement in bodybuilding. Sondheim wrote some songs and Lapine developed a script; Muscle had a reading (1993), but Sondheim was dissatisfied with his music. Meanwhile, Passion grew to almost two hours in length, enough material to stand on its own, so Muscle was abandoned. (Lapine later developed it further with composer William Finn and lyricist Ellen Fitzhugh, and it was produced in Chicago in 2001 by Pegasus Players.)

While Passion closely follows Scola’s film, Lapine and Sondheim departed in several ways, especially with Colonel Ricci’s more dramatic backstory for Fosca. They made Clara a more present character by bringing her physically and musically onstage as her letters are exchanged with Giorgio. Many of the show’s climactic events are presented narratively and musically, rather than being dramatically performed. In Look, I Made a Hat, Sondheim wrote that the story’s “emotional climaxes (Fosca’s dictated letter, Clara’s farewell letter, and Fosca’s final letter) are read rather than acted. This was part of the challenge that excited me about writing it: how to make something dramatic out of something inherently static.”52

Passion drew significant attention because its opening bedroom scene between Clara and Giorgio featured naked lovemaking. The show’s initial stage direction states, “Drums crescendo to a climax as Clara emits a soundless cry of orgasm, the orchestra substituting for her voice as the drums cease.”53 That scene and the song “Happiness” establish an initial expectation of rhapsodic romance, dramatically contrasted to Giorgio’s initial negative reaction to Fosca’s odd behavior and repulsive appearance. The inherent difference between the women is further underscored by the Italian meanings of their names: Clara means “light,” while Fosca implies “dark.”

Shortly after Giorgio meets Fosca he has a horrific dream in which she is dragging him into a grave. His eventual entanglement with her might be interpreted as him being infected with the same pain and disease that Fosca feels, a curious, dark transposition of love. In Passion’s closing lines, they sing, “Your love will live in me …”—in a sense, love is an infection. Just before he enters Fosca’s bedroom when their love is consummated, Giorgio tells the Doctor, “You may have forgotten how to cure diseases, but you induced mine …” Tarchetti’s novel presents this transference even more directly: Giorgio says, “Fosca’s malady was transfused into me. I had obtained the sad inheritance of my guilt, and my love.”54 Her diseased soul is transferred into Giorgio.55

Late in 1993 the progress of Giorgio’s happy passion with Clara being displaced by Fosca’s diseased, obsessive love was poorly received by armchair critics, tourists, and others while Passion was in previews. They found Fosca’s behavior outrageous, and the fact that Sondheim and Lapine presented the show without an intermission made Fosca’s pursuit of Giorgio oppressive and inescapable. This was not the kind of entertaining love story that most people expected from a Broadway show. People occasionally shouted, “Die, Fosca! Die!” from the balcony. Her relentless pursuit of Giorgio’s innocence and his seemingly inexplicable acceptance struck many as a sick reversal of “true love.”

Sondheim suggested that Fosca is an operatic character in a musical comedy. He said, “Passion is not an opera because there is so much dialogue, but it is an opera in its attitude towards people. If it were all sung and done at the Metropolitan Opera House nobody would laugh because this is the way Salome behaves and … Electra behaves, and you accept it …” Bottom line: Passion’s story exists in a “twilight zone” somewhere between opera and the musical.56

Creative Team

Passion’s creative team included two Sondheim regulars, orchestrator Jonathan Tunick and conductor Paul Gemignani. Lighting designer Beverly Emmons had worked on Merrily We Roll Along, and she ably sustained the dark mood of Adrianne Lobel’s minimal, austere scenery for Passion. Otts Munderloh was the sound designer. Jane Greenwood designed period costumes, especially vibrantly colored, hoop-skirted dresses for Marin Mazzie as Clara and dark, somber skirts and jackets for Donna Murphy as Fosca. Associate director Jane Comfort’s experience in the world of modern dance provided a major assist to assembling the show’s stage pictures and coaching actors regarding body language.

Tunick’s orchestrations focused principally on woodwinds (especially oboe), strings, harp, and keyboards, with minimal brass except for the military sections (which used percussion, one trumpet, and two French horns). The sound he created was of a piece with Lobel’s dark scenic design.57

Cast and Characters

With the roles of Clara and Fosca rooted in their names (meaning light and dark respectively), Sondheim extended the allusions by providing beautiful blonde Clara with light soprano music and creating dark alto songs for Fosca, an unattractive brunette. Sondheim and Lapine’s characterization of Fosca was not as severe as the character in Scola’s film, “an echo of the spiderlike vampire in F. W. Murnau’s movie, Nosferatu.”58

Sondheim called Fosca a “smart lady,” but unpredictable. Her “manic obsessiveness supplies the energy; her volatility the variety, her unpredictable hysteria the surprise, and her sophisticated intelligence the biting humor. And, of course, being a self-dramatizing hysteric, she is always theatrical. She drives the piece, and once I’d locked myself into her, she was not hard to write.”59

Beautiful Donna Murphy was not an obvious choice for the role of Fosca, according to Sondheim. “But she could sing, and auditions had turned up very few possibilities—the harsh, neurotic intelligence of the character is hard even for a good actress to capture, much less a good actress with a good voice.”60 Murphy had played more comic roles, but she quickly grasped the role of Fosca.

Fosca is one of Sondheim’s truly larger-than-life characters, as obsessive as Gypsy’s Rose or Sweeney Todd.61 For all her hysteria, she is extraordinarily, perhaps even preternaturally, sensitive; her passion for Giorgio, whom she perceives as a kindred spirit, is intellectual and soulful.

Sondheim has suggested that Passion’s story is how Giorgio gets infected by love, almost as if he were being ravished by a disease. He composed music that conveyed this notion. Giorgio is docile and sweet, a naïve character who is quickly imprinted by Fosca’s obsessive “passion.”62 Biographer Meryle Secrest described him as “a man either redeemed by love or destroyed by it.”63

Actor Peter Gallagher, a mature, attractive performer, played Giorgio convincingly in Passion’s 1993 workshop, but he was not available for the production. Jere Shea filled the role for the Broadway production, “a fine singer,” according to Secrest, but whose performance lacked the definition and physical features that made Gallagher appear open and guileless.64

Shea described Giorgio’s transition from revulsion to attraction for Fosca as gradual: “I think he starts to experience feelings for this woman, you might call it compassion, especially in the bedroom scene where she grabs him and kisses him. I always referred to that as a vampire kiss, planting something almost like a virus. So that by the time the train comes around, you can say, ‘Oh, this guy has got something, he’s caught it.’ It becomes obvious that I’m becoming more like Fosca.”65

Clara’s role is less developed than either Giorgio or Fosca: She has less stage time, less dialogue, and less music. But Clara most resembles everyday people, the one who many in the audience can relate to. She is the most practical and realistic of the three, and she deals with things as most of us would—some denial, some selfishness, always extremely human. In addition to her extraordinary beauty and voice, Marin Mazzie was admirably suited for the role, able to convey these qualities with a warm, naturalistic, and pragmatic demeanor.


Musical Numbers

NOTE: Musical numbers are not titled in the libretto or in Look, I Made a Hat. This listing is based on the original Broadway cast recording.


	Happiness—“I’m so happy, I’m afraid I’ll die …”—Clara and Giorgio

	First Letter—“Clara, I cried …”—Clara and Giorgio

	Second Letter—“Clara, I, too, have cried …”—Clara and Giorgio

	Third Letter—“Clara, I’m in hell …”—Clara, Giorgio, and Soldiers

	Fourth Letter—“Yesterday I walked through the park …”—Clara

	I Read—“I do not read to think …”—Fosca

	Transition (#1)—“How can I describe her …”—Giorgio

	Garden Sequence—“All the while we strolled”—Giorgio, Clara, and Fosca

	Transition (#2)—“All the time I watched from my room …”—Soldiers

	Trio—“I am writing to you, signora …”—Fosca, Giorgio, and Clara

	Transition (#3)—“I watched you from my window …”—Attendants

	I Wish I Could Forget You—Fosca

	Soldiers’ Gossip (#1)—“Did you hear that scream …”—Soldiers

	Flashback—“As a child, she was lonely …”—Colonel Ricci, Fosca, Mother Father, Ludovic, and Mistress

	Sunrise Letter—“Giorgio, I stand here staring at the sunrise”—Clara and Giorgio

	Is This What You Call Love?—Giorgio

	Soldier’s Gossip (#2)—“Both of them were soaked …”—Soldiers

	Nightmare—“Everywhere I turn, there you are…”—Group #1 and #2

	Transition (#4)—“To feel a woman’s touch …”—Rizzolli

	Forty Days—Clara

	Loving You—Fosca

	Transition (#5)—“How long were we apart …”—Woman and Man

	Soldier’s Gossip (#3)—“Forty days!…”—Soldiers

	Farewell Letter—“Giorgio, I am writing you, my angel …”—Clara

	No One Has Ever Loved Me—Giorgio

	Finale—Company





Score

Sondheim described Passion as “one long rhapsodic love song” and “a straightforward, nonironic love story.”66 Performed without an intermission (or even moments for applause), the show is more or less nonstop, using lyrically spoken language (called “recitative”) that follows formal patterns, as well as heightened, sometimes subtly rhymed, dialogue. “The songs in Passion,” Sondheim stated, “lie somewhere between aria and recitative, with an occasional song form thrown in.”67 The resulting score has been appreciated by many critics68 as his most deeply felt musical work—truly (and appropriately) “passionate.”

In her liner notes for Passion’s original cast recording, Michiko Kakutani points out that Giorgio is often represented by drums (a “military tattoo”) while Clara’s songs, mostly in major keys, have “a bright waltzy feel” that becomes sadder when she and Giorgio grow apart later in the show.

By contrast, Sondheim crafted Fosca’s songs in melancholy minor keys that change to more buoyant (and more major-key) as her feelings for Giorgio become more real and possible. Kakutani also observes that Giorgio veers musically between the women, “echoing their moods even as he finds himself torn between their two very different sorts of love.”69

Sondheim did not apply titles to Passion’s songs. On the original cast recording, they are identified generically (“Transition,” “Flashback”) or by an opening line, in the style of operatic arias. Three of the score’s best-known numbers—“I Read,” “I Wish I Could Forget You,” and “Loving You”—chart the transformation of Fosca’s narrative arc. “I Read” describes a woman who passes time reading anything she can find, including military handbooks, that might enable her to forget her dreary reality. With “I Wish I Could Forget You,” she has begun to enter the world rather than seeking escape. And when she sings “Loving You,” she has become focused on her love for Giorgio, which gives her life the meaning she had long yearned for.70

Further observations on specific musical passages:


“Happiness.” For the show’s five-minute opening number Sondheim’s lyrics used relatively few rhymes, perhaps suggesting that the lovers are so consumed with passion that they don’t bother with structured language.71

“I Read.” Fosca’s first song introduces a six-note motif that recurs hauntingly throughout the score. Sondheim explained, “I use this melodic motif, this germ, this cell, as they say, throughout the show, in many, many guises.” The initial five notes have short, equal values; the sixth is emphasized on the downbeat.72 The lyric is always in iambic trimeter: “I dó not réad to léarn.” In Clara’s first letter to Giorgio, which she reads/sings using the same six-note motif, we hear Giorgio’s fixation on their affair: “To feel a woman’s touch,/To touch a woman’s hand,/Reminded me how much/I long to be with you.”73

“I Wish I Could Forget You.” Sondheim stated that this number was the first of “only three ‘songs’ in the score of Passion … . I didn’t intend for it to have a recognizable form—after all, it’s another letter, and the letters throughout are fluid in structure: the line lengths vary, and there are few rhymes, in order to make them truly discursive, the way letters tended to be in the nineteenth century. But as I started to write this one, fluidity felt wrong, and I finally figured out why. It’s because the letter is a calculated one—not just carefully worded, as Giorgio’s letter from Milan is, but planned by Fosca in advance as a keepsake. Regular rhythms and neat rhymes bespeak craft—as in crafty. That’s why this letter is a song.”74 Even so, Fosca’s dictated letter is built upon the six-note motif. Fosca’s words use it to describe Giorgio’s relationship with Clara: “A love as pure as breath,/As permanent as death,/Implacable as stone./A love that, like a knife,/Has cut into a life/I wanted left alone.”75

“Loving You.” The song was written during Passion’s previews in an effort to give Giorgio and the audience some insight into Fosca. Done without sentimentality, it is what Sondheim called “the key moment in the show.” It is the moment when Giorgio’s feelings begin to turn, as he grasps Fosca’s deeper soul. Sondheim said, “… we wanted the audience to understand why he begins to turn, to empathize with his empathy, so to speak.”76



Some composers might have used this moment to craft a show-stopping number (perhaps like “Rose’s Turn” in Gypsy), but Sondheim thought, “Well, that calls for simplicity. It doesn’t call for an aria … it doesn’t call for decoration.”77 The song is surely Passion’s “sparest, barest number, and one of the few songs sung by only one character. In its simplicity, it expresses Fosca’s single-minded, undivided passion, and its integrity is unique to her.”78

Asked what he knew about the Italian bugle calls used in Passion, Sondheim confessed “nothing,” quickly adding that audiences probably wouldn’t know the difference. So rather than invent them, he found several in the public domain. “When they’re authentic, why make one up? I listened to a lot of bugle calls—a lot, three dozen. I got a recording of military bugle calls by the Italian army. Don’t ask me how; I think Paul Gemignani, the show’s conductor, might have gotten them for me. And there are four or five different bugle calls in the movie, and I figured if anybody knew what the bugle call for retreat and the bugle call for reveille would be, it would be Ettore Scola who directed the movie.”79

Reviews and Reactions

Sondheim is proud of this show, which represents an emotional breakthrough in his creative output. “The piece worked for me,” he said, “but certainly not for everyone. As the hostility during previews indicated, the story struck some audiences as ridiculous. They refused to believe that anyone, much less the handsome and saintly Giorgio, could come to love someone so manipulative, relentless, and menacing, not to mention physically repellent, as Fosca.”80

During the show’s previews Sondheim and Lapine identified roughly twenty moments when audiences attending Passion laughed inappropriately. (Sondheim believed such instances happened especially when Fosca strongly resembled the character in Scola’s film: “She looks like a walking skeleton and her hysteria is frightening.”81) One by one, they addressed these moments by changing a word or two—and sometimes other elements, such as lighting. “We softened Fosca by doing an enormous amount of work on the tone of the piece.” No scenes or songs were cut, but the changes diminished the scornful laughter and verbal outrage.82

Thanks in large part to those revisions, Passion received mostly favorable reviews when it opened in May 1994. In the New York Times, Vincent Canby called it “the boldest, most modern musical work to arrive on Broadway in years.”83 Variety said it was “the most emotionally engaging new musical Broadway has had in years.”84

Of course there were naysayers: In Time magazine, William A. Henry III called Passion “the darkest, most depressing show of [Sondheim’s] career.”85 But Donna Murphy’s stunning performance was roundly praised. John Simon’s New York magazine review described her Fosca as “a suffering martyr and a relentless fury.”86

A decade earlier Sunday in the Park with George turned away some audiences seeking lighter entertainment, but that production had featured Mandy Patinkin and Bernadette Peters, and their presence certainly fueled that show’s run of 604 performances. Without marquee stars, Passion lasted for just 280.

Lapine described Sunday in the Park as a show that required some thinking. Gary Konas, in an essay calling the show, “Not Another Simple Love Story,” suggested that, “it’s probably best for the audience not to think, but to let Sondheim’s sounds wash over them, in order to become part of the tone poem being created onstage. Otherwise, analyzing the motifs and lyrical patterns in the score won’t help much. If this musical is a beauty for the eye, ear, and heart to appreciate, it’s a beast for the rational mind to comprehend … just like love.”87

Success at the 1994 Tony Awards—winning for best musical, best score, best book, and for Donna Murphy’s performance as Fosca—boosted ticket sales. By the end of August 1994, the production returned $675,000 to its investors, about 15 percent of its capitalization.88 Passion continued into January 1995, but it was clearly out of synch with contemporary entertainment preferences (long-running competition included spectacles such as Beauty and the Beast, Phantom of the Opera, Miss Saigon, and Les Misérables).

Martin Gottfried summed Passion up meaningfully: “Sondheim continued to be the conscience of an art, refusing to toss out sops of entertainment in the form of show tunes and Broadway exhilaration (a kind of entertainment of which he was so capable and frankly loved). Instead, he challenged his audience’s intelligence as he stretched his own, expanding still further the possibilities of musical theater.”89

Other Significant Productions


Original London Production (Queen’s Theatre, previews began March 13, 1996; the production ran March 26–September 28; 232 performances). Jeremy Sams staged the show; Mark W. Dorrell was musical director. The cast included Michael Ball as Giorgio, Maria Friedman as Fosca, and Helen Hobson as Clara. This production included an intermission.

Kennedy Center Sondheim Celebration (July 19–August 23, 2002, Eisenhower Theater at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Washington, DC). Signature Theatre’s Eric Schaeffer, who oversaw the entire Celebration, directed this production, with music direction by Patrick Vaccariello. Michael Cerveris played Giorgio; Judy Kuhn was Fosca, and Rebecca Luker was Clara.

Classic Stage Company (February 28–April 19, 2013). John Doyle directed and designed this New York production, which used Rob Berman as its musical director. Judy Kuhn reprised the role of Fosca that she played at the Kennedy Center in 2002. Ryan Silverman was Giorgio. Melissa Errico was cast as Clara, but dropped out for medical reasons during the run; Rebecca Luker (another veteran from the 2002 Kennedy Center production) took over the role.



Recordings


Original Broadway Cast, 1994. Recorded May 29, 1994, at the Hit Factory in New York City, produced by Phil Ramone for Broadway Angel (55251, 56:44 minutes). Al Schmitt was the recording engineer. Donna Murphy’s Tony Award–winning performance as Fosca makes this an important recording. It won the 1994 Grammy Award for Best Musical Show Album. Orchestrator Jonathan Tunick added twenty-six string players to warm the sound, an impressive expansion seldom matched in original cast recordings. The CD includes insightful liner notes by Michiko Kakutani.

Television/Film Production, 1995. Filmed January 16–18, 1995, at the Plymouth Theater in New York (without an audience present) after the Broadway production closed on January 7. Lapine directed the filming; the director of photography was John Bailey, A.S.C. It was first presented at the San Francisco International Film Festival, April 25 and 28, 1996, and then televised on PBS’s American Playhouse on September 8, 1996. Image Entertainment subsequently released it on laserdisc and DVD (3803, 115 minutes). It includes commentary by Sondheim, Lapine, Murphy, Shea, Mazzie, and Lincoln Center producer Ira Weitzman, as well as an audio-only extended version of “No One Has Ever Loved Me,” performed by Shea.

London Concert Recording, 1997. Recorded in performance June 12–15, 1997, at the BBC Hippodrome Theatre (1st Night Records, CD 61, 74:55 minutes). The concert staging featured Michael Ball, Maria Friedman, and Helen Hobson from the 1996 cast at London’s Queen’s Theatre. Bill Kenwright presented the event, and Mark W. Dorrell was the production’s musical director. Chris Walker produced the recording; Nick Gomm was the recording engineer.

Classic Stage Company, 2013. Recorded on May 13, 2013, at Avatar Studios in New York City. The two-CD recording (totaling 81:07 minutes) was produced by Tommy Krasker for PS Classics (PS 1317). Recorded by Bart Migal. Rebecca Luker sang the role of Clara, having replaced Melissa Errico, who originated the role for Classic Stage. The CD booklet is illustrated with original production photos as well as several specially shot images featuring Luker and Ryan Silverman as Clara and Giorgio; it also includes an overview by critic Patrick Pacheco and the complete lyrics of the musical numbers.
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PATINKIN, MANDY (1952–)

The actor and singer was born on November 30, 1952, in Chicago as Mandel Bruce Patinkin. His parents were Doris (Doralee) and Lester Patinkin, descendants of Jewish immigrants from Poland and Russia. His father operated two metal factories in Chicago; his mother was a homemaker who eventually wrote Grandma Doralee Patinkin’s Jewish Family Cookbook (1997). They raised their son in Conservative Judaism, sending him to a religious school from the age of 7 to 14. He sang in synagogue choirs.

After Patinkin graduated from high school in Chicago, he attended the University of Kansas and then the Juilliard School in New York City, graduating in 1970. (He and Kelsey Grammer were classmates at Juilliard; Patinkin recommended Grammer for the role of Dr. Frasier Crane on Cheers.)

In his Broadway debut, Patinkin won a Tony Award for his performance as Che in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Evita (1980). He was again nominated when he played Georges Seurat in Sondheim and Lapine’s Sunday in the Park with George (1984). Sondheim initially resisted hiring Patinkin, since he had conceived the part of George for a baritone. When Patinkin auditioned with “Color and Light” from the show, Sondheim asked him to sing it in different keys, which he did. Sondheim was pleased and happily adjusted the songs for Patinkin’s voice. Once he was cast, Patinkin asked if he could provide dog voices for Spot and Fifi. “It was remarkable,” Sondheim recalled, “a tour de force.”90
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Mandy Patinkin as George in Sunday in the Park with George (1984).

Photofest


Patinkin prepared for the role by taking art classes at the Art Students League of New York and spending several days studying Seurat’s original painting at the Chicago Art Institute. “I talked to it,” he said, “and I listened to people talking about it. I got up on a chair to see the red and the blue and the hat, and I tried to see where the yellow flecks were so that I could create it onstage correctly.”91

Since Sunday in the Park was developed through workshops, Sondheim was slow to compose songs suited to the central character, story, and actor. His deliberate process made Patinkin nervous. Late in the preview period, the angsty performer still didn’t have the songs he would perform, and he was impatient. Just before previews, he quit in frustration.

Lapine interceded and brought Patinkin back on board. When the composer finally delivered “Finishing the Hat,” “Children and Art, “Lesson #8,” and “Putting It Together,” Patinkin said, “the whole thing came together … it was unbelievable. A dramatic change? That’s an understatement. I mean, the whole piece, the spirit of the company—it was like a magic trick.”92 Patinkin told Sondheim biographer Meryle Secrest that those songs “saved the show singlehandedly.”93

In 1985, while Patinkin was still performing Sunday in the Park, he took on the role of Buddy in the September 6–7, 1985, benefit performances of Follies in Concert at Lincoln Center. He sang “Buddy’s Blues” (“The God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues”) as an all-out vaudeville number, performing not only Buddy’s part but also the lyrics for the two women—his wife and his on-the-side girlfriend—he’s torn between. On the first night, when it came time for him to sing “The Right Girl,” he went blank, stopped the orchestra, and apologized. The audience applauded. He finished the song, spent a moment in shock, and then was fine.94

Patinkin returned to Broadway in The Secret Garden (1991, Drama Desk nomination as Outstanding Actor in a Musical) and appeared as Marvin in William Finn’s Falsettos (1992) and as Burrs in Michael John LaChiusa’s The Wild Party (2000, Tony nomination for Best Actor in a Musical).

Patinkin’s first feature film was The Big Fix (1978). Among his many film credits are Ragtime (1981) as the street artist Tateh who becomes a filmmaker; Yentl (1983) as Avidgor, the title character’s conflicted love interest; The Princess Bride as the brash Inigo Montoya (1987, directed by Rob Reiner); the sci-fi film Alien Nation (1988) as the alien Sam “George” Francisco who works as a police detective; Dick Tracy (1990, directed by Warren Beatty, with songs by Sondheim) as Eighty-Eight Keys, piano player for Madonna as Breathless Mahoney; Impromptu (1991, directed by James Lapine); a Muppet movie: The Adventures of Elmo in Grouchland (1999); and Piñero (2001), The Choking Man (2005), Yankee Irving (2006), Everybody’s Hero (2006), Wish I Was Here (2013), The Wind Rises (2013), Ali and Nino (2016), The Queen of Spain (2016), Smurfs: The Lost Village (2017), Wonder (2017), and Life Itself (2018).

In addition to work onstage and in the movies, Patinkin played featured characters in several television series, despite a reputation as a temperamental, occasionally neurotic actor. In 1995 he won the Emmy Award for Outstanding Lead Actor in a Drama Series as Dr. Jeffrey Geiger in Chicago Hope (1994–1995); he left the CBS show during the second season because the time commitment kept him away from his family. He was a regular on the Showtime series Dead Like Me (2003–2004). He also appeared in Criminal Minds for two seasons (2005–2007) as Jason Gideon, a profiler returning to work after a series of nervous breakdowns. Disturbed by tales of rape and murder that made up most of the series’ violent content—he called his work on the CBS show his “biggest public mistake”95—he went AWOL after the second season; he returned only long enough to film a final scene.

Beginning in 2011 Patinkin costarred as CIA counterterrorism operative Saul Berenson on the long-running Showtime series Homeland; he earned Primetime Emmy Award nominations for Outstanding Supporting Actor for 2013, 2014, 2017, and 2018. From this show he learned, “The line between good and evil runs through each one of us.” Patinkin said he would carry Saul’s character with him forever: “… he’s taught me how to listen … he is calm, and he’s given me this platform to be an information conduit for those who have no voice.”96

His first solo recording Mandy Patinkin (1989) was followed by Dress Casual (1990), reproducing his acclaimed Public Theater concerts. Selections from his first two albums were compiled on Over the Rainbow (1996). Other solo albums were Experiment (1994), featuring songs from nine decades of show and pop music from Irving Berlin and Jerome Kern to Alan Menken and especially Stephen Sondheim; Oscar & Steve (1995), featuring the songs of Oscar Hammerstein and Sondheim; Mamaloshen (1998), an album of Yiddish songs; and Kidults (2001), songs about childhood and growing up. He also appeared on cast recordings of Evita (1979, studio cast), Sunday in the Park with George (1984), and Follies in Concert (1985). In 2002, he created and began performing a concert Celebrating Sondheim, which was subsequently recorded and released as Mandy Patinkin Sings Sondheim (2002). In 2018 he released Diary: January 27, 2018, his first recording in sixteen years, which featured songs by singer-songwriters and alt-pop writers: no show tunes.

Patinkin became known for demonstrative and emotional performances using his expansive vocal range, from baritone to falsetto. “Whether one cares for his occasionally over-the-top performances or not,” wrote Sean Patrick Flahaven, “his voice is the perfect sonic expression of his physicality and psyche, from growling and howling to effortlessly sustained falsetto.” Flahaven called him “the quintessential male Sondheim vocalist.”97

Much of Patinkin’s performing life was devoted to fundraising concerts. In response to the Columbine high school shooting and the devastating conflict in Bosnia, he spent time after each of his 1998 concert performances with a cardboard box in the lobby, urging audience members to empty their pockets for PAX, a gun safety organization, and for Doctors Without Borders.

Starting in 2007, Patinkin assembled, directed, and performed An Evening with Patti LuPone and Mandy Patinkin with assistance from his longtime musical director Paul Ford, who accompanied them on piano with a bass player. (It was his first time to perform with LuPone since they were in Evita in 1980.) They brought the evening, which included banter, storytelling, and numerous songs by Sondheim, to New York City for a sixty-three-performance Broadway run (November 21, 2011, to January 3, 2012) at the Barrymore Theatre and continued with performances across the United States and Canada through 2014.

When Patinkin recorded Oscar & Steve, he shared it with Sondheim in advance. The composer expressed his approval, but said, “I’m concerned about some of the places where you get a little wild because you often get criticized for that—like I always get criticized for my dissonant chords.” Patinkin told him, “It’s who I am, Steve, and I wouldn’t dare disappoint my critics!” Sondheim liked the response and told the singer, “I’m going right in to the other room to write another dissonant chord!”98

Patinkin and his wife, actress and writer Kathryn Grody (married in 1980), live in New York City. They have two sons, Isaac and Gideon. Patinkin had corneal transplant surgery in 1997 and 1998 and surgery for prostate cancer in 2004.
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PAPER AND PENCILS

Writing habits vary from writer to writer. Sondheim’s mentor Oscar Hammerstein II generally wrote standing up at a desk designed for that purpose. Sondheim did not follow suit, preferring to write while lying on his back on a couch unless he was at the piano. “It allows me to fall asleep whenever I encounter difficulties, which is often.”99

Sondheim preferred to write on yellow legal pads with thirty-two lines, allowing him to generate lyrics with space between for alternate ideas or emendations. (Many versions have more or less lines.) His friend and “stationery aficionado” Burt Shevelove (who passed away in 1982) warned Sondheim that stationery supplies are often discontinued. “I had the good sense,” Sondheim wrote in a footnote in Finishing the Hat, “to stock up on them as well as the Blackwings before they disappeared, and now have a lifetime supply.”100

“Blackwings” are special pencils that Sondheim preferred because of their very soft lead, “which makes them not only easy to write with (although extremely smudgy) but also encourages the user to waste time repeatedly sharpening them, since they wear out in minutes.”101 The pencils’ shafts displayed a motto: “Half the Pressure, Twice the Speed.” Sondheim also appreciated their rectangular erasers which could be replaced. The shape also prevented the pencils from rolling off a table.

Eberhard Faber began to manufacture Blackwings in the 1930s. The pencils were popular with many writers, including John Steinbeck and Truman Capote, and animators such as Chuck Jones, who used them to create Bugs Bunny and other Looney Tunes characters. Production ceased in 1998, so it seemed that Sondheim was wise to have laid in an ample supply. However, Palomino, a subsidiary of California Cedar Products Co., revived production of them again in 2010 using high-quality “incense-cedar” and premium Japanese graphite.

Palomino offers three versions: Sondheim stockpiled the slate-gray 602 model, with the firmest touch. The black model is soft and smooth for animators, illustrators, and composers, while a white model, called “Pearl,” is said to offer the best of both worlds. They can be purchased in boxes of a dozen or in a presentation box with two dozen pencils and a two-step sharpener, one for the wood, the other for the graphite.
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PERKINS, ANTHONY (1932–1992)

Anthony Perkins was born in Manhattan, the only son of Osgood Perkins, an actor in silent films who died when Anthony was 5 years old. As a boy, Anthony had a strong attachment to his mother, Janet. By the age of 14, he was performing in summer stock and community theaters. He enrolled in Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, and then transferred to Columbia University. He was still a student, age 20, when George Cukor cast him in The Actress (1953). His publicists positioned him as a teen heartthrob, but his homosexuality often was evident. With boyish good looks, he often played emotionally fragile young men, including a sensitive adolescent in Robert Anderson’s Tea and Sympathy (1953) on Broadway.

In the film Friendly Persuasion (1956) Perkins was a young Quaker caught between religious beliefs and the defense of his family home. He was recognized with a Golden Globe Award as the year’s most promising newcomer, and he earned an Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actor. In 1956 in Fear Strikes Out he portrayed Jim Piersall, a baseball player who had a nervous breakdown.

Perkins’s big break was Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960), a role he hesitated to accept, fearful that appearing effeminate—Norman Bates appears onscreen in a dress—could damage his career. But his ambition overcame his nervousness, and thanks to Hitchcock’s direction and Perkins’s talent, the actor created one of the most enduring characters in the history of cinema. His performance as the soft-spoken psychopath earned an Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actor—and pigeonholed him for twisted, psychotic roles. Years later he stepped back to the part in several sequels: Psycho II (1983), Psycho III (1986), and Psycho IV: The Beginning (1990). Referencing “the Hamlet of horror roles” Perkins said, “You can never quite get enough of playing Norman Bates. … He’s a character who has emerged in a dimensional way. And of how many characters, how many screen characters can that be said?”102

Perkins acted in many other films, including The Fool Killer (1956), Desire Under the Elms (1958), as Cornelius Hackl in The Matchmaker (1958) with Shirley Booth, Green Mansions (1959), On the Beach (1959), Tall Story with Jane Fonda (1960), Orson Welles’s The Trial (1962), Pretty Poison (1968), Chaplain Tappman in Catch-22 (1970), The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean (1972), and Murder on the Orient Express (1974). But he never truly escaped Norman Bates.

In the mid-1960s Perkins met Sondheim through his Manhattan roommate, Grover Dale, a dancer and choreographer who played a gang member in West Side Story. They became better acquainted when Perkins filled the role of the idealistic poet in Sondheim and James Goldman’s Evening Primrose, a fanciful and dark made-for-television musical drama that aired in 1966. It was a rare opportunity for Perkins to have a singing role.

In 1968 Perkins and Sondheim cohosted an elaborate treasure hunt that used four limousines and took place all over Manhattan. It took a month to plan and involved four teams of friends. The winning team, led by choreographer and director Herbert Ross, received a bottle of champagne for each team member.

Sondheim and George Furth had the boyish actor who could sing in mind to play Robert in Company, and the role was envisioned for him. He was engaged in the production early on but dropped out, citing an intention to direct rather than act. Dean Jones replaced him.

As Ross’s directing career in Hollywood grew, he urged Sondheim to try his hand at a murder mystery for the big screen. In 1972 Ross convinced Warner Brothers to commission Sondheim to draft a screenplay using such a puzzle. “Steve started work on it,” Perkins said, “but at one point he decided that he didn’t want to try to do it all himself.”103 Sondheim invited Perkins to collaborate. After three months of distracted, start-and-stop work, they generated the screenplay for a complex murder mystery, The Last of Sheila, which Ross directed. It was released in 1973. Perkins and Sondheim spent time with the cast and crew in France during the shoot; working on the project is a favorite memory for Sondheim. “It is boys’ work, not a man’s work, I’m sorry to say. But it was a wonderful time.104” (Perkins and Sondheim coauthored two other unproduced screenplays: The Chorus Girl Murders and Crime and Variations.)

Perkins’s dream of directing was only occasionally attained. In the 1970s and 1980s he took on more character roles, largely unable to escape the unhinged stereotype he established in Psycho.

Perkins had homosexual experiences with Rock Hudson, Tab Hunter, Rudolf Nureyev, and others; in 1972, he had an affair with actress Victoria Principal while filming The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean. In 1973 he married photographer Berinthia (Berry) Berenson. They had two sons, Osgood and Elvis. Perkins died of AIDS-related pneumonia on September 12, 1992. Berenson died on September 11, 2001, a passenger on American Airlines Flight 11 that crashed into the World Trade Center.
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PETERS, BERNADETTE (1948–)

Bernadette Peters began life as Bernadette Lazzara, born on February 28, 1948. Her Sicilian-American family lived in Ozone Park, Queens, New York. She was the youngest of her parents’ three children. Peter Lazzara, her father, drove a truck at night to deliver Italian bread. Marguerite (Maltese) Lazzara recognized her daughter’s talent, had her on television shows from ages 3 to 5, and continued to steer and amplify her career through her first two decades. Bernadette trained at Manhattan’s Quintano School for Young Professionals even while launching her career as a child star. “I had an aptitude for it,” she recalled in a 2013 interview, “but I’ve got to be honest and say the career was more my mother’s idea than mine. I never really liked being on the road.”105
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Bernadette Peters with Stephen Sondheim during the original cast recording of Into the Woods (1987).
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She had no further formal training, but made a long, successful career with her baby-faced, baby-voiced presence as a singer, dancer, and actress. For more than five decades she was one of Broadway’s favorite leading ladies, especially connected to the songs of Stephen Sondheim.

She joined Actors Equity at age 9 using the name Bernadette Peters to avoid ethnic stereotyping. (She derived her stage name from her father’s first name.) She first appeared on a New York stage at age 10, playing Tessie in the New York City Center revival of The Most Happy Fella (1959). At age 13 she understudied the child role of Dainty June in the second national tour of Gypsy. She made her Broadway debut in the single performance of a comedy-drama Johnny No-Trump (1967).

She quickly took on higher-profile roles, including Josie Cohan in a production of George M! (1968), winning a Theatre World Award. Her performance as tap-dancing Ruby in the off-Broadway production of Dames at Sea (1968) won a Drama Desk Award, and when she played Hildy in the Broadway revival of On the Town (1971) she received her first Tony nomination. She picked up her second Tony nomination as Mabel Normand in the musical Mack and Mabel (1974), staged by Gower Champion and costarring Robert Preston.

Peters saw Sondheim’s Company and Follies, but it was the 1976 London production of Side by Side by Sondheim that completely won her over. “They took the songs out of context of the show, and you really heard the songs and the lyrics. I totally fell in love with his music then, and I thought, ‘Oh, I’d love to do a Sondheim show.’”106

In 1984 Peters worked with Sondheim and James Lapine for the first time, in Sunday in the Park with George (1984). Lapine was eager to hire her but “never in a million years thought she would do it because we had only a sketch to show her. I mean it was just thirty pages of the first act with one song. I was shocked that she said yes immediately, but she just loved the material.”107

Peters’s performance as Dot and Marie in Sunday earned a Tony nomination. A year later she won the 1985 Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical playing Emma in the solo-performance first act of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Song and Dance. She was back to work with Sondheim and Lapine as the Witch in Into the Woods (1987). Even though the Witch was an ensemble role, her presence in that production added significantly to the show’s box office appeal.

Of Sondheim’s music, Peters said, “I know anything he chooses to write about, he’s going to find something I want to know. Otherwise, he doesn’t even take it on. I know there’s going to be something wonderful in there. I’ve loved everything he’s done.”108

Subsequent Broadway performances by Peters included The Goodbye Girl (1993) and a revival of Annie Get Your Gun (1999) as Annie Oakley, earning her second Tony Award. In the early 2000s she performed in a series of Sondheim-related revivals. She was Tony-nominated for her performance as Rose in a revival of Gypsy (2003); she replaced Catherine Zeta-Jones as Desirée (2010–2011) in the revival of A Little Night Music; and she was Sally in a revival of Follies (2012). In January 2018 Peters replaced Bette Midler as Dolly Levi in the Broadway revival of Hello, Dolly!

Although the Broadway stage was Peters’ most frequent performance venue, she moved to Los Angeles in the 1970s to seek out television and film work. Her movies include The Longest Yard (1974), Silent Movie (1976), The Jerk (1979), Pennies From Heaven (1981, Golden Globe Award), Heartbeeps (1981), Annie (1982), Pink Cadillac (1989), Slaves of New York (1990), Alice (1990), Impromptu (1991, directed by James Lapine), the animated Anastasia (1997, voice), and Snow Days (Let It Snow) (1999), It Runs in the Family (2003), Come le formiche (Wine and Kisses) (2006), and Coming Up Roses (2012).

Peters had recurring roles in several television series: All’s Fair (1976–1977), The Carol Burnett Show (1991), Ugly Betty (2009), Smash (2012–2013), Mozart in the Jungle (2014–2018), and The Good Fight (2017–2018). Her made-for-television movies were The Martian Chronicles (1979), David (1988), Fall from Grace (1990, as televangelist Tammy Faye Bakker), The Last Best Year (1990), The Last Mile (1992), The Odyssey (1997), Prince Charming (2001), and Bobby’s Girl (2002). Her guest performance on the series Ally McBeal (2001) was Emmy nominated. She also had a leading role in the Disney television production of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella (1997) as the wicked stepmother.

Peters recorded several solo albums: Bernadette Peters (1980), Now Playing (1981), Bernadette (1992), I’ll Be Your Baby Tonight (1996, Grammy nomination), and Bernadette Peters Loves Rodgers & Hammerstein (2002). She also performed on numerous Broadway cast recordings including Sondheim’s Sunday in the Park with George (1984), Into the Woods (1988), Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall (1993), and Anyone Can Whistle (1995 revival, concert recording). Material from her December 9, 1996, Carnegie Hall concert was released in two recordings, Sondheim Etc. (1997, Grammy nomination) and Sondheim Etc. Etc. (1998).

When Peters was asked what drew her to Sondheim’s songs, she said, it’s “because he writes the music and the lyrics. It’s combined. They are about very deep and interesting things. I’m always learning about life singing his songs.”109 She indicated that “No One Is Alone” from Into the Woods was a favorite number: “It seems to be important every time I sing it.”

Peters was awarded a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 1987. In 1996, at age 48, she was the youngest performer ever inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame. She received the Drama League Award for Distinguished Achievement in Musical Theatre in May 2013 in recognition of her contribution to the musical theatre. Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, bestowed the Sondheim Award on her in 2011.

Peters often supported charitable causes and political candidates with concert performances. In the late 1990s she performed benefits in support of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis, an AIDS support organization. Her later charitable work especially focused on Broadway Barks, an animal charity she co-founded in 1998 with Mary Tyler Moore that stages an annual, star-studded dog-and-cat adoption event benefitting shelter animals throughout New York City. At the 2012 Tony Awards, she received the Isabelle Stevenson Award in recognition of her volunteer efforts on behalf of humanitarian and charitable organizations. She wrote three children’s books: Broadway Barks, Stella Is a Star, and Stella and Charlie: Friends Forever. The proceeds from the sale of her books benefited Broadway Barks. Peters resides in New York City with several rescue dogs.

Sondheim called Peters an asset to have onstage “because she brings such a joyous quality to anything that she does.” On an autographed photo, he applied some tongue-in-cheek praise: “You may not be talented, but you sure are beautiful. Yours forever, Steve.”110

Peters had a four-year (1977–1981) romantic relationship with comedian and actor Steve Martin; he wrote roles for her in several movies they performed in together (The Jerk in 1979, Pennies From Heaven in 1981). On July 20, 1996, she married investment adviser Michael Wittenberg; he died in a helicopter crash on September 26, 2005.
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PLAYWRIGHTS HORIZONS

The off-Broadway theater organization, founded in 1971, had remarkable success introducing new plays and musicals. In 1977, it moved to 416 West 42nd Street in Manhattan where it was one of the original theaters that replaced adult entertainment venues, establishing Broadway’s Theater Row. Playwrights Horizons’s home remains on the site of a onetime burlesque house. The not-for-profit theater has supported contemporary American playwrights, composers, and lyricists; more than 400 artists have benefitted.

During the decade-long artistic directorship of André Bishop (1981 to 1992), Playwrights Horizons was an especially fertile environment for director and playwright James Lapine. When he and Sondheim began to collaborate, it was there where they developed two of their works: the Pulitzer Prize–winning Sunday in the Park with George (1984) and Assassins (1990).

When Lapine first connected with Playwrights Horizons, plays were being produced in a small, 150-seat theater with limited dimensions and no fly space. Nevertheless, its operating budget more than tripled in Bishop’s first years; it was approximately $3.5 million in 1983, when Sunday in the Park received its three-week series of workshop performances, an impressive budget for an off-Broadway theater.

According to Sondheim biographer Meryle Secrest, “A good deal of the theater’s prosperity had to do with its ability to try out plays and musicals in its tiny home theater and then act as its own producer to take a promising show into a larger house off-Broadway or even on Broadway. … There was every chance that if Sunday showed any promise at all, it would move larger theater.”111

Bishop said, “It was simply too expensive, too difficult to mount musicals regularly any more, and Steve … did something that was the inevitable right thing in the artistic life of anyone. He threw himself into a different world. … He found a consistent venue for mounting his shows.” That was Playwrights Horizons, despite the fact that Bishop could not imagine how a production of that size and shape could happen on the company’s “postage-stamp stage.”112

Bishop remembered getting a thank-you note from Sondheim after every show. “And he would always say to me, or write, ‘Dear André, Thanks for the use of the hall. Best, Steve.’ And when I was younger I used to think, ‘Well, we did more than just give him the theater! Is that all he thinks we did? We raised money, we helped with the show …’ But I realized way back in Playwrights Horizons, that raising money for that first show, helping with the rewrites, being warm and supportive and caring, that’s all fine. But actually, once again, he nailed it. Because the best thing we did for him was to give him the use of the hall, at a time when he wasn’t sure he wanted to go back in the hall at all.”113

After the success of Sunday in the Park—winning a Pulitzer Prize—Sondheim and Lapine kept returning to Playwrights Horizons. Into the Woods had readings there late in 1985 and again in June 1986. After the show went on to the La Jolla Playhouse and then to success on Broadway, it became evident that they could try anything at Playwrights Horizons for its subscription audiences, people not influenced by critics to have expectations. Sondheim decided that the next show they would work on would be about assassinations.

Assassins began previews on the company’s 139-seat main theater in December 1990; it opened at the end of January, with all of its seats sold out. Unfortunately, it coincided with the onset of the Persian Gulf War against Iraq in 1991, and it became obvious that it was not the right moment for a seemingly unpatriotic show. Bishop said, “We had queues in the dead of winter blizzards. We could have run it there for months. But we couldn’t afford to, and the actors couldn’t have stayed at that salary level.” He recalled a presidential motorcade passing the theater with posters for the show: “I thought, Well, this sums it all up.”114 Bishop said, “The show was greatly underrated by the critics. Audiences were divided.”115 (Having left Playwrights Horizons in 1992 to serve as artistic director at Lincoln Center Theatre, Bishop said, “I would love to revive it some day at Lincoln Center.”116 But the timing never felt right because of the subject matter.)

Playwrights Horizons had a tremendous track record for launching successful shows in addition to Sunday in the Park: March of the Falsettos (1981), Driving Miss Daisy (1987), The Heidi Chronicles (1988), Once on This Island (1990), and Falsettoland (1990) during Bishop’s tenure, and important works like Floyd Collins (1996), Violet (1997), James Joyce’s The Dead (2000), and Grey Gardens (2006) under subsequent leadership. Assassins took longer to achieve its esteemed status, but when it finally debuted on Broadway in 2004, it won the Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical—even though its prior production had been the one in 1990–1991 at Playwrights Horizons.
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“PLEASE HELLO”
(Song from Pacific Overtures, 1976)

“Please Hello” offers a prime example of Sondheim’s artistry and craft. It’s a musicalized scene; it’s a history lesson; it’s funny; it’s theatrical. The participants are five Admirals (American, British, Dutch, Russian, and French), each with a distinct character and agenda. The song demonstrates Sondheim’s unequaled facility at rhyme and lyric wit. Although he is sometimes accused of being unmelodic, the song has at least ten primary melodic ideas (including verses and choruses), each of which is tuneful and contagious. At one point, all six themes are sung simultaneously.

No other musical theater songwriter has written this kind of ambitious musicalized scene that traverses combinations of events, time, place, and multiple characters with differing goals. Sondheim wrote three such numbers prior to Pacific Overtures: “Simple” from Anyone Can Whistle, “Waiting for the Girls Upstairs” from Follies, and “A Weekend in the Country” from A Little Night Music. None is as musically fertile as the two he composed for Pacific Overtures: “Please Hello” and “Someone in a Tree.”

The score for Pacific Overtures is daring and unusual, not only in its Asian-influenced music and lyrics but also in the ideas behind the songs and how they are structured. In the first act, “Someone in a Tree” is set in the future and flashes back in time and memory until past and future are intertwined. Three of the four numbers that comprise the second act—“Please Hello,” “A Bowler Hat,” and “Next”—cover years to decades and are variously histories of related events, an individual, and a nation. “Please Hello” is both a history of how the West invaded Japan, and a representation of the Japanese view of the West.

Lyrics

Sondheim’s lyric sketches for “Please Hello”117 focus on sections for each Admiral as well as interludes with Abe, the First Councilor to the Shogun, who is forced to deal with the foreigners. Sondheim’s notes neatly summarize the Admirals:


Am: cold—port

Br: polite—ministers

D: wooing—ports

R: snobs—extrat[erritoriality]

F: sly—favored nations



In the historic order of the American, British, Dutch, Russian, and French Admirals’ appearances, Sondheim distilled their characters in a single word, and provided a word or phrase for what they sought. This condensation shows the playwriting nature of Sondheim’s work with structure, character, and competing desires.

He generated dozens of ideas that eventually appeared in the final song:


“We’ve had an earthquake—come back in a year or two”

“Examining each other’s treaties”

“I’ll take the North (South East West, I’ll take the rest)”

“Signing of papers on each other’s backs”

“The point is: we’re here. Thank you so much. See you next year.”



A title did not appear immediately, but Sondheim quickly established a strong sense of the tone and rhythm:


“But you can’t but we want—we’ve got warships”

“Sign here—keep the pen.”



His definition of the American Admiral probably inspired the title phrase with a section of extended farewells that ended with:


“Please—hello, there Please, hello”

“Good to be back America back”

“Commodore Perry sending bow [say hello]”



The lyrics and music of the British Admiral’s section are pastiches of Gilbert and Sullivan. W. S. Gilbert might be the most imitated lyricist in the English language; Lorenz Hart, Ira Gershwin, Noel Coward, and Cole Porter admired his style. The music and lyrics for “Please Hello” were clearly inspired specifically by “Model of a Modern Major-General” from The Pirates of Penzance.

Sondheim is the rare songwriter who has written both musical and lyric pastiches. The Gilbert and the Sondheim lyric are dense with patter and rich with rhyme. Not just rhyme, but internal rhyme and phrases ending with delicious triple rhymes. Here’s Gilbert: “About binomial theorem I’m teeming with a lot of news,/With many cheerful facts about the square of the hypotenuse.” Sondheim echoes Gilbert’s lyric style of ending a refrain by repeating the last phrase several times: “A treaty port/And from the court/A permanent ambassador.”

Sondheim’s expertise as a rhymer is fully demonstrated in the British Admiral’s section. Like Gilbert, he constructed his primary rhymes out of separate words:


Her letters do

Contain a few

Proposals to your Emperor

Which if, of course, he won’t endorse,

Will put her in a temper or,

More happily,

Should he agree,

Will serve to keep her placid, or

At least till I

Am followed by

A permanent ambassador.118



In addition, every line includes subtle inner rhymes on the downbeats—“do,” “few,” and “to”; “course” and “endorse”; and “happily,” “he,” “agree,” “keep,” and “least”—adding more bounce to the lyric. Gilbert’s song drew from virtually any topic offering playful rhymes. Sondheim improved on Gilbert by adding inner rhymes in a set of lyrics about the far narrower topic at hand. For instance, the word “document” inspired a fuller couplet (not ultimately used): “I know that we presented you a document/Which, far from meaning that we meant to mock you, meant …”

Many aspects of “Please Hello” are genuinely funny. As the remaining Admirals appear, each one is increasingly outrageous. Their behavior becomes more physical: clog dancing as semaphore, squinty-eyed coat protection, kiss throwing, and exuberant can-can dancing. Their overlapping arguments and disagreements add to the sense of bombardment as they overwhelm, ignore, and dismiss Abe. Their competition over who has bigger cannons and explosions is a running gag with an obvious metaphor.

Next up, the Dutch Admiral wants two ports: Nagasaki and Yokohama. Sondheim mocked the Dutch mispronunciation of English, replacing W with V and so on. Inspired by the image of wooden shoes, he anticipated a clog dance that served to signal his waiting ship to fire its cannon. The character of the Dutch Admiral is particularly nasty and prejudiced: “What do little Nips/Want with battleships?”119 His dismissive behavior enables the audience to forgive Sondheim’s obvious stereotypes including chocolate, windmills, tulips, and mispronunciation

The Russian Admiral, “wearing an ornate greatcoat,” focuses on Nagasaki and “extraterritoriality.” The running gag of “Don’t touch the coat” recurs throughout his section, rhyming with “boat” and “throat.” Several times, instead of fleshing out the missing part of a line, Sondheim interpolates, “(Don’t touch the coat!)” as an aside: “You might at least/(Don’t touch the coat!)/—Start looking East,” followed by, “Don’t touch the coat./Just sign the note.”120

Sondheim’s sketches for the French Admiral weigh words and phrases such as “n’est-ce pas,” “ooh la la,” “comprends,” “enchanté,” and “nonchalant,” as well as desired outcomes: “import/export duties,” “taxes,” “two ports,” and “new ports.” He also considered “détente,” used in unison by all the Admirals in the song’s final refrain. Also in Sondheim’s notes is a description of the French Admiral, calling him “a dandy, Jean-Pierre Cassel at his most disgustingly gay and charming.” (Cassel was a French movie star from the 1950s.)

Rhyming is Sondheim’s forte, and the final chorus of “Please Hello” features two prime examples. The first is: “And to see you aren’t/Signing foreign/Treaties and détentes!” “Foreign” melds into the “T” in “Treaties,” completing the rhyme with “aren’t.” Then there’s this: “And with heavy cannon/Wish you an un-/Ending please hello!!!”121 He rhymes “an un” with “cannon,” unexpected and satisfying at the same time.

Music

Even more than the lyric sketches, Sondheim’s music sketches for “Please Hello” represent his clear vision of where they’re going and an immediate recognition of when the right melody or accompaniment is identified. He used at least ten distinct melodies in this number, several redolent of the various nations of the Admirals.

During the final overlapping section, the five Admirals and Abe each sings from his distinct melody, creating a remarkable sextet. Earlier in the song, Sondheim added variety by having the various sections at different tempos, in different keys, and with different meters. But most of the meters have two beats per measure, enabling musical variety that can be superimposed. Each tune’s melodic rhythm is comparatively basic and regular, making the disparate tunes all the more easily wed.

Sondheim also connects musical aspects of “Please Hello” to other parts of the score. Part of the American Admiral’s music is heard earlier in “The March to the Treaty House” and the “Lion Dance.” The music for Abe’s conversational sections was previously heard during “Someone in a Tree.”

Sondheim based many of his musical pastiches, especially in Follies, on other Broadway songwriters. With “Please Hello,” he expanded his range to include melodies resembling a Sousa march, an Arthur Sullivan patter song, a mock folksong à la Tchaikovsky, and an Offenbach can-can. Sousa’s “Washington Post March” seems to be the model for the American Admiral.

Sullivan’s “Model of a Modern Major-General” also provided the musical model for the character of British Admiral. The continuous rhythm and melodic pattern more than suggest it. However, Sondheim’s patter with chromatic knots of notes that weave up and down is far more melodically sophisticated than Sullivan’s.

Jonathan Tunick’s arrangement and orchestration for thirty-six musicians, as heard on original cast recording, makes clear his expertise. The orchestral colors are Tunick’s; he changed some of Sondheim’s chord voicings, the thicknesses of certain chords, and the ranges in which some accompaniments can be heard.

He added the trombone dip that opens “Please Hello.” In the American section, he changed the rhythm of a decorative figure. He heightened the sense of a waltz in the chorus of the Dutch Admiral’s section by making the accompaniment less staccato.

Tunick enriched the chorus taking the accompaniment rhythm less staccato, adding romantic arpeggios in the bass of the French Admiral’s section with a sustained inner string line in the tenor and a decorative woodwind figure. For the final section overlapping by the Admirals, he added woodwind notes that give lift and energy. For the final choruses about détentes, Tunick decorated the first beat of each measure with a note that sent the number off with an effervescent flourish.

Recordings

There are just three recorded versions of “Please Hello,” all cast recordings: the original Broadway cast (RCA 4407, 1976), the English National Opera (ENO) production (RCA 7995, 1989), and the Roundabout Theatre Company revival (PS Classics PS-528, 2005). The original cast recording is by far the best, smoother and with fewer abrupt transitions. Performances are more in character and less exaggerated.

Sondheim’s lyric brilliance often overshadows his work as a dramatist. “Please Hello” could have been a dry history lesson, but he used the five Admirals and Abe to bring the nations and their notions to life.

“Please Hello” represented a culmination of Sondheim’s talents. This song demonstrates his combined talents and craft firing on all cylinders. It also seems to mark a sea change in his work. After Pacific Overtures, his songs are not quite so extravagant in their melodic fertility and lyric wit. His next show, Sweeney Todd, although dense and rich and dripping with musical ideas, is less showy than earlier scores. This could be a product of age and maturity, the increasing influence of Sondheim’s “less is more” philosophy, and perhaps the influence of Asian philosophy and art involved in writing Pacific Overtures. Regardless, “Please Hello” is worth considering as the apotheosis of his work.
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PRICE, LONNY (1959–)

Actor, director, writer, and documentarian Price was born in New York City on March 9, 1959. His parents were Murray Price, owner of a car leasing company, and Edie Murray, a merchandise manager. The family lived in Fresh Meadows, New York, and later in Metuchen, New Jersey. At the age of 15 he briefly worked as an “office boy” for producer Harold Prince, giving him his first taste of working on Broadway. (Price was reportedly fired for asking too many questions.) He graduated from Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Performing Arts (1977) and the Juilliard School (1981).

Price won a 1980 Theater World Award for his 1979 stage debut, Class Enemy, the first of several off-Broadway productions he performed early in his career. His first major Broadway credit came in 1981 when he originated the role of Charley Kringas in Sondheim’s Merrily We Roll Along, performing the showy solo song, “Franklin Shepard, Inc.” The number was added to the show very late in the rehearsal process, and Price nailed the frenetic diatribe of frustration with his creative partner after minimal practice. (Despite Merrily’s short, sixteen-performance run, the show made a lifelong impression on Price and many of the other young cast members. Thirty-seven years later in 2016 he completed a nine-year project, The Best Worst Thing That Ever Could Have Happened, a documentary chronicling the show’s failed 1981 production and its after-effect. His film included historic video shot during rehearsals for the show, as well as latter-day interviews with many members of the original cast. It was first screened at the 2016 New York Film Festival and named one of the year’s Top Ten Films by the New York Times.)

Following the dispiriting experience of Merrily’s closing, Price found himself in the central role of Hal (aka “Master Harold”) in the Broadway premiere of Athol Fugard’s anti-apartheid play “Master Harold” … and the Boys (1982–1983). He was in Rags (a very short Broadway run in 1986) and replaced a cast member in the original Broadway production of Lanford Wilson’s Burn This (1988).

Price performed in several films, including The Muppets Take Manhattan (1984) and Dirty Dancing (1987).

In 1989 Price made his directorial debut off-Broadway at American Jewish Theater where he staged The Education of H*y*m*a*n K*a*p*l*a*n. With that company he also staged Bock and Harnick’s The Rothschilds (1990) and Marc Blitzstein’s Juno (a musical adaptation of Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock); both productions received Outer Critics Circle nominations for Best Revival. In 1992 at the Vineyard Theatre, he again staged Juno. Price is also remembered for his performance as Mendel in the 1990 off-Broadway production of William Finn’s Falsettoland, staged by James Lapine.

In 1994, Price added writing to his repertoire with Sally Marr … and Her Escorts, cowritten with comedian Joan Rivers; he also staged the production. He also directed Broadway productions of Urban Cowboy (2003), a revival of “Master Harold” … and the Boys (2003), a 2007 revival of 110 in the Shade and a 2014 revival of Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & Grill, both starring Audra McDonald. In 2017 he directed the Broadway revival of Sunset Boulevard starring Glenn Close.

In 2001 Price employed his full array of talents for A Class Act, a musical about Ed Kleban, the neurotic lyricist of the legendary musical A Chorus Line who became a multimillionaire and a recluse. Price cowrote the book (with Linda Kline), directed the production, and took on the role of Kleban when two other actors came and went. A Class Act earned five Tony Award nominations, including Best Musical, and three Drama Desk Award nominations.

Price’s career as a director had a parallel track as he established a reputation for concert stagings of musicals. The first of these was Sweeney Todd (May 2000) at Lincoln Center with the New York Philharmonic. The orchestra’s artistic administrator Welz Kauffman conceived a simple production to star Patti LuPone as Mrs. Lovett and opera star Bryn Terfel as Sweeney. Terfel dropped out, and George Hearn, who had played the role on Broadway, stepped in; Audra McDonald played the Beggar Woman. Price’s leadership as director led to positive audience reaction; the concert was a great success, and a two-disc recording was released.

The second incarnation of the Sweeney Todd concert happened in July 2001 with the San Francisco Philharmonic; LuPone and Hearn reprised their performances. That event was captured on video, broadcast on PBS, and won a 2002 Emmy for Prince’s work.

The production came around for a third time when Kauffman moved from Lincoln Center to become president and CEO of Chicago’s Ravinia Festival later in 2000. He decided to present Sondheim 75, a series of productions over a five-year period of several of Sondheim’s works, and he turned to Price to stage the events. The series began with a third staging of Sweeney, again with LuPone and Hearn (August 2001).

Price preferred that his productions not be called semistaged. “The shows are completely staged,” he told an interviewer, “just with a skeletal, minimal set. The audience has to work; their participation is necessary by filling it in. They have to see Sweeney’s parlor just by a chair being there. I think there’s great validity and theatricality to this odd little form. The other thing is, I just love being able to hear the sound of a full orchestra playing the music.”122

With Kauffman’s support, Price continued to stage Ravinia productions, typically working with music director Paul Gemignani. In 2002 it was A Little Night Music with LuPone and Hearn as Desirée and Fredrik, Zoe Caldwell as Madame Armfeldt, Marc Kudisch as Carl-Magnus, and Sara Ramirez as Petra. He directed Passion (2003) with LuPone, McDonald, and Michael Cerveris, Sunday in the Park (2004) with the same stars, and they returned in 2005 for Anyone Can Whistle (2005). Shortly after that event, LuPone and Cerveris re-teamed for Tony Award–winning performances on Broadway in John Doyle’s actor/musician production of Sweeney Todd.

The Ravinia series didn’t end with Whistle. In 2006, Price returned to stage Gypsy with Patti LuPone as manipulative stage mother Rose, a role many people were eager to see her perform. “I was pushing Gypsy for a long time for Patti,” Price said, “because I thought she deserved it and was born for it.”123 Her performance was highly praised, paving the way for her to perform as Rose in the Encores! series in 2007 and then starring in the 2008 Broadway revival, staged by Arthur Laurents, for which she won her second Tony Award. Price returned to Ravinia in 2010 for two events: A Sondheim Gala on July 31 marking the composer’s eightieth birthday; two weeks later Price assembled a concert staging of Cole Porter’s Annie Get Your Gun in August 2010 to mark the 150th birthday of Annie Oakley. LuPone played the legendary sharpshooter; Brian Stokes Mitchell was Frank Butler. Gemignani again conducted the Chicago Symphony.

Price also staged numerous concert productions with the New York Philharmonic: Leonard Bernstein’s Candide (2004), Sondheim’s Passion (2005, including a broadcast for PBS’s Live from Lincoln Center series that won another Emmy Award), and Lerner and Loewe’s Camelot (2008) at Lincoln Center.

He helmed Sondheim! The Birthday Concert for the New York Philharmonic in March 2010, celebrating Sondheim’s eightieth birthday. For the television production of that event Price won another Emmy for “Outstanding Directing for a Variety, Music or Comedy Special.” In April 2011, again teamed with the New York Philharmonic and Gemignani for a staged production of Company starring Neil Patrick Harris as Robert; the cast also included LuPone, Stephen Colbert, Anika Noni Rose, and Christina Hendricks. The cast came together again for a performance at the 2011 Tony Awards, which Harris hosted. Shortly after that appearance, the film of the concert was screened in select movie theaters; a DVD version was released in November 2012.

Price also directed the 2018 documentary Harold Prince: The Director’s Life, for PBS’s Great Performances,124 which aired nationwide in November 2018. He collaborated with writer David Thompson, who wrote the book for the Broadway revue Prince of Broadway (2017). Price’s only prior experience with making a documentary was The Best Worst Thing, but when PBS invited him to direct one about Prince he said, “This was an offer I couldn’t refuse because he’s like my theater dad.”125 Rather than a chronological tribute, Price organized the eighty-minute film around the question of what a director does.
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PRINCE, HAROLD (1928–2019)

Prince, known to his friends and colleagues as “Hal,” was born in Manhattan on January 30, 1928, to Blanche and Harold Stern. After his parents’ divorce, his mother remarried; he was adopted by his stepfather, Milton Prince, a stockbroker, and took his surname. From their “privileged, upper-middle, lower-rich class, Jewish” home, he attended the Timothy Dwight School and the Franklin School, on New York City’s Upper West Side. They often took him to the theater in the 1930s; as a teenager he began to attend shows on his own. He suffered a nervous breakdown at age 14 but recovered and graduated from high school at age 16.

Prince attended the University of Pennsylvania, intending to become a playwright. Following a liberal arts curriculum, he also wrote, acted, and directed plays for the Penn Players, a student group. He graduated in 1948 at age 19 and returned to New York City, intending to sell his plays to producers. He met Stephen Sondheim and they became friends in 1949.

No one was interested in Prince’s plays, but his focused motivation led him to work with legendary director George Abbott. Initially Prince was essentially a gofer, handling a telephone switchboard and delivering messages. But Abbott gave him the opportunity to be an assistant stage manager for several shows. Of Abbott, Prince observed in 2016, “It only takes one qualified person to say to you, ‘You can do this. You can be a director.’ George Abbott was that person. There are a thousand people who tell you that you can’t achieve the life you want.”126 Abbott affirmed Prince’s ambition.
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Director and producer Harold Prince rehearsing Follies (1971).

Photofest


Prince was drafted into the US Army in 1950 and stationed in West Germany for two years. Abbott told him to come back when his military service was finished: In 1952 he stepped into another assistant stage manager’s position, this time on Leonard Bernstein’s Wonderful Town, which opened in 1953. Robert Griffith was Abbott’s principal stage manager; he and Prince became friends and producing partners, eventually staging seven shows directed by Abbott. Their first project, The Pajama Game (1954), a surprise hit that won the Tony Award for Best Musical, the first of twenty-one Tonys that Prince eventually won—more than any other Broadway professional. In 1955, they produced Damn Yankees, another Tony Award winner for Best Musical.

In 1957, when West Side Story’s original producers backed away just two months before rehearsals were to begin, Bernstein, Jerome Robbins, and Arthur Laurents were on the brink of canceling the production when Sondheim suggested a conversation with Prince and Griffith. It went well, and they stepped up, raising the necessary capitalization of roughly $300,000, and firm managing the show’s finances. The production opened in September 1957. Up next for Prince and his producing partner Robert E. Griffith was Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick’s Fiorello! in November 1959, another musical staged by Abbott, portraying Fiorello LaGuardia, New York City’s colorful mayor from 1934 to 1945. It won both the Tony Award for Best Musical and the Pulitzer Prize for Drama.

Prince yearned to try his hand at directing, but he was hesitant, since Griffith had the same ambition. Sadly, Griffith died of a heart attack in June 1961. Not long after, Prince began to consider directing offers in addition to serving as producer, especially Sondheim’s first venture as a composer and lyricist, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962). Prince’s mentor, Abbott, directed.

Prince’s initial personal efforts at directing did not meet with much success, aside from She Loves Me (1963). But he had a hit as a producer with Bock and Harnick’s Tony Award-winning Fiddler on the Roof (1964). Two years later he earned his first Tony as Best Director for John Kander and Fred Ebb’s Cabaret.

In 1970 Prince and Sondheim became the musical theater’s most admired director–composer team. (According to Prince, he and Sondheim met in 1949 at the opening of South Pacific; Sondheim was Prince’s best man when he and Judy Chaplin were married in 1962.) Over the next decade their friendly and adventurous collaborations—with Prince steering the artistic ship employing an overall vision for each show that kept Sondheim and the book writers focused—resulted in an unprecedented string of ambitious and innovative musicals: Company (1970), Follies (1971), A Little Night Music (1973), Pacific Overtures (1976), and Sweeney Todd (1979).

Sondheim and Prince’s collaborations came to be called “concept” musicals, a term Sondheim disliked but that many found useful. Stephen Banfield suggested that a concept musical is often a discussion of a topic, “a show in which ‘linear’ plot is abandoned or downgraded in favor of vignettes, [offering] a multiple perspective on a subject.”127 In Company, for example, “the narrative yields to the concept altogether—and in the absence of a narrative, the concept becomes what the show is about,” a kaleidoscope of different perspectives on marriage and relationships.128

Biographer Foster Hirsch distinguished between Prince’s and Sondheim’s temperaments: “Prince galloping ahead while Sondheim holds tightly onto the reins. Prince the affable public-relations man, glibly articulating concepts and trajectories, Sondheim leery of publicity. Prince relishing the activity of the rehearsal process, Sondheim disliking it: out of the fusion of their temperamental dissimilarities they have become modernism’s answer to Rodgers and Hammerstein—the makers of the self-referential musical.”129 Hirsch suggested that conflicts between their “ambivalence, irony, skepticism, and self-reflexiveness on the one hand and show business schmaltz on the other … gave their work its distinctive sweet and sour pungency.”130

Their shows were not always financially successful, but they inspired many theatergoers, critics, and theater professionals. Their productions influenced much of what was mounted on Broadway since then. Prince and Sondheim’s professional relationship ended following the failure of Merrily We Roll Along (1981), although they remained close friends. They teamed again briefly for Bounce (2003 in Chicago and Washington, DC), which began as Wise Guys (1999) and became Road Show (2008) in its final incarnation.

Thomas Hischak identified a hallmark of Prince’s career in his preference “to direct works with subjects that intrigue him intellectually and he has little interest in repeating past projects or pursuing something that does not have something new to say or a fresh way to say it.”131

Even during his decade with Sondheim, Prince found time to work with other creators, especially On the Twentieth Century (1978) by Cy Coleman, Adolph Green, and Betty Comden. Working with Andrew Lloyd Webber, he achieved a significant commercial success with Evita (1979) and realized even greater acclaim with The Phantom of the Opera (London in 1986 and Broadway in 1988). While Prince preferred staging new Broadway musicals, he had success occasionally with revivals such as Candide in 1974, first staged at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, then moved to Broadway, and revived in 1997, as well as Show Boat in 1994 and several opera productions including Willie Stark (Houston Grand Opera, 1981), Turandot (Vienna Statsoper, 1983), Madame Butterfly (Lyric Opera of Chicago, 1983), Don Giovanni (New York City Opera, 1989), and Faust (Metropolitan Opera, 1990). He staged productions of Sweeney Todd for Houston Grand Opera (1984), New York City Opera (1984, 2004), and Lyric Opera of Chicago (2002).

Prince had a stable of essential collaborators, including scenic designers Boris Aronson, orchestrator Jonathan Tunick, and production stage manager Ruth Mitchell (1919–2000). Mitchell was involved with Prince’s productions from 1966 (the original production of Cabaret) through 1994 (the award-winning revival of Show Boat). Prince called her “the chic-est stage manager on Broadway,” but according to her New York Times obituary she “was also known to be able to out-curse the coarsest of stagehands.” Beyond stage management, Mitchell also played a key role in a wide array of production elements for the Sondheim–Prince collaborations in the 1970s.

Ever willing to take on adventurous challenges, the restless Prince had success with Kander and Ebb on Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993) and Jason Robert Brown’s Parade (1998), about the 1915 Georgia lynching of a Jewish man. At the age of 89, he collaborated with director and choreographer Susan Stroman to stage Prince of Broadway, an overview of his best-known productions (2017).

In all, Prince received twenty-one Tony Awards: The Pajama Game (1955 Tony, Best Musical); Damn Yankees (1956 Tony, Best Musical), Fiorello, (1960 Tony, Best Musical); A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1963 Tony, Best Musical, Best Producer; 1972 Special Tony Award), Fiddler on the Roof (1965 Tony, Best Musical, Best Producer), Cabaret (Tony 1967, Best Musical, Best Direction), Company (Tony 1971, Best Musical), Follies (Tony 1972, Best Direction), A Little Night Music (Tony 1973, Best Direction), Candide (1974 Tony, Best Direction, Special Award), Sweeney Todd (1979 Tony, Best Direction), Evita (1980 Tony, Best Direction), The Phantom of the Opera (1988 Tony, Best Direction), Show Boat (1995 Tony, Best Direction), 2006 Special Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement. Prince was honored with a 2007 National Medal of Arts from President Bill Clinton; in 2013 he received Signature Theatre’s Stephen Sondheim Award, presented to him in person by Sondheim.

Other noteworthy productions included New Girl in Town (1957, co-producer), Baker Street (1965, director), It’s a Bird … It’s a Plane … It’s Superman (1966, producer and director), Zorba (1969, producer and director), The Great God Brown (1973, director), The Visit (1973, director), A Doll’s Life (1982, producer and director), Grind (1985, producer and director), Roza (1987, director), Hollywood Arms (2002, producer and director), and LoveMusik (2007, director). Andrew Lloyd Webber invited Prince to direct Cats, but he turned down the offer.

Other accomplishments by Prince include directing several movies (Something for Everyone in 1970 and A Little Night Music in 1977, founding the Theatre on Film and Tape (TOFT) archive at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center, and serving as president of the League of New York Theatres in 1964.

Prince was profiled in a PBS documentary Harold Prince: The Director’s Life, directed by Lonny Price, that aired on PBS’s Great Performances Broadway’s Best in November 2018. Price originated the role of Charley Kringas in Merrily We Roll Along and also assembled a 2016 documentary about the demise of the musical, The Best Worst Thing That Ever Could Have Happened.

Prince and his wife Judy had two children, Daisy and Charles. Daisy was one of the young cast members of Merrily We Roll Along. Traveling home to New York City from a stay at his residence in Switzerland, Prince suffered a sudden illness and died on July 31, 2019, in Keflavik, Iceland. That evening Broadway theaters dimmed their lights in his honor.

The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center in New York City assembled Thank You, Harold Prince, a major exhibition examining Prince’s career, from his early days as a stage manager and understudy in Wonderful Town to his most collaborations with Sondheim and others. It included documents, objects, and recordings from the Library’s collections. The exhibition at the Library’s Donald and Mary Oenslager Gallery ran from September 2019 through March 2020.
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PUZZLES, GAMES, AND MYSTERIES

While Stephen Sondheim was best known for his musical theater creations, he had secondary fame for word games, puzzles, and mysteries. In New York Magazine’s first year of publication (1968–1969), he contributed forty-one “cryptic crosswords.” More complex than traditional crossword puzzles found in many newspapers, Sondheim described such puzzles as “a mechanical test of tirelessly esoteric knowledge.”

The puzzles that Sondheim created, based on a form popularized in the British publication The Listener, were a test of wits. In cryptic crosswords the clues are puzzles themselves, typically containing a definition at the beginning or end of the clue, and wordplay that describes the word indicated by the definition and that often does not parse logically.

In a 1968 New York Magazine essay about cryptics, Sondheim explained, “This kind of puzzle offers cryptic clues instead of bald definitions, and the pleasures derived in solving it are the deeply satisfactory ones of following and matching a devious mind (that of the puzzle’s author) rather than the transitory ones of an encyclopedic memory.” He added, “It’s a matter of mental exercise, not academic clerk-work, and all it takes is inexhaustible patience, limitless time and a warped mind.”132

When Sondheim began work on Company in 1969, he found that the creation of puzzles for the magazine was too time-consuming. He suggested delegating the task of making more and other kinds of puzzles to another Broadway lyricist, Richard Maltby Jr., and especially to Sondheim’s friend Mary Ann Madden (1933–2016). Between 1969 and 2000, when Madden retired, she contributed 973 weekly wordplay competitions involving more cryptic crosswords, literary limericks, puns, and spoonerisms to challenge the magazine’s readers. When she died, Sondheim’s administrative assistant Steven Clar was the executor of her estate.

Sondheim clearly found word puzzles immensely rewarding. When he collaborated with Leonard Bernstein on West Side Story in 1956 and 1957, they “discovered a common passion for word games and filled in the unproductive gaps by poring over The Listener crossword puzzle, to which Sondheim introduced Bernstein, and at the anagram table. ‘I drove him crazy because, to his dying day, he never beat me.’”133

    Finding the right words is clearly a central task in the life of a lyricist. Sondheim’s Manhattan town home had bookshelves “full of reference books, about quotations, proverbs, slang and modern English usage, acronyms, initialisms, and abbreviations; there were Johnson’s New Rhyming Dictionary and Poet’s Handbook, foreign dictionaries in French, German, Spanish, Italian, and Latin, Oxford companions to American and English literature, the theatre, and the American Theatre, a dictionary of British folk tales, and the like.”134 He was constantly on a quest for the best words, as he demonstrated in his lyric studies, Finishing the Hat and Look, I Made a Hat.

“Bafflement, not information,” he wrote in 1968, “is the keystone of a British puzzle. A good clue can give you all the pleasures of being duped that a mystery story can. It has surface innocence, surprise, the revelation of a concealed meaning and the catharsis of solution.”135

Sondheim’s reference to mystery stories is telling, because that literary form clearly appealed to him. Over the years he delighted in creating mystery games and parties to entertain his friends. As early as 1954 he was inspired to create a game using maps to locate the homes of famous New Yorkers. “It suddenly suggested a game to me,” he told biographer Meryle Secrest, “so I invented this game, very elaborate and quite good, called Stardom, about how you fuck your way to the top, literally.”136

Over the years Sondheim created increasingly sophisticated games and imaginative treasure hunts, including a particularly memorable one for Halloween 1968 with his friend, actor Anthony Perkins, that took a month to plan and involved using four hired limousines. Clues “were concealed not just on the icing of cakes or on bowling pins but in envelopes pasted under benches in blacked-out parks, dangling from strings in deserted alleys overhanging the East River and various other clandestine message drops made familiar from the evidence in spy trials.”137

Film director Herbert Ross attended that Halloween event and wondered why Sondheim didn’t write plays. Sondheim told him he had nothing to say as a playwright. The only kind of plot that interested him was a murder mystery. So Ross proposed that Sondheim and Perkins develop a screenplay; in 1973 Ross directed the product of their partnership, The Last of Sheila. Sondheim enjoyed working on the movie, saying “Not having to write lyrics made it like a vacation.”138

Sondheim invented another game with his friend and collaborator Harold Prince in mind. It had “overtones of Monopoly, in which players had to tackle the pitfalls of negotiating Broadway plays, from raising the money to keeping the play from closing, the object being to take over all the theatres and bankrupt everyone else. It was a game Prince always won.”139

Sondheim’s fascination with antique games and puzzles became a decorating concept for his Turtle Bay townhouse, furnished throughout with many examples. Playwright Anthony Shaffer was inspired by Sondheim’s interests when he wrote his 1970 play Sleuth (it was briefly titled Who’s Afraid of Stephen Sondheim?). Its central character is described “as a games-playing man, ‘the complete man—a man of reason and imagination; of potent passions and bright fancies.’ He is ‘joyous and unrepenting. His weapons are the openness of a child and the cunning of a pike and with them he faces out the black terrors of life.’”140

Sondheim acknowledged a resemblance between himself and Andrew Wyke, Shaffer’s clever mystery writer. “To me, the connection between puzzles and detective stories is all about order and solution. The nice thing about them is that there’s a solution and all’s right with the world—as opposed to life.’”141

That observation suggests the underlying appeal of games and wordplay in Sondheim’s life. Secrest suggests, he “realized that his interest in games and conundrums dated from the failure of his parents’ marriage, and that moment when ‘nothing made sense any more.’ The puzzle was a metaphor, a reassurance he desperately needed that there really was a path through the maze, that magical secrets waited to be revealed, that a world in fragments could be reassembled, however painfully, and that a key existed to every riddle if he searched diligently enough. … Music became charged with meaning only when it could make order out of chaos, and this goal became the leitmotif of his life.”142

The Sondheim Review, a quarterly magazine devoted to Sondheim and his creative output, provided subscribers with thirty cryptic crosswords between 2007 and 2015, each themed on specific shows. Puzzle creator Mark Halpin created the puzzles; he was also a puzzle-test solver for the Nation magazine and a theatrical scenic designer at the University of Cincinnati. In 2008, Sondheim emailed Halpin to say how much he enjoyed the puzzles and described them as “wonderfully ingenious.”
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RECORDINGS

Sondheim’s shows and songs have become best known thanks to their original cast recordings, as well as recordings of a variety of special events and celebrations. But there is another category of music recording that needs to be considered: Many singers and musicians have included songs by Sondheim on solo recordings, some familiar and some that were cut from shows. Several singers have devoted full recordings to their interpretations of his works. A few others have used Sondheim’s melodies and lyrics as inspirations for wholly new takes on familiar numbers. Here are some of the most noteworthy, including their contents.


Richard Rodney Bennett. In 1979 the British composer, vocalist, and jazz pianist released A Different Side of Sondheim (1979, DRG 5182). He played piano and sang; Milt Hinton played string bass, and Bobby Rosengarden was his percussionist. It was recorded in September–October 1978. Selections: “I Do Like You” (cut from Forum), “Take Me to the World” (Evening Primrose), “You Must Meet My Wife” (Night Music), “Anyone Can Whistle” (Whistle), “So Many People” (Saturday Night), “Barcelona” (Company), “Uptown, Downtown” (cut from Follies), “I Remember” (Evening Primrose), “Night Waltz” (Night Music), “With So Little to Be Sure Of” (Whistle), “Claridge’s Theme” (Stavisky).

Evelyn Lear. Her 1981 recording Evelyn Lear Sings Sondheim and Bernstein (Mercury 75136) appears to be the first such collection by a singer. It premiered “Green Finch and Linnet Bird” before the Follies cast recording was released. Other selections: “I Remember” (Evening Primrose), “Could I Leave You?” (Follies), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), and “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music).

The Book-of-the-Month-Club, 1985. Rather than a book, the club—in an unusual departure from its usual practice—sent subscribers a recording: Sondheim (1985, BOMC 11–7517). Performances featuring professional singers (but not the original cast members) were conducted by Sondheim’s frequent music director Paul Gemignani, with orchestrations mostly by Jonathan Tunick. Selections: “The Worst Pies in London” (Sweeney Todd), “A Little Priest” (Sweeney Todd), “Liaisons” (Night Music), “I Do Like You” (cut from Forum), “Me and My Town” (Whistle), “Take Me to the World” (Evening Primrose), “Honey” (cut from Merrily), “Finishing the Hat” (Sunday), “Johanna” (Sweeney Todd), “The God-Why-Don’t-You-Love-Me Blues” (Follies), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), Theme from Stavisky, “Too Many Mornings” (Follies), “Everybody Says Don’t” (Whistle), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “With So Little to Be Sure Of” (Whistle), a suite of dances from Pacific Overtures, “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music), “Old Friends/Like It Was” (Merrily), “You Must Meet My Wife” (Night Music), “Sorry-Grateful” (Company), “The Glamorous Life” (Night Music), “Fear No More” (The Frogs), “Comedy Tonight” (Forum), “In Buddy’s Eyes” (Follies), “Goodbye for Now” (Reds), “The Little Things You Do Together” (Company), “Good Thing Going” (Merrily), and “It’s a Hit” (Merrily).

A Collector’s Sondheim. In 1985 recording producer Thomas Z. Shepard assembled a three-disc set (RCA 5480) of song performances from original cast recordings he personally produced: Forum, Whistle, Company, Follies, Night Music, Pacific Overtures, Sweeney Todd, Merrily, and Sunday. He also included numbers recorded by other singers for Side by Side by Sondheim, Marry Me a Little (songs originally written for Saturday Night and The Last Resorts) as well as Evening Primrose, The Frogs, and instrumental numbers from two movie scores, Stavisky and The Seven-Per-Cent Solution. The ninety-page booklet of liner notes included a foreword by Shepard, extensive notes by Jeffrey Lonoff, and lyrics for all of the songs. Selections: Disc 1, 1954–1971: Forum: “Comedy Tonight,” “Love Is in the Air,” “Pretty Little Picture,” “The House of Marcus Lycus,” and “There’s Something About a War”; Saturday Night: “So Many People”; The Last Resorts: “Pour Le Sport”; Saturday Night: “What More Do I Need?”; Forum: “Invocation and Instructions to the Audience” (cut); Evening Primrose: “I Remember”; Whistle: “There Won’t Be Trumpets,” “With So Little to Be Sure Of”; Company: “Marry Me a Little,” “Happily Ever After” and “Being Alive” (three concluding numbers; the first two cut from the show); Follies: “Beautiful Girls”/“Ah, Paree!”/“Buddy’s Blues,” “Losing My Mind,” “All Things Bright and Beautiful” (cut), “Uptown, Downtown” (cut), “Too Many Mornings” (Follies). Disc 2, 1971–1973: More from Follies: “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow”/“Love Will See Us Through,” “I’m Still Here,” “Who Could Be Blue?”/“Little White House” (cut), “It Wasn’t Meant to Happen,” “Can That Boy Foxtrot!” (cut), “Broadway Baby,” “Could I Leave You”; Stavisky: Theme from Stavisky, “Auto Show,” and “Salon at the Claridge”; Night Music: “Overture and Night Waltz,” “Two Fairy Tales” (cut), “The Glamorous Life,” “Bang!” (cut), “In Praise of Women,” “A Weekend in the Country,” Liaisons,” and “The Miller’s Son.” Disc 3: 1973–1984: More from Night Music: “Night Waltz II” and “Send in the Clowns”; The Frogs: “Fear No More”; Pacific Overtures: “Someone in a Tree” and “Please Hello”; The Seven-Per-Cent Solution: “I Never Do Anything Twice”; Sweeney Todd: “Pretty Women,” “Epiphany,” “A Little Priest,” “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd” (disco arrangement); Merrily: “Not a Day Goes By,” “It’s a Hit,” “Our Time”; Sunday: “Children and Art,” “Move On,”; Merrily: “Old Friends.”

Jane Harvey. In 1988, Harvey was the first vocalist to interpret Sondheim with jazz arrangements on The Other Side of Sondheim (Atlantic Jazz 81833). Selections: “I’m Still Here” (Follies), “In Buddy’s Eyes” (Follies), “With So Little to Be Sure Of” (Whistle), “The Ladies Who Lunch” (Company), “Pretty Women”/“Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “Old Friends” (Merrily), “Not a Day Goes By” (Merrily We Roll Along), “Everything’s Coming Up Roses”/“Together Wherever We Go”/“You’ll Never Get Away from Me” (Gypsy), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), “What More Do I Need?” (Saturday Night), “It Wasn’t Meant to Happen” (cut from Follies), “Good Thing Going” (Merrily), “Could I Leave You?” (Follies), “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music), and “Everybody Says Don’t” (Whistle).

Cleo Laine. The English actress and song stylist’s recording of Cleo Sings Sondheim (1988, RCA 7702) was another early collection of adapted Sondheim songs. This set is important because Sondheim’s most frequent orchestrator, Jonathan Tunick, not only arranged these tunes, but he also conducted the orchestra for the recording. Selections: “Everybody Says Don’t” (Whistle), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), “Ah! But Underneath” (Follies), “I Remember” (Evening Primrose), “Liaisons” (Night Music), “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” (Company), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “The Ladies Who Lunch” (Company), “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music), “The Little Things You Do Together” (Company), “Anyone Can Whistle” (Whistle), “I’m Calm” (Forum), “No One Is Alone” (Into the Woods), “The Miller’s Son” (Night Music), “Not a Day Goes By” (Merrily), “I’m Still Here” (Follies).

The Trotter Trio. In the 1990s, producer Bruce Kimmel recruited jazz pianist Terry Trotter to produce a half-dozen jazz interpretations of Sondheim shows, all released on the Varèse Sarabande label: Passion … In Jazz (1994, VSD-5556); Company … In Jazz (1995, VSD-5678); Sweeney Todd … In Jazz (1995, VSD-6603); A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum … In Jazz (1996, VSD-5707); A Little Night Music (1997, VSD-5819); and Follies: Themes from the Legendary Musical (1998, VSD-5934). For five of the recordings, Trotter was joined by Tom Warrington on bass and Joe LaBarbera on drums. The Night Music recording featured Trotter on solo piano, at Kimmel’s suggestion.

Barbra Streisand. Streisand got her start on Broadway back in 1962 in I Can Get It for You Wholesale and Funny Girl in 1964, so it wasn’t a big surprise two decades later when she produced and released The Broadway Album (1985, Columbia 40092), which featured eight songs by Sondheim, several that he specifically tailored for Streisand at her request. In particular, the recording’s opener, “Putting It Together” (Sunday in the Park with George), featured adapted lyrics about the eternal push and pull between art and commerce. Streisand had to convince recording executives who worried that it wouldn’t sell, but The Broadway Album was surprisingly popular. Other Sondheim selections included “Something’s Coming” (West Side Story), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “Being Alive” (Company), “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music), “Pretty Women”/“The Ladies Who Lunch” (Sweeney Todd/Company), and “Somewhere” (West Side Story). Based on the 1985 album’s success, Streisand returned in 1993 with Back to Broadway (Columbia 44189) featuring three more Sondheim songs: “Everybody Says Don’t” (Whistle), “Children Will Listen” (Into the Woods), and “Move On” (Sunday).

Mandy Patinkin, after playing Georges Seurat in Sunday in the Park with George and becoming acquainted with Sondheim and piano accompanist Paul Ford, included numerous songs by him in five recordings: Mandy Patinkin (1989), Dress Casual (1990), Experiment (1994), Oscar & Steve (1995, pairing numbers by Sondheim and Hammerstein), and Mandy Patinkin Sings Sondheim (2002).

The Sondheim Songbook (1992): For Sony Broadway (48201) producer Didier C. Deutsch put together another collection of numbers from original cast recordings of West Side Story, Gypsy, Whistle, Do I Hear a Waltz?, and Night Music (produced by Goddard Lieberson); The Mad Show (produced by David Robinson); and Company (produced by Thomas Z. Shepard). The single disc contained the following selections: West Side Story: “Something’s Coming, “Gee, Officer Krupke”; Gypsy: “Some People,” “You Gotta Have a Gimmick”; Anyone Can Whistle: “Anyone Can Whistle,” “A Parade in Town,” “With So Little to Be Sure Of”; Do I Hear a Waltz?: “Moon in My Window,” “We’re Gonna Be All Right”; The Mad Show: “The Boy From”; Company: “The Little Things We Do Together,” “Barcelona,” “The Ladies Who Lunch,” “Being Alive”; Night Music: “You Must Meet My Wife,” “Liaisons,” “Every Day a Little Death,” “A Weekend in the Country,” “Send in the Clowns.”

Unsung Sondheim. In 1993, producer Bruce Kimmel assembled this recording—originally released by Varèse Sarabande (VSD-5433), then subsequently by Fynsworth Alley (302 062 136 2)—of music that never made it into a stage production. Larry Moore orchestrated the numbers, and James Stenborg was the musical director. Selections: “Saturday Night”/“Love’s a Bond”/“All for You”/“In the Movies” (Saturday Night, which remained unproduced until 1999), “What Can You Lose?” (Dick Tracy), incidental music from Invitation to a March, “That Old Piano Roll” (cut from The Girls Upstairs), “(They Asked Me Why) I Believe in You” (from I Believe in You, unproduced), “No, Mary Ann” (The Thing of It Is, unproduced screenplay), “Truly Content” (Passionella), “Water Under the Bridge” (Singing Out Loud, unproduced), incidental music from The Enclave, “There’s Always a Woman” (cut from Whistle), “The Two of You” (written for Kukla, Fran and Ollie, unused), “Multitudes of Amys (cut from Company), and “Goodbye for Now” (Reds).

Betty Buckley. The singer and actress’s Children Will Listen (1993; Sterling S1001) featured eight selections by Sondheim: “Children Will Listen” (Into the Woods), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “I Remember” (Evening Primrose), “Children and Art” (Sunday in the Park with George), “Stay With Me” (Into the Woods), “No One Is Alone” (Into the Woods), “Sorry-Grateful” (Company), and “Not a Day Goes By” (Merrily). She also recorded versions of his songs on The London Concert (1995, Sterling S1010) and An Evening at Carnegie Hall (1996, Sterling S1012).

Dawn Upshaw. Better known as an opera singer, Upshaw released a 1994 recording, I Wish It So (Elektra Nonesuch 79345), that included a half-dozen songs by Sondheim: “There Won’t Be Trumpets” (Whistle), “What More Do I Need?” (Saturday Night), “The Girls of Summer” (The Girls of Summer), “Like It Was” (Merrily), “I Feel Pretty” (West Side Story), and “Take Me to the World” (Evening Primrose).

Color and Light: Jazz Sketches of Sondheim (1995, Sony Classical SK 66566) Performers included jazz greats Peabo Bryson, Nancy Wilson, and Herbie Hancock, with numerous other noteworthy musicians. Selections: “Pretty Women” (Sweeney Todd), “Every Day a Little Death” (Night Music), “Poems” (Pacific Overture), “Loving You” (Passion), “Color and Light” (Sunday), “One More Kiss” (Follies), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), “Children and Art” (Sunday), “What Can You Lose?” (Dick Tracy), and “(They Ask Me Why) I Believe in You” (I Believe in You).

Bernadette Peters. The actress who originated the roles of Dot and Marie in Sunday and the Witch in Into the Woods performed a benefit concert for the Gay Men’s Health Crisis at Carnegie Hall on December 9, 1996. Her performance was captured in a well-received recording: Sondheim, Etc.—Live at Carnegie Hall (1997, Angel 55870). Selections on the 1997 single disc were: “Broadway Baby” (Follies), “No One Is Alone” (Into the Woods), “Sooner or Later” (Dick Tracy), “Johanna” (Sweeney Todd), “Happiness” (Passion), “Hello, Little Girl”/“Any Moment” (Into the Woods), “There Won’t Be Trumpets” (Anyone Can Whistle), “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” (Company), “Not a Day Goes By” (Merrily), “Being Alive” (Company), and “Move On” (Sunday).The first recording was so successful that it was followed in 2005 by Sondheim, Etc., Etc.—Live at Carnegie Hall: The Rest of It (2005, Angel 74748), with all the material that had been set aside in 1997 to allow a single-disc release. The Sondheim selections on the 2005 recording were: “(They Ask Me Why) I Believe in You” (I Believe in You), “Later” (Night Music), “With So Little to Be Sure Of” (Whistle), and “Children Will Listen” (Into the Woods).

Sondheim at the Movies. Bruce Kimmel produced this recording in 1997 (Varèse Sarabande 5805) featuring Sondheim’s compositions for films. Tom Fay was the musical director. Selections: “Back in Business” (Dick Tracy), “Dawn” (Singing Out Loud, unproduced), “The Glamorous Life” (film version of Night Music), “What Can You Lose?” (Dick Tracy), “More” (Dick Tracy), Stavisky Suite One, “Sand” (Singing Out Loud, unproduced), “It Takes All Kinds” (written for The Birdcage, unused), “Little Dream” (The Birdcage), Stavisky Suite Two, “Sooner or Later” (Dick Tracy), Stavisky Suite Three, “If You Can Find Me, I’m Here”/“I Remember”/“When”/“Take Me to the World” (Evening Primrose, sung by Liz Callaway and Gary Beach), and “Goodbye for Now” (Reds).

Barbara Cook. In 2001 the legendary vocalist, whose early career featured showy singing in Candide (1956) and originating the role of Marian the Librarian in The Music Man (1957), began to perform concerts that featured numerous selections by Sondheim. Her live performance at Carnegie Hall (February 2, 2001), with Broadway singer Malcolm Gets in a few solo numbers and a duet, was recorded and released as Barbara Cook Sings Mostly Sondheim: Live at Carnegie Hall (DRG Records 21471–1464), a two-disc (two-act) set. Sondheim selections in the first act were “Everybody Says Don’t” (Whistle), “Into the Woods”/“Giants in the Sky” (Gets, Into the Woods), “Another Hundred People”/“So Many People” (Gets, Company/Saturday Night), “Happiness” (Passion), “Loving You” (Passion), “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” (Company), “Not a Day Goes By”/“Losing My Mind” (Merrily/Follies). The second act contained “Something’s Coming”/“Tonight” (Gets, West Side Story), “Move On (duet with Gets, Sunday), “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), and “Anyone Can Whistle” (Anyone Can Whistle).

Demo Recordings: Sondheim Sings, Volume I, 1962–72 (PS Classics 9529) and Sondheim Sings, Volume II, 1946–60 (PS Classics 9533), two sets of amateur recordings with the composer playing the piano and singing enthusiastically, sometimes for producer auditions, were assembled in 2005 by Sondheim’s archivist Peter E. Jones and released by PS Classics with support from its founders, Tommy Krasker and Phillip Chalfin.

The Story So Far. This four-disc 2008 compilation of eighty-two songs (Sony Masterworks 82796–94255) is the most comprehensive collection of Sondheim’s output. A seventy-six-page booklet opens with an admiring foreword by his longtime friend Harold Prince. The booklet has numerous photos, annotations by Sondheim, brief observations by several performers, a thirty-plus-page illustrated essay by Sondheim scholar Mark Eden Horowitz, and lyrics for several of the previously unreleased numbers. Most of the performances are from original cast recordings, although there are a few privately recorded items from Sondheim’s personal collection. Disc 1: West Side Story: “America,” “Tonight,” “Gee, Officer Krupke”; Gypsy: “Everything’s Coming Up Roses”; Forum: “Comedy Tonight,” “Everybody Ought to Have a Maid,” “There’s Something About a War” (cut); Hot Spot: “Don’t Laugh” (previously unreleased); Anyone Can Whistle: “Anyone Can Whistle,” “A Parade in Town,” “A Hero Is Coming”; Do I Hear a Waltz?: “This Week, Americans,” “Perhaps” (previously unreleased), “Everybody Loves Leona”; The Mad Show: “The Boy From”; Evening Primrose (first authorized release of these numbers): “(If You Can Find Me) I’m Here,” “Arts and Crafts,” “I Remember Sky,” “When?” “Take Me to the World.” Disc 2: Company: “Another Hundred People,” “The Ladies Who Lunch,” “Being Alive,” “Happily Ever After” (cut); Follies: “Waiting for the Girls Upstairs,” “Broadway Baby,” “Losing My Mind,” “I’m Still Here,” “Can That Boy Foxtrot” (cut); Night Music: “The Miller’s Son,” “Liaisons,” “Send in the Clowns,” “Night Waltz (Love Takes Time),” “Silly People” (cut), “Not Quite Night” (cut); Pacific Overtures: “Welcome to Kanagawa,” “Pretty Lady,” “Prayers,” and “There Is No Other Way” (performed by Sondheim and Prince). Disc 3: Sweeney Todd: “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd,” “Green Finch and Linnet Bird,” “A Little Priest,” “The Worst Pies in London”; Merrily: “Not a Day Goes By,” “Old Friends”; Sunday: “Finishing the Hat”; Into the Woods: “Agony,” “Children Will Listen,” “Have to Give Her Someone” (cut), “Interesting Questions” (cut), “Second Midnight” (cut); Assassins: “Everybody’s Got the Right,” “The Ballad of Booth”; Passion: “Happiness,” “I Wish I Could Forget You”; Bounce: “Bounce,” “Isn’t He Something?”; The Frogs: “Invocation and Instructions to the Audience.” Disc 4: All That Glitters: “I Must Be Dreaming” (from Sondheim’s early collegiate show); Kukla, Fran and Ollie: “The Two of You”; Saturday Night (not used): “Class,” “Love’s a Bond,” “In the Movies,” “I’m All for You”; I Believe in You: “They Ask Me Why I Believe in You” (from an unproduced show); Invitation to a March: four previously unreleased pieces of incidental music for Arthur Laurents’s play; Passionella: “Truly Content”; The Thing of It Is: “No, Mary Ann” (for an unproduced screenplay); The Enclave: two previously unreleased pieces of incidental music for Arthur Laurents’s play; Stavisky: “Theme,” “Auto Show,” “Arlette by Night,” “Operetta,” “Theme (European Version)” (previously unreleased); The Seven-Per-Cent Solution: “I Never Do Anything Twice”; Reds: “Theme”; Dick Tracy: “Sooner or Later” (previously unreleased); “Live Alone and Like It,” “What Can I Lose?” (previously unreleased); “Back in Business” (previously unreleased), “More” (previously unreleased); Singing Out Loud: “Water Under the Bridge.”

Anthony de Mare. Described early in his career as “an evangelist for new music,” the pianist undertook an ambitious commissioning project in 2007. He invited thirty-six composers—classical, jazz, musical theater, and others less easy to categorize—to “re-imagine” a Sondheim song as a piece for solo piano. He performed these in a series of concerts from 2012 to 2014, and recordings of the works were made at the American Academy of Arts and Letters as well as Greenfield Recital Hall at the Manhattan School of Music, both in New York City. The thirty-seven recordings were assembled by producer Rachel Colbert into a three-disc set Liaisons: Re-Imagining Sondheim from the Piano (ECM 2470–72), released in 2015. The composers and their “re-imaginings” are: Disc I: William Bolcom’s “A Little Night Fughetta,” Nico Muhly’s “Color and Light,” Steve Reich’s “Finishing the Hat—Two Pianos,” David Rakowski’s “The Ladies Who Lunch,” Eve Beglarian’s “Perpetual Happiness,” Jason Robert Brown’s “Birds of Victorian England,” Duncan Sheik’s “Johanna in Space,” Eric Rockwell’s “You Could Drive a Person Crazy,” Wynton Marsalis’s “That Old Piano Roll,” Derek Bermel’s “Sorry-Grateful,” Fred Hersh’s “No One Is Alone,” Annie Gosfield’s “A Bowler Hat,” Jake Heggie’s “I’m Excited. No You’re Not.” Disc II: Kenji Bunch’s “The Demon Barber,” Ethan Iverson’s “Send in the Clowns,” Ricardo Lorenz’s “The Worst [Empanadas] in London,” Paul Moravec’s “I Think About You,” Mason Bates’s “Very Put Together,” Frederic Rzewski’s “I’m Still Here,” David Shire’s “I’m Still Here,” John Musto’s “Epiphany,” Mark-Anthony Turnage’s “Pretty Women,” Phil Kline’s “Paraphrase (Someone in a Tree),” Bernadette Speech’s “In and Out of Love,” Daniel Bernard Roumain’s “Another Hundred People.” Disc III: Andy Akiho’s “Into the Woods,” Ricky Ian Gordon’s “Every Day a Little Death,” Nils Vigeland’s “Merrily We Roll Along,” Rodney Sharman’s “Notes on ‘Beautiful’,” Gabriel Kahane’s “Being Alive,” Thomas Newman’s “Not While I’m Around,” Jherek Bischoff’s “The Ballad of Guiteau,” Mary Ellen Childs’s “Now,” Peter Golub’s “A Child of Children and Art,” Tania León’s “Going … Gone,” Michael Daugherty’s “Everybody’s Got the Right,” Anthony de Mare’s “Sunday in the Park—Passages (encore).”
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LEE REMICK (1935–1991)

Actress Lee Ann Remick was born on December 14, 1935, in Quincy, Massachusetts. Her father, Frank Remick, owned Remick’s of Quincy, a department store. Her mother, an actress, was Patricia (Waldo) Remick. Remick’s parents divorced when she was 7, and Patricia took her children to live with her in New York City. Remick learned ballet and modern dance at the Swaboda School and attended the Hewitt School, a private school for girls on New York’s Upper East Side. At age 16 she spent a season performing with Melody Tent in Hyannis, Massachusetts, a summer stock company on Cape Cod, where she did ten shows in ten weeks. She enrolled at Barnard College to study acting but left after a few months to pursue professional acting opportunities.

Remick debuted on Broadway at age 18 as a sarcastic teen in the short run of a comedy, Be Your Age. She guest starred in several televised drama series, including Philco Playhouse, Hallmark Hall of Fame, and Playhouse 90. Director Elia Kazan saw one of her TV performances and cast her in A Face in the Crowd (1957), her film debut, playing a seductive cheerleader and baton twirler who won the attention of a boy played by Andy Griffith. She subsequently appeared as a hot-blooded young woman in Martin Ritt’s The Long Hot Summer (1958) and in a Western, These Thousand Hills (1959), as a dance hall girl. Her performance as a rape victim who is tried for murdering her attacker in Otto Preminger’s Anatomy of a Murder (1959, with Jimmy Stewart) elevated awareness of her acting versatility.

In 1960 she made another film with Kazan, Wild River, and played Miranda in a televised version of Shakespeare’s The Tempest with Richard Burton. In 1962 her performance as the tormented alcoholic wife of Jack Lemmon’s character in Days of Wine and Roses earned an Academy Award nomination. To prepare for that role she attended meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous.

In 1964 Stephen Sondheim and Arthur Laurents cast her in Anyone Can Whistle, her debut in a Broadway musical. She played Fay Apple, a pragmatic, no-nonsense psychiatric nurse, opposite Angela Lansbury as the flamboyant, corrupt mayor of a small town on the brink of bankruptcy. Harvey Evans, another performer in the production, compared Remick to “the girl next door.” During rehearsals she suffered from tonsillitis and, after the show closed, she had her tonsils removed.1

After becoming acquainted during Whistle, Remick and Sondheim remained friends for life. Meryle Secrest, Sondheim’s biographer, understood that he would have liked to have had a close relationship with Remick. But she was married, he said, “and I’m a nice Jewish boy from the nineteenth century. And I think part of the fun with my relationship with Lee was how we had to hide all the time.”2 She apparently knew that Sondheim was homosexual. Martin Gottfried wrote that Remick became “as close as possible to a Sondheim who would always regret being unable to settle down with anyone, male or female.” Even after Remick’s premature death in 1991, Sondheim continued to speak of her in the present tense.3 The photo accompanying Sondheim’s author blurb on the inside jacket of Finishing the Hat shows him in a smiling conversation with Remick.

Despite Anyone Can Whistle’s brief run, Remick’s performance on the cast recording demonstrated her versatility. In 1966, she starred in the Broadway play Wait Until Dark as a blind apartment dweller contending with three intruders. To give authenticity to her performance, Remick spent a month of mornings wearing a blindfold at New York’s Lighthouse for the Blind. That intensive preparation led to her Tony nomination for Best Actress in a Play.

A year later Remick underscored her singing and dancing skills when she played Lola in a TV production of Damn Yankees (1967). She told an interviewer, “More than anything in the world I like to do musicals. I just love them.”4 She also expressed a preference to do movies or plays with a finite time commitment, rather than being tied down in an open-ended TV series.

In the 1970s she starred in numerous made-for-TV movies, including The Man Who Came to Dinner (1972) with Orson Welles and A Delicate Balance (1973) with Katharine Hepburn. She earned an Emmy nomination for her performance as Winston Churchill’s mother, Jennie: Lady Randolph Churchill (1975). In 1976 she co-starred with Gregory Peck in The Omen, a popular horror film for which she is particularly remembered as the mother of Damien, revealed to be the Antichrist.

When the first Sondheim tribute concert was assembled in 1973, Remick was tapped to perform, but dropped out due to film commitments in London. When record producer Thomas Z. Shepard contacted her in 1985 to portray Phyllis Rogers Stone in the legendary Follies in Concert with the New York Philharmonic, a role Sondheim personally chose her to play, she said, “There was not one flash of ‘Do I dare? Should I? Can I?’ I just picked up the phone, called Steve, and said yes please.”5 Performing in this two-night event on September 6 and 7, 1985, at Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall was, she said, “exhilarating beyond any previous experience,” especially being part of the starry cast that Sondheim hand-picked. Remick performed two solo numbers that can be heard on the Follies in Concert recording, the acid-laced “Could I Leave You?” and the tongue-twisting song, “The Story of Lucy and Jessie.” She said the latter was a challenge, “but for an actress it’s pure gold.”6

Remick married television producer Bill Colleran in 1957, and they had two children but divorced in 1968. Her second marriage was to British producer William “Kip” Gowans in 1970. They settled in a home in his native England, but also had a residence in Osterville, Massachusetts, on Cape Cod. Gowans produced several telefilms that Remick starred in: The Women’s Room (1980), The Letter (1982), Rearview Mirror (1984), and Of Pure Blood (1986). She was devoted to her family, and once told an interviewer, “I’m a housewife that is incidentally an actress.”7

She continued her movie career during the 1980s and was the Tony Award presenter in 1988 who handed Sondheim and James Lapine their awards for Into the Woods. But in 1989 she was diagnosed with kidney cancer. She had a kidney removed, received chemotherapy, and was given a clean bill of health in late 1990, but the disease recurred with a vengeance, and she died on July 2, 1991, at the age of 55. She received a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame just three months before her death. At her funeral, her children, Kate and Matthew, sang Sondheim’s “Anyone Can Whistle,” a number Remick sang in the show’s brief Broadway run, a lament about being unable to express deep feelings.
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REVUES

[image: ]

Suzanne Henry and Craig Lucas in Marry Me a Little.

New York Public Library


Most of the songs written by Stephen Sondheim were intended for specific shows, characters, and situations. Some were tailored for specific performers. So it might seem curious that several revues (sometimes called “anthology” shows) successfully brought together numbers from an array of productions. In a 2010 essay for the licensing organization Music Theatre International’s website, Kathryn Harris wrote, “They must seem completely natural and effortless … but they involve an immense amount of work. And when they aren’t right for the show—no matter how beautiful, no matter how many hours they took to write they have to go.”8

A subset of Sondheim’s compositions are called “trunk songs,” numbers conceived for a specific show but discarded for one reason or another. Their existence has provided material for several shows comprising cut or less well-known numbers, mixed with familiar songs that take on new life when separated from their original context.

Sondheim dismissed the potential for success of such shows when he gave David Kernan permission for Side By Side By Sondheim, commenting, “I can’t think of anything more boring except possibly the Book of Kells.”9 But he allowed several to be developed and sometimes helped the creators with advice and occasional rewriting. The most successful of these are Side By Side By Sondheim (1976), Marry Me a Little (1980), You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow (1983), Putting It Together (1992), Opening Doors (2000), and Sondheim on Sondheim (2010). See separate entries about Side By Side and Sondheim on Sondheim.

A few revues have minimal storylines, but the raison d’être for most of them is to showcase Sondheim’s music. In fact, there is a direct correlation between these productions and increasing awareness, appreciation, and appetite for his works.

Actress Teri Ralston performed in the original productions of Company and A Little Night Music. She also appeared in several revues (Side By Side By Sondheim, Moving On, and Putting It Together). Sondheim’s songs, she said, “definitely live out of context if you let them live on their own. Every song is a three-act play and deals with subject matter people can relate to. His music always tells a story.”10

Marry Me a Little

In 1979 Craig Lucas sang in the chorus of Sweeney Todd and became acquainted with Sondheim, who casually mentioned songs that were cut from earlier shows. Lucas asked to use some of them for a late-night show at the Production Company, an off-off-Broadway group. Sondheim was willing and generous (although he called it “a terrible idea”), giving Lucas forty-five trunk songs to consider. He chose seventeen, mostly unknown numbers in 1980, including several cut from Anyone Can Whistle, Company, Follies, and Night Music, and the not-yet produced Saturday Night.

Songs

“Saturday Night” (Saturday Night); “Two Fairy Tales” (cut from Night Music); “Can That Boy Foxtrot,” “All Things Bright and Beautiful” (cut from Follies); “Bang” (cut from Night Music); “The Girls of Summer” (The Girls of Summer); “Uptown, Downtown” (cut from Follies); “So Many People” (Saturday Night); “Your Eyes Are Blue” (Forum); “A Moment with You” (Saturday Night); “Marry Me a Little,” “Happily Ever After” (cut from Company); “Pour Le Sport” (The Last Resorts); “Silly People” (cut from Night Music); “There Won’t Be Trumpets” (cut from Anyone Can Whistle); “It Wasn’t Meant to Happen” (cut from Follies); Medley: “Who Could Be Blue?” and “Little White House” (both cut from Follies).

The premise of Lucas’s sung-through revue is that an unnamed man and woman live in the same apartment building, one floor apart. They have similar dreams, yearnings, hopes, and floor plans, but they never meet—although there is an implied connection. The one-hour, late-night show ran from October 29 to December 28, 1980, using the same set as a play being presented by the Production Company. The play, S.R.O., was about single-room-occupancy hotels, so the set easily doubled as the upstairs/downstairs apartments for Marry Me a Little’s lonely characters, played by Lucas and Suzanne Henry.

Following its successful off-off-Broadway initial run, Lucas and director Norman René moved the show to an off-Broadway venue, The Actor’s Playhouse, where it ran from March 12 to May 31, 1981 (ninety-six performances). It sold well in its five previews but struggled after that point and failed to recover its advance.

“In retrospect, what probably damaged the show most is that I am not a fabulous performer,” Lucas confessed to Sondheim’s biographer Meryle Secrest. “I cast myself as the boy because I was so eager to perform.” Sondheim pressed him about his career plans, adding “that I was only okay as a performer. He may have used the term ‘mediocre.’ But he called me a promising writer.”11 That was hard for Lucas to hear, but he eventually gave up performing and launched a successful career as a playwright, creating Broadway hits including Prelude to a Kiss and The Light in the Piazza, as well as books for the musicals An American in Paris (2014) and Amélie (2015).

In October 2012 The Keen Company presented an updated version of the show at the off-Broadway Clurman Theatre that referenced sexting and internet porn, as well as several new numbers, especially “Rainbows,” originally written for the Baker and his Wife in Into the Woods. Jonathan Silverstein directed performers Lauren Molina (who also played the cello, as she had as Joanna in John Doyle’s 2005 actor/musician revival of Sweeney Todd) and Jason Tam.

Occasionally, productions have included some gender-switching: In October 1999 a gay and lesbian theater company in Los Angeles, The Celebration, presented Marry Me a Little with a pair of male actors. (Sondheim agreed to the revision but declined a request to change some musical numbers.) In September 2013 San Diego’s Diversionary Theatre, a longtime presenter of shows for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender, staged it using three pairs of actors: two men, two women, and a man and a woman, offering a chance to explore relationships from different perspectives. James Vásquez directed.

Recordings

Producer Thomas Z. Shepard saw the original 1981 production of Marry Me a Little and recorded it on May 18, 1981, at RCA Studio B in New York City. He told the performers that it was a demo, then played it for the decision makers at RCA and convinced them it was a marketable project (7142, 53:01 minutes). Sondheim supervised the recording and wrote liner notes about songs cut from various shows. Molina and Tam from Keen Company’s 2012 recorded their performances on April 26, 2013, at the Dubway Recording Studios in New York City. The recording of their production, with liner notes by Craig Lucas, was issued by Ghostlight (791558447422, 55:30 minutes).

You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow

The anthology show You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow began as a one-time benefit concert, A Stephen Sondheim Evening, presented on March 3, 1983, at Sotheby Parke Bernet in New York City, where it was one of several Composers Showcases staged by the Whitney Museum of American Art. Instead of resurrecting trunk songs, this one celebrated well-loved numbers from the early decades of Sondheim’s career. With the exception of three cut songs from A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, the numbers represented productions up to and including 1981’s Merrily We Roll Along. Producer and director Paul Lazarus collaborated with musical director Paul Gemignani. (After Marry Me a Little was presented at The Production Company, Lazarus staged a show there and met Craig Lucas, who also assisted with the evening.)

Thomas Fay handled arrangements, played keyboards, and conducted the small band. The cast included Liz Callaway, Cris Groenendaal, Bob Gunton, George Hearn, Steven Jacob, Judy Kaye, Victoria Mallory, and Angela Lansbury. The performance was recorded and released as an LP (1983), and then a cassette/CD in 1994 (RCA 09026–61174, 72:23 minutes). “Old Friends” on the recording features Sondheim singing the opening lines of the song. The program for this event was subsequently licensed as You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow by Music Theatre International; productions sometimes receive a staging that’s more theatrical than cabaret-style.

Songs

“All Things Bright and Beautiful” (Follies); “Invocations and Instructions to the Audience” (The Frogs); “Saturday Night,” “This Is Nice, Isn’t It?” (Saturday Night); “Poems” (Pacific Overtures); “What More Do I Need?” (Saturday Night); “Another Hundred People” (Company); “With So Little to Be Sure Of” (Anyone Can Whistle); “Pretty Little Picture,” “The House of Marcus Lycus,” “Echo Song,” “There’s Something About a War” (Forum); “Fear No More” (The Frogs); “Being Alive” (Company); “You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow,” “Love Will See Us Through” (Follies); “The Miller’s Son” (Night Music); “Johanna” (Sweeney Todd); “Someone in a Tree” (Pacific Overtures); “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music); and “Old Friends” (Merrily).

Putting It Together

British impresario Cameron Mackintosh produced the highly successful revue Side By Side By Sondheim in 1976. By 1992 he thought an update was both warranted and desired, given that by then Sondheim had composed songs for five more major productions (Sweeney Todd, Merrily We Roll Along, Sunday in the Park with George, Into the Woods, and Assassins). However, rather than another anthology, Sondheim suggested a compilation with a title drawn from a song in Sunday in the Park with George, “Putting It Together.” Instead of presenting songs chronologically, his idea was to assemble a revue with more structure, using songs that suggested characters and relationships.

Mackintosh recruited Julia McKenzie, a star of Side By Side By Sondheim, to assemble and direct the show using the concept of a dinner party where the hosts and guests drink; banter; play games; and make pithy observations about marriage, love, desire, art, time, death, and children. It was presented in Oxford, England, at the Old Fire Station (January 27–February 15, 1992, twenty-four performances) with a five-person cast: Diana Rigg, Clive Carter, Claire Moore, Clarke Peters, and Kit Hesketh-Harvey. Sondheim was a willing collaborator, even revising occasional lyrics: Company’s “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” became “I Could Drive a Person Crazy.”

Mackintosh moved Putting It Together to New York for an off-Broadway production at the Manhattan Theatre Club (March 2, 1993–May 23, 1993, thirty-seven previews and fifty-nine performances) with a significant star: Julie Andrews, who had been absent from New York stages for three decades. McKenzie directed this production, too, with a cast that also included Stephen Collins, Michael Rupert, Rachel York, and playwright Christopher Durang as the wry narrator. (Durang, who was in The Frogs in the Yale swimming pool in 1974, had established himself with a number of satiric plays that appealed to Sondheim.)

Despite Andrews’s presence, the show received a lukewarm reception. A cast recording was produced by Jay David Saks for RCA [09026–61729, (91:14 minutes)] using sessions on April 19, 28, May 4 and 12, 1993, at The Hit Factory Studio in New York City. Mackintosh wrote the liner notes.

Songs

Act 1—“Invocations and Instructions to the Audience” (The Frogs); “Putting It Together” (Sunday); “Rich and Happy #1” (Merrily); “Everybody Ought to Have a Maid” (Forum); Sequence: “Sooner or Later” (Dick Tracy), “I’m Calm,” “Impossible” (Forum); “Ah, But Underneath” (Follies); “Hello, Little Girl” (Into the Woods); Medley: “My Husband the Pig” and “Every Day a Little Death” (Night Music); “Merrily We Roll Along #2” (Merrily) and “Have I Got a Girl for You!” (Company); “Pretty Women” (Sweeney Todd); “Now,” “Bang!” (Night Music); “Country House” (Follies); “Merrily We Roll Along #3” (Merrily); and “Could I Leave You?” (Follies).

Act 2—“Back in Business” (Dick Tracy); “Rich and Happy #2” (Merrily); Night Waltzes: “Love Takes Time,” “Remember,” “In Praise of Women,” “Perpetual Anticipation,” “The Sun Won’t Set” (Night Music); Game Sequence #1: “What Would We Do Without You?” (Company), “Gun Song” (Assassins); Game Sequence #2: “A Little Priest” (Sweeney Todd); “The Miller’s Son” (Night Music); “Live Alone and Like It” (Dick Tracy); “Sorry-Grateful” (Company); “Sweet Polly Plunkett” (Sweeney Todd); “I Could Drive a Person Crazy” (Company); “Marry Me a Little” (Company), “Getting Married Today” (Company); “Merrily We Roll Along #4” (Merrily); “Being Alive” (Company); “Like It Was” (Merrily); “Old Friends,” “Merrily We Roll Along” (Merrily). [For the Broadway production, “The Ladies Who Lunch” replaced “Could I Leave You?” and “I Could Drive a Person Crazy.”]

A revised version of Putting It Together was staged by Eric Schaeffer for the Theater Center Group at the Mark Taper Forum in the fall of 1998, anticipating a Broadway production a year later at the Barrymore Theatre (October 30, 1999–February 20, 2000, 22 previews and 101 regular performances). It featured Carol Burnett (wearing costumes by dress designer Bob Mackie), John McCook, John Barrowman, Susan Egan, and Bronson Pinchot.

Schaeffer, who was increasingly recognized for his productions of Sondheim shows at Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, gave the show a lighter tone, reducing reliance on the cocktail party and putting more emphasis on the music. With Jonathan Tunick reorchestrating the show, it had several new arrangements and new versions of old works, including revisions of “Bang” and “Agony.” For the Broadway production, George Hearn replaced John McCook, and Ruthie Henshall replaced Susan Egan.

Even with Burnett as the marquee star for the Broadway production, Putting It Together’s chilling storyline and bitter themes about the downside of love were not embraced by audiences or critics. In The Sondheim Review, Eric Grode called the show “misbegotten” and said it “still feels like a party game that has inexplicably found its way to Broadway.”12 In the New York Times, Ben Brantley called it “misconceived,” and Linda Winer in Newsday said, “we wanted to be blessed … but too often we’re sorry-grateful, regretful-happy.”13

No cast recording resulted from the Broadway production, but it was preserved on video (DVD and VHS), produced by Nicholas Van Hoogstraten (Good Times 05–81268 (96 minutes)).

Moving On/Opening Doors

To mark Sondheim’s seventieth birthday in March 2000, David Kernan, the creator of Side By Side By Sondheim, worked with John Kane to assemble another tribute for a one-month run (July 19–August 19, 2000; thirty-two performances) at London’s Bridewell Theatre. As a bookless revue, Moving On offered forty-six songs from twenty-six sources, ranging from Saturday Night (1954) to Bounce (2003). Songs, sometimes presented as medleys, were intercut with audio clips from a Sondheim interview conducted specifically for the show. Illustrated with historic photos, the production reviewed his early life, career, friendships, writing methods, and the benefit of hindsight. It offered no new revelations, but British audiences were fascinated to hear Sondheim speak on such personal topics. The cast included Geoffrey Abbott, Linzi Hateley, Belinda Lang, Robert Meadmore, and Angela Richards.

With a new title, Opening Doors, it was presented in a slightly revised form (October 30–December 2, 2001) at Laguna Playhouse in Laguna Beach, California. Kernan again directed; the cast included Teri Ralston, Ann Morrison, David Engel, Christopher Carothers, and Tami Tappan.

Opening Doors had its New York debut two years later, again staged by Kernan, at Zankel Hall at Carnegie Hall (September 30–October 10, 2004). The performers were Victoria Clark, Eric Jordan Young, Kate Baldwin, Jan Maxwell, and Gregg Edelman. Writing about that production for the Sondheim Review, Sean Patrick Flahaven said, “It’s odd that a composer-lyricist renowned for bringing the ‘integrated musical’ to its apotheosis and writing songs so closely tied to plot and character would have his work anthologized in revues so often. The fact that his songs work so well in entirely different contexts is indicative of his ability to write so well about the human condition that songs are relevant without being generic.”14
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RICH, FRANK (1949–)

Journalist Frank Rich intersected with Stephen Sondheim on many occasions. During his senior year at Harvard, as drama critic for the Harvard Crimson, Rich reviewed Follies in its 1971 Boston tryout. Sondheim was impressed with the young writer’s insights and invited him to meet for lunch. That was the first of many subsequent conversations and interactions.

After stints at Time magazine and the New York Post, Rich became chief drama critic for the New York Times, a role he filled from 1980 to 1993. During that period, he reviewed Sondheim’s productions and wrote features that advanced the composer’s reputation. In particular, he championed Sunday in the Park with George (1984) in ways that surely laid the foundation for its recognition by the 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. After 1994, Rich left the Times’s theater beat but continued as an op-ed political columnist; from 2003 to 2005 he was the front-page Sunday columnist for the newspaper’s “Arts & Leisure” section. He also served as senior adviser to the Times’s culture editor on the paper’s overall cultural-news report.

In 2000, when Sondheim turned seventy, Rich authored “Conversations with Sondheim” (New York Times, March 12, 2000), a nearly eight-thousand-word retrospective interview. In 2002, the Kennedy Center’s Sondheim Celebration began with Rich and Sondheim onstage for a conversation before an audience of 2,700. In 2008 and 2009 Rich and Sondheim partnered for a series of well-received and heavily attended onstage interviews in a series of American cities. Their conversations were unrehearsed. “In fact,” Rich said, “I don’t tell Steve what he’s going to be asked. And he doesn’t want to know, actually.”15

In 1987, Rich wrote The Theatre Art of Boris Aronson (coauthored with Lisa Aronson), a retrospective about the award-winning scenic designer for four memorable Sondheim productions: Company, Follies, A Little Night Music, and Pacific Overtures. Rich’s collected theater reviews were published in 1998 as Hot Seat: Theater Criticism for The New York Times. His memoir of his childhood and adolescent love affair with theater, Ghost Light: A Memoir (2000), celebrated his early attraction to and passion for theater while he was growing up in Washington, DC, where he attended one of the troubled tryout performances for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum in 1962.

Rich left the Times in 2011 to join New York magazine as writer-at-large, covering politics and culture.

Beginning in 2008, Rich became a creative consultant to the cable television channel HBO. He was an executive producer of the Peabody Award–winning documentary Six by Sondheim (2013). He was also involved in producing the Emmy-winning comedy series Veep (2012–2019) starring Julia Louis-Dreyfus.

Rich was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 2015.
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RIVERA, CHITA (1933–)

Born on January 23, 1933, in Washington, DC, Dolores Conchita Figueroa del Rivero’s parents were a Puerto Rican father, Pedro Julio Figueroa del Rivero, who played clarinet and saxophone with the US Navy Band, and a mother of English descent, Katherine Anderson. Pedro died in 1940 when his daughter was 7 years old; Katherine went to work at the Pentagon. A few years later, concerned that her 11-year-old daughter was too much of a tomboy, Katherine enrolled her in a ballet school.

When Conchita was 15, she was singled out to audition for George Balanchine’s School of Ballet in New York City. She received a scholarship and, with her mother, moved to the city. She was taught by dance luminaries Edward Villella, Allegra Kent, and Maria Tallchief. Before she turned 20, she was on Broadway as a replacement chorus dancer in Call Me Madam (1952), using an abbreviated name, Chita Rivera. She subsequently was hired for the company of the show’s national tour led by Elaine Stritch. When she returned to New York she replaced a principal dancer in Guys and Dolls. The following year she joined the company of Can-Can (1953) and performed with Gwen Verdon; they became lifelong friends.

She danced in Seventh Heaven (1955), working with choreographer Peter Gennaro, and performed in Mr. Wonderful (1956) and the short run of Shinbone Alley (1957), in which she was a standby for Eartha Kitt.
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Chita Rivera as Anita in West Side Story.
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Her Puerto Rican ancestry and experience as a dancer in several shows made Rivera a natural choice for West Side Story as Anita, the feisty girlfriend of Sharks leader Bernardo. She was the first Puerto Rican actor to play a major role in a Broadway musical. Nevertheless, she faced a sizeable challenge, since her prior experience was principally as a dancer, not an actor, in a complex, emotional role.

“We didn’t know what we were doing at the time,” Rivera said in 2003. “We were all very young … but we were surrounded by such amazing teachers.” Working with Leonard Bernstein, Jerome Robbins, and Sondheim was a remarkable education. “We just listened. We were like sponges—we had to be because there was so much information, so much creativity around us.”16 Her performance of the song “America,” extolling the virtues and drawbacks of life in the United States for Puerto Rican immigrants, proved to be a career-making opportunity.

She encouraged her friend Larry Kert to audition for West Side Story. After a series of arduous tryouts, he was eventually cast as the leading character of Tony. Years later they performed together at Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (1975), singing “America,” Rivera’s showstopping number.

Jerome Robbins, West Side Story’s innovative but tyrannical director and choreographer, sought to reinforce tension between the gangs by prohibiting the actors playing Sharks and Jets from socializing with one another. His effort was thwarted when Rivera, the Shark Bernardo’s girlfriend, became romantically involved with Tony Mordente, who played A-Rab, a Jet. They were married and had a child shortly before the production’s move to London.

Rivera brought “spicy intelligence”17 to the role of Anita and was highly praised for her performance, although she was not nominated for any awards. She was disappointed that the 1961 film of West Side Story passed over her for the role she originated. But in 1960 she created another role, spirited Rose in Bye Bye Birdie, and earned her first Tony nomination. (For a 1981 sequel, Bring Back Birdie, she played Rose again and received another Tony nomination.)

In 1969 when Bob Fosse directed and choreographed the film adaptation of Sweet Charity, starring Shirley MacLaine, Rivera played the role of Nickie. She appeared in a few other films, but she is best remembered for her work onstage.

In 1975 she began her long association with the musical theater team of composer John Kander and lyricist Fred Ebb, originating the role of Velma Kelly in Chicago. (It was a chance for her to work again with her friend Gwen Verdon, both Tony nominated for Best Actress in a Musical.) Other shows with Kander and Ebb included The Rink (1984), for which she won a Best Actress in a Musical Tony playing the tough Italian mother to Angel, played by Liza Minnelli; Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993), winning another Best Actress Tony as the title character and the actress Aurora; and The Visit (2015, another Tony nomination). Other productions over the years included Jerry’s Girls (1985, Tony nomination), Nine (2003, Tony nomination), and The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1985). She also starred in her own one-woman show, Chita Rivera: The Dancer’s Life (2005, Tony nomination). During her career she received a record-setting ten Tony nominations. In 2018 she received a Special Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement.

A few of Rivera’s Broadway shows were unsuccessful—Bajour (1964) and Merlin (1983)—but she was a positive presence in many more hits than failures. A memorable and versatile dancer, she worked with many of the era’s great choreographers: Robbins (West Side Story), Gennaro (Seventh Heaven, West Side Story, Bajour), Gower Champion (Bye Bye Birdie), Bob Fosse (Chicago and the film of Sweet Charity), Graciela Daniele (Chicago, The Rink, Chita Rivera: The Dancer’s Life, The Visit), and Rob Marshall (The Rink, Kiss of the Spider Woman).

Rivera was the first Hispanic woman to receive Kennedy Center Honors (2002). She was recognized with a Presidential Medal of Freedom (2009) by President Barack Obama.

Her 1957 marriage to actor Tony Mordente ended in divorce in 1966. Their daughter Lisa was born in July 1958; sensitivity to Rivera’s pregnancy and maternity delayed West Side Story’s London debut until December 12, 1958.

Rivera’s career was summed up by Thomas Hischak: “In addition to being an outstanding dancer, Rivera possesses a charismatic stage presence, a wry sense of comedy, and a masterful way with a song.”18
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ROAD SHOW (2008)

(Previously Wise Guys, 1998–1999; Gold!, 2001–2002; and Bounce, 2003)
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Michael Jibson (Addison Mizner) and David Bedella (Wilson Mizner) in the 2011 London production of Road Show.
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Original New York Production (2008)


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: John Weidman

Director: John Doyle

Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Scenic Designer: John Doyle; Costume Designer: Ann Hould-Ward; Lighting Designer: Jane Cox; Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Sound Designer: Dan Moses Schreier; Musical Director: Mary-Mitchell Campbell

Producer: The Public Theater (Artistic Director: Oskar Eustis, Executive Director: Andrew D. Hamingson)

Cast: Addison Mizner (Alexander Gemignani), Wilson Mizner (Michael Cerveris), Hollis Bessemer (Claybourne Elder), Mama Mizner (Alma Cuervo), Papa Mizner (William Parry)

The original New York City limited-run production of Road Show at the Newman Theater of The Public Theater began with previews on October 28, 2008. It opened on November 18, 2008, and closed on December 28, 2008.





Overview

Despite high hopes from admirers and constant optimism from Sondheim and his collaborator, John Weidman, it took fourteen years to reach the final version of his eighteenth major show, ultimately titled Road Show and produced at New York City’s Public Theater in 2008. Strewn along that winding path were four distinct scripts, three directors, nine leading actors, many producers, designers, and conductors. Sondheim composed more than thirty songs for Wise Guys (1999), Gold! (2002), Bounce (2003), and Road Show (2008)—only six lasted through all the various incarnations.

Sondheim said those half-dozen numbers constituted a succinct storyline about brothers Addison and Wilson Mizner, real people whose shady escapades between 1890 and 1930 captured Sondheim’s attention in the early 1950s. The show’s various productions across more than a decade featured titles that attempted to distill a message: Wise Guys, Sondheim observed, was about opportunity vs. opportunism; Gold! was greed vs. morality; Bounce explored resilience and reinvention.

Ultimately, Road Show was about finding the road to one’s destiny. Although the show continued to be considered problematic by many Sondheim and Weidman were satisfied with its final destination.

Synopsis

Addison Mizner is on his deathbed; it’s 1933. Around him are trunks, packing crates, old furniture, and people from the past—the detritus of his varied and not entirely upright life. As he dies, his brother Wilson shows up. The people berate Addison for his wanton life (“Waste”). The brothers quarrel childishly about who is responsible for whose failures until Mama Mizner interrupts.

Suddenly the scene is the early 1890s, and it is Papa Mizner’s deathbed. He tells his sons that America is theirs for the taking (“It’s in Your Hands Now”) if they follow the correct “road.” After he dies, Mama informs Addison and Wilson that the family is broke. She expects them to do their part and points them to the Gold Rush in the Yukon (“Gold!”). The less adventurous Addison isn’t excited, but Wilson’s enthusiasm carries the pair off to Alaska.

They soon find themselves cold, unhappy, and with no good fortune. They share a sleeping bag and recall their childhood (“Brotherly Love”). While Addison works their claim, Wilson leaves for supplies, only to be drawn into a poker game with cardsharps (“The Game”). He catches on quickly and is winning when Addison finds him. He has struck gold, and Wilson persuades him to bet it. They win, but Papa Mizner’s ghost shows up to scold Addison. Wilson trades their claim for the saloon.

Addison, disgusted, takes his share and departs on an around-the-world trip. Traveling from Hawaii to Bombay to Hong Kong to Guatemala, he takes on a series of ill-advised business ventures (“Addison’s Trip”). Each one fails, leaving him with nothing but souvenirs that become the inspiration for his biggest venture: architecture. He creates a house to display his collection of knickknacks and realizes that he has an eye for design.

Meanwhile Wilson’s endeavors in Alaska have failed. He and Mama travel to New York City, where Addison is designing a pool house for Myra Yerkes, a wealthy widow. Wilson sweeps Myra off her feet and marries her, then quickly fritters her fortune away. He’s involved in risky ventures—fixed boxing matches and horse races—and awash in booze, dope, more women, and notoriety (“That Was a Year”).

Addison is left to care for ailing Mama and unable to convince Wilson to visit her or fund the pool house project. Mama apologizes for her prodigal son and marvels at his exploits (“Isn’t He Something!”). She dies just as Wilson finally shows up, high on drugs. He and Myra have split, meaning Addison’s commission is lost. He cruelly allows Wilson to discover Mama’s body, then throws his wastrel brother out of the house.

Learning that real estate is a hot commodity in Florida (“Land Boom!”), Addison heads there in search of affluent people desiring impressive homes. On the train to Palm Beach, he meets Hollis Bessemer, a handsome, sensitive, and wealthy young man recently disowned by his industrialist father. Although not an artist himself, Hollis dreams of creating an artists’ colony with financing he intends to secure from his aunt (“Talent”).

Addison charms Hollis’s aunt, who hires him as her architect. He designs an extraordinary house for her that’s the catalyst for a mansion-building competition (“You”). Hollis and Addison become both a successful business team and lovers (“The Best Thing That Ever Has Happened”).

Addison’s good fortune has a dark side, as he becomes addicted to cocaine. When Wilson shows up, sick and in desperate need, Addison is guarded about helping him. But when Wilson collapses (“The Game—Reprise”), Addison reluctantly takes him in. Wilson convinces Hollis to return to his earlier dream of an artists’ colony. Addison joins the endeavor to build a new utopian city, Boca Raton. Wilson will be the promoter, Hollis the funder, and Addison its chief architect (“Addison’s City”).

Wilson’s scheming nature is off and running again as he makes increasingly extravagant and fraudulent promises, creating a price bubble (“Boca Raton”). Finally, when Hollis puts on the brakes and tries to pull Addison back, the brothers join forces and oppose him. Hollis departs; Addison, realizing that Wilson has again conned him, orders his brother out of his life (“Get Out”). Wilson doubts Addison’s intentions, but leaves for good (“Go”).

Back at Addison’s deathbed, Wilson emerges again, understanding that he too has died. They bicker without conviction. Papa reappears; they ignore him and head down the road to eternity—“the greatest opportunity of all,” Wilson calls it. “Sooner or later,” he says, “we’re bound to get it right” (“Finale”).

Source and Book

Sondheim’s first show of the twenty-first century actually began in 1953 when he became fascinated with Addison and Wilson Mizner, adventurous scoundrels who flourished from the 1890s to the 1930s. However, producer David Merrick had already optioned Sondheim’s potential source, Alva Johnston’s biography, The Legendary Mizners (1953), planning for Irving Berlin to compose the score. It never happened, but six years later when Merrick let Sondheim know the rights were available, he had moved on to other projects.

In 1994 when Sondheim and playwright John Weidman, his bookwriter for Pacific Overtures and Assassins, sought new topics for collaboration, Sondheim mentioned the fascinating, if often unsavory, Mizners. In truth, although they appealed to Sondheim, they were not ideal subjects for a musical: neither Addison nor Wilson was very likeable.

Addison (1872–1933), the elder brother, was a poor student, unlucky businessman, and world traveler fascinated with Spanish art and architecture. He collected artifacts to resell at considerable profit and to decorate the ostentatious homes he designed in South Florida. His younger brother Wilson Mizner (1876–1933) was fundamentally a swindler, but perhaps one of the most creative and multifaceted con artists in American history. He and Addison worked as gold miners in the Yukon in the 1890s; he became a saloonkeeper there, but also worked as a prizefighter and the manager of a welterweight champion, a card sharp, a Broadway playwright and a Hollywood hack, an oft-cited wit, a drunk, a cocaine addict, and a womanizer. As an entrepreneur, Wilson was the central character in the Florida boom-and-bust of the 1920s. Sondheim called him “someone with too many talents and too few principles.”19

Comparing the pair, Sondheim called “Wilson the unashamedly public lover of heiresses and celebrities, Addison the closeted homosexual; Wilson the addicted gambler with underworld connections, Addison the obsessed social climber; Wilson the irresponsible cheat and lowlife, Addison the grandiose but moral artist; Wilson the destroyer, Addison the dreamer; Wilson the leader, Addison the follower.”20 Opposites in so many ways, they constantly lived life in one another’s orbits. They both saw the world as “a community of suckers,”21 and they died within two months of each other.

They were perfect metaphors for “two divergent aspects of American energy: the builder and the squanderer, the visionary and the promoter, the conformist and the maverick, the idealistic planner and the restless cynic, the one who uses things and the one who uses them up.”22

The musical drew on the actual lives of the brothers, but Sondheim and Weidman expanded, adapted, and embroidered their stories and adventures in many ways. Hollis Bessemer is a fictitious character, based on Addison’s friend Paris Singer. (In Wise Guys the character used that name; he was renamed in Bounce and Road Show.) Singer was neither a homosexual nor Addison’s lover. Addison was gay, but extremely closeted; in fact, there is no evidence he ever had a lover.

Wilson played a role in the Boca Raton fiasco, but not to the extent portrayed in the show. He married a rich widow who quickly divorced him, but she was never Addison’s client. Addison did not blame Wilson for his problems, and their mother did not send them to the Yukon to mine gold. Addison traveled extensively, but not around the world, and he did not launch numerous unsuccessful businesses. The use of souvenirs as the inspiration for his career as an architect is imaginative, but not true.

The Mizner brothers intrigued Weidman, but it was their journey that really attracted him, “the context in which they operated. They started out as teenagers in the Yukon Gold Rush, as far northwest as they could go, and they ended up in Florida for another kind of ‘gold rush,’ the land boom in the 1920s, as far southeast as they could go. I like that. They covered the country.”23

Weidman and Sondheim began working on the show in 1996, having received a $100,000 commission from the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. Wise Guys, the show’s first title, had a reading in New York in March 1997, featuring Victor Garber as Wilson and Patrick Quinn as Addison. Sondheim called the show a musical comedy and said it would use vaudeville techniques, since the brothers’ lives paralleled the rise and fall of that entertainment form, from the 1890s to the 1930s. “It’s going to be very fast and, I think, funny,” he said.24

Wise Guys’ second reading in November 1997 again used Garber as Wilson; Nathan Lane stepped into the Addison role. Early in 1998, British director Sam Mendes came on board. Sondheim and Weidman liked his 1992 revival of Assassins, the opening production for London’s Donmar Warehouse, as well as Mendes’s 1996 revival of Company there. (Before his 1998 production of Kander and Ebb’s Cabaret on Broadway, he was not yet well known in New York. In 2003 he staged the 2003 Broadway revival of Gypsy with Bernadette Peters.) At the same time Mendes was working on Wise Guys, he was embarking on his first feature film, the Academy Award-winning American Beauty (1999).

By the fall of 1998, a Broadway production was projected for the 1999–2000 season. (A Kennedy Center production was no longer planned.) Mendes oversaw two readings of the show, one in October 1998 and another in April 1999. Wise Guys was still intended by Sondheim and Weidman to be “a fast-paced, vaudeville-tinged musical comedy.”25

Dividing his attention between several projects, Mendes was not fully focused on Wise Guys. But with Sondheim and Weidman’s approval, he tinkered with the show in preparation for a three-week workshop at the New York Theatre Workshop (October 29 to November 20, 1999), the small off-Broadway theater in the East Village where Jonathan Larson developed Rent. Mendes made the show a “weightier, less exuberant experience,” Sondheim observed. “The piece became more earnest and sober, and perhaps stronger, although some of its giddiness and bounce (yes) was lost in the process.”26

The workshop, still featuring Garber and Lane, had a limited audience, but there was considerable publicity, and artistic differences became evident. “Mendes saw the show as a dark look at the American dream going awry; Sondheim and Weidman intended a picaresque romp in musical comedy style. No critics wrote about the three-week workshop run, but word was out that Wise Guys was a misfire. It looked as though it would be abandoned for good.”27 On November 26, 1999, Wise Guys’ planned Broadway opening on April 27, 2000 was cancelled.

In March 2000 Harold Prince was named the production’s director, his first collaboration with Sondheim since the failure of Merrily We Roll Along two decades earlier. He suggested several significant changes, especially adding a female leading character and making the show a more traditional romantic musical comedy. Prince had a working relationship with Chicago’s Goodman Theatre, and an agreement was struck for a full-fledged tryout there in 2002.

Another interruption delayed the production. Sondheim and Weidman brought a lawsuit against producer Scott Rudin on November 20, 2001. (He had invested in two Broadway productions of Sondheim shows: Passion in 1994 and the revival of Forum in 1996.) He provided $160,000 to support the workshop of Wise Guys in 1999 and claimed that his investment gave him rights to the show if it were to be commercially produced. Rudin sent a cease-and-desist order to Prince as plans were being made for the Goodman production; Sondheim and Weidman’s suit led to a temporary restraining order in December 2001 that prevented him from interfering with the Chicago production, which was retitled Gold! during this period.

Rudin countersued citing fraud and breach of contract, seeking $8 million in damages. An out-of-court settlement was reached and announced on February 1, 2002, agreeing that Rudin would be reimbursed $160,000 if the show would ever be produced commercially. (The Goodman, a nonprofit theater, was not a commercial producer.) The legal wrangling forced the postponement of the Goodman production to the summer of 2003.

Prince, Weidman, and Sondheim decided a new title was in order: Bounce. “The abiding message of the show is that the best of America is pioneering—that we have an uncommon resilience and the ability to reinvent ourselves,” Prince announced. “We believe [that the title] Bounce reflects that.” Sondheim later added, “I’ve always been fond of the word ‘bounce’ for its near onomatopoeic sound (and it’s not too hard to rhyme—for a chorus or two), so Bounce it became.”28 It was also suggested that the title Wise Guys led to a mistaken assumption that it was a musical about mobsters.

Prince’s Chicago production of Bounce featured Richard Kind as Addison and Howard McGillin as Wilson. Michelle Pawk was Nellie, the new female role that Prince wanted. Veteran screen star Jane Powell was cast as Mama, and Herndon Lackey was Papa. Prince recruited Eugene Lee, who provided scenic design for Sweeney Todd and Merrily We Roll Along, to add humor, showmanship, and vaudevillian levity to the production.

Although Sondheim called Bounce “just a modest little musical comedy,” many expected it to move to Broadway after the Chicago tryout. But tepid reviews there as well as for the October–November 2003 transfer to the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC, spelled the end of Bounce, although Nonesuch Records did produce a cast recording.

Some believed Bounce was the final chapter, but Sondheim and Weidman were neither satisfied nor finished. They invited Eric Schaeffer (director of numerous Sondheim shows at Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, and artistic director of the 2002 Sondheim Celebration at the Kennedy Center) to stage a new draft of the show that reverted its focus to the brothers. It had a one-night reading in February 2006 at New York City’s Public Theater (Richard Kind again played Addison; Marc Kudisch was Wilson; Bernadette Peters was Mama; John Cullum was Papa; and Gavin Creel was Hollis). Sondheim and Weidman remained dissatisfied, but some insightful dramaturgical comments from Oskar Eustis, The Public’s artistic director, sent them in search of a new director to focus the show more concisely.

They found him in John Doyle, the British director who had achieved noteworthy and award-winning success with reworked and reduced Broadway productions of Sweeney Todd and Company. Sondheim characterized Doyle “an imaginative inventor with a probing critical attitude.” Doyle saw what the show “was trying to say about America with the objective, yet sympathetic, eye of a foreigner,” and that was a perspective Sondheim liked. The director also recognized the need for “compression, to give it the kind of pace that defines the American image: speedy, impatient, determined, brash and humorous.”29

Sondheim and Weidman allowed Doyle to trim some scenes significantly and to reposition sections of songs. “He made the scenes catapult into each other,” Sondheim said, “sometimes staging one so that its final tableau became part of the next, which gave the show a flow so swift that it verged on the surreal, leaving the audience a little breathless and having to catch up.”30

Sondheim recognized that Doyle employed the principle of “Less Is More.” He and Weidman rewrote accordingly, reconceiving the show as a one-act play resembling “an express train,”31 and giving the work its fourth and final title, Road Show. The production had a limited run at The Public Theater, October 28–December 28, 2008.

The revised 95-minute production focused on a very basic issue: Was the show a comedy or a tragedy? Sondheim’s Mizners, the so-called “wise guys,” were first conceived of as a vaudeville team (reminiscent of the Bob Hope-Bing Crosby Road movies). In Road Show, their story focused on the cynicism and sadness inherent in their lives, viewed from a kind of limbo—an unending road.

Doyle also staged Road Show’s London premiere (2011). The show never made it to Broadway, but it had a well-received production by Chicago Shakespeare Theater (2014). “Perhaps it always will be greeted dismissively,” Sondheim wrote, concluding his four-part dissertation (more than 100 pages) in Look, I Made a Hat, “and perhaps my fondness for it and my pride in it exemplify the parent’s defensive love of the homelier child, but what matters to me is that John and I finally got the show we wanted. The last line of the show proved to be prophetic.” That line: “Sooner or later we’re bound to get it right.”

Creative Team

For his 2008 production of Road Show, director John Doyle took the opposite approach to Hal Prince’s for Bounce, simplifying and streamlining the physical production for the non-profit, off-Broadway Public Theater—compressing two acts into one and removing an hour’s worth of material from Bounce. The result was a chamber musical with just seventeen numbers (Bounce had twenty-one), newly orchestrated by Jonathan Tunick and conducted by Mary-Mitchell Campbell, who partnered with Doyle for Company. She reveled in working with Sondheim and his complex scores: “You know the lyrics, music, and story are going to be working together. Getting inside the character’s head is so crucial to understanding the score. His sensibility and voice are so distinct and profound.”32

Also an experienced designer, Doyle used nothing more than a wall of suitcases and trunks to symbolize the Mizners’ peripatetic journeys. As he had done with his productions of Sweeney Todd and Company, his organic rehearsal process engaged the entire cast instead of a director-driven vision, and his London-fringe style delivered a barebones production instead of Broadway slickness. It became “an anti-romantic one-act chamber musical with an unhappy ending.”33

Prince’s Chicago/Washington, DC, production of Bounce in 2003 used Eugene Lee as its scenic designer, the same role he had filled for Sweeney Todd and Merrily We Roll Along, and numerous other Prince productions. He called his set for Bounce “simple, like an old Ethel Merman musical. It’s little painted drops that come down, and, when someone needs a table, they stick a tabletop in a slot in the drop. It’s the simplest, most primitive thing in the world.”34

Cast and Characters

All of Wise Guys’ readings and its workshop (1997–1999) featured Victor Garber as ne’er-do-well Wilson; after the first reading, Nathan Lane played the more staid, awkward Addison. When the show evolved into Bounce (2003), Richard Kind became Addison, and Howard McGillin was Wilson. (McGillin played Paris Singer in several readings of Wise Guys.) Faith Prince, a Tony Award winner, was initially recruited to play Nellie in Bounce, but she became unavailable and was replaced by another Tony winner, Michelle Pawk. Bounce’s cast also included film veteran Jane Powell (Mama Mizner, a role somewhat resembling Gypsy’s unstoppable stage mother, Rose), William Parry (Papa Mizner), and Gavin Creel (Hollis Bessemer).

In 2008 Doyle assembled a whole new set of actors for his staging of Road Show. Two Sondheim veterans played the brothers: Wilson was played by Michael Cerveris, and Andrew Gemignani was Addison. Cerveris won a Tony as John Wilkes Booth in the Broadway debut of Assassins (2004) and picked up a nomination as title character in Doyle’s Sweeney Todd revival (2006). Gemignani, the son of Sondheim’s frequent music director, Paul Gemignani, was in both of those productions, especially memorable as John Hinckley in Assassins. Both actors were cast in productions during the Kennedy Center’s 2002 Sondheim Celebration. Cerveris excelled as Wilson, displaying “a dangerous, feral charm”35 according to the New York Times’ Ben Brantley. Gemignani gave Addison “vulnerability and ego,” per Elysa Gardner in USA Today.36

Musical Numbers


	“Waste”—The Company

	“It’s in Your Hands Now”—Papa

	“Gold!”*—The Company

	“Brotherly Love”—Addison, Wilson

	“The Game”*—Wilson

	“Addison’s Trip”*—The Company

	“That Was a Year”—The Company

	“Isn’t He Something!”—Mama

	“Land Boom”—Real Estate Agent

	“Talent”—Hollis

	“You”—The Company

	“The Best Thing That Ever Has Happened”—Addison, Hollis

	“The Game (reprise)”—Wilson

	“Addison’s City”—Addison, Hollis, and Wilson

	“Boca Raton”*—The Company

	“Get Out of My Life”*—Addison

	“Go”*—Wilson

	Finale—Addison and Wilson



*Number appeared in Wise Guys, Bounce, and Road Show.



Score

The music in Road Show was more a collection of songs suited to specific moments in the story than the coherent, cohesively conceived score that many fans came to expect from Sondheim shows. That could be an explanation for the show’s mixed reviews, even though the songs are as artfully composed as any Sondheim has written. The music in Road Show resembled his earlier work, perhaps A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. Of course, Sondheim first imagined telling the Mizners’ story a decade earlier than Forum, and perhaps that’s why the show feels like a less mature throwback.

Jonathan Tunick did his usual masterful job with orchestrations for each incarnation of the show: For Bounce in 2003, as captured in the Nonesuch cast recording, he used two French horns, two trumpets, a trombone, a conventional keyboard, bass and drums, and four strings. In one interview he suggested that was about “half the orchestra that was considered standard in, what shall we say, the good old days?”37

From Wise Guys through Bounce and finishing with Road Show, Sondheim composed approximately thirty songs. Many came and went, and quite a few were adapted. But six survived more or less intact through each production: “Gold!,” “Addison’s Trip,” “The Game,” the Boca Raton sequence, “Get Out of My Life,” and “Go.” In Look, I Made a Hat Sondheim suggested that these numbers as a set constituted “a microcosm of the story: the boys setting out on their own, Addison discovering what he wants out of life; Wilson discovering what he wants out of life; their partnership, their dissolution, their reunion.”38

Some observations about specific songs in Road Show:


The melody of Papa Mizner’s “It’s in Your Hands Now” was first intended as the musical opener for Assassins, where it was titled “Flag Song.” It was abandoned for that show, but Sondheim recycled it for the father’s somber instructions for his sons’ future lives.

Road Show’s opener, “Waste,” was first composed as Bounce’s title song. In 2008, with new lyrics, its jaunty tone was stripped away as various characters added their sarcastic voices to the brothers’ self-critical examinations of their lives.

“Gold!” is one of the songs that appeared in each version of the show. It sounds something like Assassins’ “The Ballad of Czolgosz,” perhaps because the Klondike gold rush (1896–1899) and McKinley’s assassination (1901) were close together in time. The song about newfound opportunities for wealth features a three-note figure for the repeated phrase “get-rich-quick.”

“Brotherly Love” was a brief song added when Road Show was in previews. Sondheim wanted to give “the brothers a moment of closeness which they had never had before, a moment which informs everything that subsequently happens between them.”39 In Doyle’s compressed production, Wilson and Addison became the show’s focal point and primary love story, and this song established their relationship early on.

“The Game,” another of the half-dozen surviving songs, portrays a man totally lost in the emotional high of gambling. Money was merely a byproduct: Wilson’s true addiction was to risk.40

“Addison’s Trip,” the extended musical set piece charting his journey of self-discovery, is an additive, multipart song, similar to Merrily’s “Opening Doors” and Night Music’s “A Weekend in the Country.” It reflects the Bob Hope/Bing Crosby Road movies that inspired Sondheim and Weidman when they began work on Wise Guys. Sondheim calls it “the crucial song of the show,”41 adding “it establishes Addison’s motive to become an architect and thus leads directly to the events of act two.” The number is full of musical humor: the Hawaiian interlude mixes island and cowboy music; the Asian section is based on the pentatonic scale (similar to one Sondheim used in Pacific Overtures’ score); the Guatemalan interlude employs a rumba rhythm Sondheim used elsewhere.42

“The Best Thing That Ever Has Happened” was created for Bounce as a love song between Wilson and Nellie, the romantic character that Prince added to the show. (It’s very much in the style of Harold Arlen, a song composer whom Sondheim admired.) For Road Show, the song became a passionate, romantic exchange between Addison and Hollis, a first-time depiction in a Sondheim show of a same-sex relationship. Elysa Gardner, writing for USA Today, called the number “the kind of love song that maybe only Sondheim could write, at once wary and exuberant, cleverly flirting with sentimentality and soaring above it.”43

The “Boca Raton” sequence appeared in all versions of the show, although in keeping with the speed and compression of Doyle’s production, it was reduced by half from Bounce. Another song about “getting rich quick,” it’s a good example of summing-up numbers often used by Sondheim, such as the final shooting gallery sequence in Assassins, Dot’s reappearance at the end of Sunday, and the final ballad in Sweeney Todd.

Wise Guys, Bounce, and Road Show each used “Get Out of My Life,” sung by Addison, and Wilson’s response, “Go,” as the closing numbers.



Reviews and Reactions

Numerous diverse—and often conflicting—critical opinions were expressed about Bounce and Road Show. (Critics were not invited to the readings or workshop of Wise Guys.) In Chicago, Bounce was positioned as a “work in progress.” Sondheim had rewritten about a third of the score of Wise Guys’ 1999 workshop and replaced several songs.

Reviews of Bounce by Chicago writers were respectful but generally unenthusiastic. For the Chicago Tribune Michael Phillips wrote, “… the wit, melodic spice and stylistic brinksmanship distinguishing Sondheim’s musical theater career, across hugely important shows and minor ones, leave you unprepared for the dispiriting mildness of Bounce, Sondheim’s first new show since Passion nine years ago … The show lacks its titular ingredient. It’s not edgy enough in its love/hate brotherly dynamic and exploration of American rapaciousness, and it’s not funny enough to be a full-bodied musical comedy. It’s eh.”44

Doyle’s Road Show also received mixed reactions. In the New York Times, Ben Brantley suggested, “The problem is that this musical’s travelogue structure precludes its digging deep. It hints at dark and shimmering glories beneath the surface that it never fully mines. Like its leading characters, Road Show doesn’t quite know what to do with the riches at its disposal.”45 The often downbeat John Simon, writing for Bloomberg News, proclaimed, “Road Show is unable to make the Mizners as fascinating as they doubtless were. It remains a seriously ailing proposition for which Doyle has served as overeager gravedigger.”46

Chris Jones, who wrote about Bounce in 2003 for the Chicago Tribune, was more forgiving when he reviewed Road Show in 2008, citing the differences between the two shows. “Gone is the vaudevillian gestalt, the woman stuck between the brothers, the second act and many of the songs, including what was once the title number. In their place in John Doyle’s new, simpler production are two better-cast actors in the skilled persons of Michael Cerveris and Alexander Gemignani, many deeper individual moments, a newer emphasis on personal relationships and a minimalist concept that looks more like one of those City Center skeletal stagings.”47 These changes, Jones said, were positive developments.

He felt the music was the show’s most memorable aspect. “Then as now, the show contains more infectiously beautiful, curious and resonant music and lyrics than any listener has a right to expect. It has found its final resting place as a rich song suite, with mostly pleasurable theatrical eccentricities. No more, no less.”48

David Rosenberg, writing for Back Stage, said, “After 56 years, four titles, three directors, numerous readings, one New York workshop and two out-of-town engagements, Stephen Sondheim’s latest musical has finally arrived. Was it worth the wait? Of course. Is it an improvement over previous incarnations? Well, no, not exactly.”49

There were partisans. Writing for the Philadelphia Inquirer, Toby Zinman called Road Show “a thoroughly contemporary and deeply thoughtful entertainment” and described it as “wonderfully surprising and enjoyable, and provocative in many ways.”50 Charles McNulty’s Los Angeles Times review said the show was “one of the most compelling chamber musicals I’ve seen in ages,” although he qualified it as “a relatively minor addition to the Sondheim canon.”51 For USA Today, Elysa Gardner gave the production four stars and praised it as a “taut, thrilling new musical.”52

Perhaps Michael Feingold offered the best appraisal in the Village Voice: “Road Show may disappoint; Sondheim never does.”53

Other Significant Productions


Wise Guys (First private reading at Raw Space in New York City, March 27, 1997). It was supervised by Lori Steinberg with a draft of the full script and two long musical numbers.

Wise Guys (Second private reading, November 8, 1997). Again overseen by Lori Steinberg. Most of the numbers of the first act were complete. Paul Gemignani was the musical director with David Evans as accompanist.

Wise Guys (Third private reading, November 1, 1998). By this time the show had a complete score. It was directed by Sam Mendes, with Paul Gemignani as the musical director and Paul Ford as accompanist. All readings were produced by Ira Weitzman, with Scott Rudin, Roger Berlind, Dodger Endemol Theatricals, and the Kennedy Center. The cast included Garber and Lane; Mama was played by Debra Monk; Howard McGillin was Paris Singer.

Wise Guys (Fourth private reading at Dodger Theatricals, April 30, 1999). Directed by Sam Mendes. Garber, Lane, and Monk continued their previous roles; Michael Hall took over the role of Paris Singer. The show contained about fifteen musical numbers at this point.

Wise Guys (New York Theatre Workshop, October 29–November 20, 1999). Sam Mendes directed the workshop at this East Village off-Broadway theater. Garber and Lane continued to play Addison and Wilson; Candy Buckley was Mama; William Parry was Papa; Michael Hall was Paris Singer. Artistic disagreements between Sondheim, Weidman, and Mendes resulted in an outing generally considered a failure. On November 26, 1999, it was announced that the Broadway production, scheduled to open on April 27, 2000, had been canceled.

Bounce at Chicago’s Goodman Theatre (June 30–August 10, 2003; forty-seven regular performances); Eisenhower Theatre at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC (October 30–November 16, 2003, thirty-two regular performances). Directed by Harold Prince; David Caddick was the music director, using Jonathan Tunick’s orchestrations (Robert Lindsey Nassif did the dance arrangements); Michael Arnold was the choreographer; Eugene Lee was the scenic designer; Miguel Angel Huidor was the costume designer; Howard Binkley designed lighting and Duncan Robert Edwards handled sound design. Cast included Richard Kind (Addison), Howard McGillin (Wilson), Michelle Pawk (Nellie), Jane Powell (Mama), Herndon Lackey (Papa), and Gavin Creel (Hollis Bessemer).

Road Show (London premiere at Menier Chocolate Factory, July 6–September 18, 2011). Directed by John Doyle, musical director: Catherine Jayes. The cast included Michael Jibson (Addison), David Bedella (Wilson), Jon Robyns (Hollis), Gillian Bevan (Mama), and Glyn Kerslake (Papa).

Road Show (Chicago Shakespeare Theater in the “Upstairs at Chicago Shakespeare” space, March 13–May 4, 2014). Directed by Gary Griffin, associate artistic director at Chicago Shakespeare. Cast of eleven (six fewer than in Doyle’s New York staging). This well-received production of Road Show offered the material a second chance in Chicago after Bounce failed to live up to its title. Cast included Michael Aaron Lindner (Addison) and Andrew Rothenberg (Wilson). John Olson, commenting on the production for the Sondheim Review, wrote: “Director Griffin’s production made the case that Road Show ought to be more than a footnote in Sondheim’s catalog.”54



Recordings


Road Show Original New York Cast Recording. February 23, 2009, at Avatar Studios in New York City. Recording (PS Classics 518940–2, 64:48 minutes) produced by Tommy Krasker; recorded and mixed by Tom Lazarus, edited and mastered by Bart Migal. Executive producer Sean Patrick Flahaven provided liner notes and a synopsis. While the orchestration for the Road Show recording is slimmer than Bounce, the emotional complexity of Wilson and Addison comes through strongly, thanks to performances by Michael Cerveris and Alexander Gemignani. Road Show has a darker and richer tone than Bounce, and critic Steven Suskin called the recording “new, vibrant, and refreshing.”

Bounce Original Cast Recording. It’s unusual for a show to produce a cast recording when it closes out of town as Bounce did, failing to move to Broadway after being presented in Washington, DC, in November 2003. However, this one was recorded on November 10, 2003, at NPR Studios in Washington, DC, just a few days before Bounce’s performance. Recording (Nonesuch 79830–2, 73:22 minutes) produced by Tommy Krasker and Robert Hurwitz. Engineered by Tom Lazarus. David Caddick was the musical director. An additional recording at The Enchanted Cottage, Los Angeles, was engineered by Thomas Griep.
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ROBERTS, FLORA (1921–1998)

Flora Roberts, the theatrical agent who discovered, nurtured, and supported numerous artists including Stephen Sondheim, was born in the Bronx in 1921. Aspiring to be an opera singer, she studied at the Manhattan School of Music and Hunter College. Her voice was too small for professional success, but she became a diva in other ways: She was a large woman, fond of oversized red hats, who burst with energy and underscored her judgments “with a gravelly voice that approached that of a basso profundo.”55 She transferred her love of singing to torch songs, with which she often entertained her friends.

Roberts had an uncanny eye for talent. Sondheim was her longest-running client. She advised him from his earliest days as a professional, when he was writing songs for Saturday Night in 1954. Three years later she reinforced Oscar Hammerstein’s encouragement for Sondheim to work on West Side Story. When he complained that he had never been poor or known anyone who was Puerto Rican, she set him straight: “I told him not to think in those terms. They are star-crossed lovers. They are underprivileged and the haves and have-nots have more to do with their psyches than their economics.”56

Roberts often made astute recommendations regarding Sondheim’s works in progress. During Company’s 1970 Boston tryout, she suggested moving the song “Side by Side by Side” from late in the second act to the opening of the act “to serve as a progress report on Bobby’s status with his married friends.”57 She didn’t care much for the Quintet in A Little Night Music: “The first time I saw those lieder singers, I became very impatient. I came in and said, ‘Who are those klutzes?’ Steve’s original idea for them of having them all around the piano was fine, but they just never worked out too well.”58

When Sondheim saw Christopher Bond’s pot-boiling rendition of Sweeney Todd in London in 1973 and hoped to musicalize it, Roberts handled the negotiations. “I remember being terrified of her (I still am),” wrote Bond in his introduction to the libretto of Sweeney Todd. “She reminded me of a cross between Mae West and Lady Bracknell. She was extremely direct and straightforward.”59 She convinced Bond to allow Sondheim to adapt his play, and Sondheim dedicated his Sweeney to Roberts and her sister Janet.

Roberts was far more than simply a business negotiator. She had sound theatrical insights, and she never hesitated to make her opinions heard. She anticipated the problems with Merrily We Roll Along. “I worried that the reason the play didn’t work originally [with its backwards chronology] might hurt the musical as well. And when they began to realize some of their errors, they never had time to change them. The concept had to be rethought. So it really should have been tried out in Boston.”60 But it wasn’t, and Merrily’s fate suffered the consequences.

Roberts had significant impact on the careers of many other theater artists. “When she believed in someone,” wrote Mel Gussow in her New York Times obituary, “she devoted herself wholeheartedly to nurturing the career of that client.”61 Lincoln Center’s Andre Bishop said Roberts had “a real ability to think like a producer, feel like an artist, and act like an agent.”62

Three works by Roberts’s clients received Pulitzer Prizes: D. L. Coburn for The Gin Game (1977), Sondheim’s Sunday in the Park with George (1984), and Alfred Uhry’s Driving Miss Daisy (1987). In fact, Roberts suggested Uhry write that play (which also became an Academy Award–winning movie in 1989) when he was contemplating a miniseries for television. She supported the careers of playwrights Lillian Hellman, Arthur Miller, and Tina Howe, as well as Broadway composers Maury Weston (Titanic) and Sherman Edwards (1776). She also represented director and choreographer Susan Stroman and lighting designer Jennifer Tipton.

Roberts was frequently approached to join major talent agencies, but she remained independent and loyal. “I really love most of my clients. That’s a privilege when you’re on your own.”63

Roberts was also a fan of horseracing, a form of gambling as chancy as theater. She once bet on a horse named “Comedy Tonight” because Sondheim wrote a song with that title for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. She bet on the horse to show, and indeed it did.64

Roberts died at age 77 of congestive heart failure on December 12, 1998.
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ROBBINS, JEROME (1918–1998)
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Choreographer and director Jerome Robbins.
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One of the twentieth century’s most prolific and admired choreographers, he created classical ballets (he was involved with sixty-six memorable works), as well as fifteen Broadway musicals (as director, choreographer, or both), and several movies. He was characterized as “the foremost practitioner of ‘integrated’ Broadway choreography—dancing that filled in character and advanced plot.”65 He was imperious and tyrannical in many ways, yet many performers said he brought out their best work.

Jerome Wilson Rabinowitz was born on October 11, 1918, at the Jewish Maternity Hospital on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. His father was Harry Rabinowitz, a Polish immigrant; his mother was Lena (Rips) Rabinowitz. When he was a child, the family moved to Weehawken, New Jersey, where his father and an uncle founded the Comfort Corset Company. They had numerous show business connections, including vaudeville performers and theater owners. The family changed its surname to Robbins in the 1940s.

Robbins attended New York University in 1935–1936 to study chemistry or journalism, but family finances could not support him, and he was not a serious student. Unwilling to work in the corset factory, he pursued his early aptitude for music, dancing, and theatrics and landed an apprenticeship with Senya Gluck-Sandor’s experimental Dance Center. He was in the Broadway choruses of Great Lady (1938), Stars in Your Eyes (1939), and Keep Off the Grass (1940), the latter choreographed by George Balanchine. He displayed a talent for conveying character, comedy, and storytelling in dance.

In 1940 he joined the Ballet Theatre and quickly became a recognized solo performer, especially for his performance as the tragic puppet in Petroushka (1942). But he felt stifled by the company’s Russian-influenced repertory and was eager to develop his own work about American subjects. Leonard Bernstein, not yet a well-known composer, created a score for Robbins’s warmly received 1944 dance production, Fancy Free, about three American sailors on shore leave in New York City during World War II. Following its extremely popular reception at the Metropolitan Opera House—it received two dozen curtain calls—the work was quickly expanded into the musical comedy On the Town later the same year, with a book and lyrics by Bernstein’s friends Betty Comden and Adolph Greene. In 1948 Robbins won his first Tony Award for the Keystone Kops choreography he created for the musical High Button Shoes, composed by Jule Styne.

In 1949 Robbins left Ballet Theatre to join George Balanchine’s newly established New York City Ballet and almost immediately became its associate artistic director, creating memorable works including The Guests (1949, score by Marc Blitzstein), Age of Anxiety (1951, score by Bernstein), and The Cage (1951, score by Stravinsky). Robbins’s collaboration with Balanchine encouraged his natural genius. He also continued working on Broadway, choreographing Irving Berlin’s Miss Liberty (1949) and Call Me Madam (1950, starring Ethel Merman) and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The King and I (1952).

In 1953, in the midst of the McCarthy era, Robbins testified before the House Un-American Activities Committee that he had been a member of the Communist Party in the 1930s. Likely coerced with threats to expose his homosexuality, he named eight others whom he claimed had also been members. He was denounced by many in the theatrical community for this action and condemned by many members of his own family. Robbins’s handling of his testimony (and his guilty feelings) hung over him for the rest of his life.

His theatrical career continued to flourish as he staged the all-American Ford fiftieth anniversary show (1953) starring Mary Martin and Ethel Merman; directed Broadway’s The Pajama Game (1954, produced by Harold Prince); conceived, directed, and choreographed Peter Pan (1954) starring Mary Martin; directed Aaron Copland’s opera The Tender Land (1954); staged and co-choreographed (with Bob Fosse) the Broadway musical Bells Are Ringing (1956); and choreographed the film of The King and I (1956). In the same period, he choreographed two memorable ballet works: Afternoon of a Faun (1953) and the send-up The Concert (1956).

In the late 1940s Robbins had imagined a show initially called East Side Story. It was a Romeo and Juliet–inspired musical featuring a Capulet-versus-Montague-styled feud between Jews and Catholics in New York City. Teaming with Leonard Bernstein, lyricist Stephen Sondheim, and playwright Arthur Laurents, Robbins’s show evolved into West Side Story (1957), made memorable in particular by his street-smart choreography. He directed the production in a tyrannical manner. On the first day of rehearsal, he described the stage to the cast as a battleground. Carol Lawrence, the original Maria, said, “You were never allowed to walk on that stage except at his request; he was an absolute dictator.”66 She added that he “deliberately tried to foment animosity, antagonism, between the two opposing gangs, both onstage and off. They weren’t allowed to eat together. They were not supposed to socialize.”67

Sondheim respected volatile Robbins: “Jerry just breathed theater,” he told an interviewer. He often attacked the person least able to defend himself. Sondheim was the youngest member of the West Side Story creative team; at one point, Robbins made insulting remarks about his lyrics in front of everyone. “It just froze me for twenty-four hours,”68 Sondheim recalled. But he also learned an important lesson from Robbins about crafting characters. He pushed Sondheim for an explanation of what Tony was doing while singing “Maria”: After an insistent line of questioning, he told Sondheim, “You stage it.” Sondheim realized that Robbins wanted it to be integrated into the dramatic action. Thereafter he plotted and planned most of the songs he wrote.69

Robbins’s relentless perfectionism and imperious behavior ultimately led to his firing as codirector of the 1961 film of West Side Story. Despite that, he shared the Academy Award for direction with Robert Wise and won one personally for the film’s choreography.

In 1959, Robbins staged Gypsy, working again with Laurents, Styne, Sondheim, and Ethel Merman. He also began to direct plays: Arthur Kopit’s Oh, Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma’s Hung You in the Closet and I’m Feelin’ So Sad in 1962 and a 1963 production of Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children, starring Anne Bancroft. He did not receive billing credit for work he did to reshape Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962) and Styne’s Funny Girl (1964) with Barbara Streisand. In 1964 he staged Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick’s Fiddler on the Roof, earning a pair of 1965 Tonys for his direction and choreography. In 1965 he staged Stravinsky’s immense Les Noces for American Ballet Theatre.

Robbins returned to City Ballet in 1969 and staged a series of noteworthy productions: Dances at a Gathering (1969), In the Night (1970), The Goldberg Variations (1971), and Watermill (1972). He collaborated with Balanchine on two Stravinsky masterpieces, Firebird (1970) and Pulcinella (1972). He turned to musical theater once more with Jerome Robbins’ Broadway (1989), winning his fifth Tony Award; that production included “Comedy Tonight” from Sondheim’s Forum, a number for which he had not been recognized since he was an unofficial “doctor” for that 1962 production.

Although Robbins received numerous awards honoring his ingenious creativity, he was rarely satisfied with his success. Despite a bicycle accident in the 1990s and open-heart surgery in 1995, he continued to make dances, even after he began to have symptoms of a form of Parkinson’s disease. At the age of seventy-nine, not long after working on a revival of Les Noces for New York City Ballet, he suffered a massive stroke and died July 29, 1998.

Robbins never married or had children. His estate of approximately $30 million became the Jerome Robbins Foundation, which supported artists, arts organizations, and AIDS charities, as well as the New York Public Library’s dance archive, the largest in the world. Despite his stern demeanor, his legacy was the joy of movement. He once told Irving Berlin, “Give me something to dance about and I’ll dance it.”70 That was his life.
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RODGERS, MARY (1931–2014)

Composer, children’s author, and screenwriter Mary Rodgers was born on January 11, 1931. Her father was the legendary composer Richard Rodgers; her mother was Dorothy Bell (Feiner) Rodgers. Meryle Secrest’s 2001 biography of Richard Rodgers revealed him to be an alcoholic and a serial philanderer, tormented by phobias; he was also a musical genius who had little time for his wife or his children.

Mary Rodgers had one sister, Linda, who was four years younger. Mary attended Brearley, a private school in Manhattan for gifted girls, studied music (but not composition) at the Mannes School before going to Wellesley College to major in music. She wrote music for campus musicals.

Rodgers and Sondheim met as teenagers: She was 14, he was 15, and they were guests at Oscar Hammerstein’s farm in Doylestown, Pennsylvania. She told Secrest (who was also Sondheim’s biographer) that she was dazzled when he played some of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue on the piano. “I just knew that this was an incredibly talented person with an incredible musical sensitivity and was the smartest person I had ever met in my whole life.”71 She confessed to having a crush on him for the rest of summer, but he never returned those feelings.

They both attended her father’s and Hammerstein’s production of Carousel in 1945, and in 1949 at the opening of South Pacific, she introduced Sondheim to Harold Prince, his future producer and director. In 1950 Rodgers and Sondheim were summer interns at Westport Country Playhouse in Connecticut. She went with Sondheim to see West Side Story during its 1957 tryout in Washington, DC. Later he introduced her to Leonard Bernstein, who hired her to write and produce the television broadcasts of his New York Philharmonic Young People’s Concerts, a job she had for more than a decade.

Despite the fact that Sondheim confessed his homosexuality to Rodgers in 1949, they awkwardly considered being together more than once after her first marriage ended in 1957. Nothing ever came of it. She married again in 1961; according to Secrest, “By then they had agreed to disagree and have remained good friends.”72 It was, in fact, a friendship that lasted for more than sixty years.

Before his death, Hammerstein expressed a hope that Sondheim would collaborate with Richard Rodgers on a production. Mary encouraged him “quietly but forcefully … on the grounds that I was young and upcoming, and he was feeling old and out of touch.”73 But creating Do I Hear a Waltz? was an unhappy endeavor for all involved, and Sondheim called it “as wrongheaded a decision as I’ve ever made.”74 Mary recognized that the show didn’t work, eventually calling it a “Why” musical. The inspiration for the musical, Arthur Laurents’s The Time of the Cuckoo, she said, “was a more than-adequate little play, but there was no need to make it into a musical. I think Arthur was just looking for a project. It was an unpleasant experience for everybody, even though there is some very good stuff in it.”75

When the never-married Sondheim created Company (1970), he sought out the twice-married Rodgers to tell him about marriage. (In Finishing the Hat, he wrote, “I figured it was the least she could do after steering me into Do I Hear a Waltz?”76) She shared her thoughts on the many emotions evoked by the institution. Asked if she remembered her insights, she said, “Well, it’s all in the songs, especially ‘Someone Is Waiting’ and ‘Being Alive.’ Marriage has wonderful moments and terrible moments. I can’t do better in explaining it than the lyrics can.”77

The character of Mary in Merrily We Roll Along is sometimes assumed to be based on their friendship. Sondheim called “Opening Doors” the only autobiographical song he ever wrote, a number depicting young people—resembling himself, Prince, Mary Rodgers, and other “show business supplicants”78—trying to get established in show business and publishing.

Mary Rodgers was one of the few women composing musical theater before the 1960s. She began at 16. Her best-known show was the fairytale romp, Once Upon a Mattress (1959), a hit when she was 29. The comic adaptation of Hans Christian Anderson’s fable, “The Princes and the Pea,” started off-Broadway but, directed by George Abbott, it quickly moved to Broadway and made Carol Burnett a star. The show had 470 performances and toured; it was remounted in London and had several televised productions (1964 and 1972 with Burnett, and 2005). Its 1996 Broadway revival featured Sarah Jessica Parker. The show has continued popularity with community theaters and schools.

In 1961 Rodgers contributed material to Feathertop, a television musical based loosely on a short story by Nathaniel Hawthorne. She composed the songs for a political satire, Hot Spot (1963, starring Judy Holliday), that included lyrics by Sondheim for its opening and closing number, “Don’t Laugh,” as well as “That’s Good, That’s Bad.” For Rodgers’s The Mad Show, a 1966 musical revue based on Mad magazine that had 871 off-Broadway performances, Sondheim provided amusing lyrics for “The Boy From …,” a gay spoof of the pop tune “The Girl from Ipanema.” In 1978 Rodgers wrote lyrics for “Nobody Tells Me How,” a number in Working (1978), based on Studs Terkel’s best-selling book. In 1979, Rodgers’s “Don’t Laugh” was used in“ Phyllis Newman’s one-woman show, The Madwoman of Central Park West.

She wrote songs for Little Golden Records, albums of short songs for children. (One of these, Ali Baba and the 40 Thieves, was released in 1957, with performances by Bing Crosby of songs she wrote with lyrics by Sammy Cahn.) Also in 1957, she wrote new lyrics for the theme song for the long-running Captain Kangaroo’s kids show; they were used until 1974. She also wrote two songs, “Girl Land” and “William’s Doll,” for the children’s album Free to Be … You and Me (1972).

Rodgers was the author of children’s books, most memorably Freaky Friday (1972), about a mother and daughter who switch places, filmed twice by Hollywood (1976, with Barbara Harris and Jodie Foster, and again in 2003, with Jamie Lee Curtis and Lindsay Lohan) and once for television (1994). She also wrote sequels to Freaky Friday: The Rotten Book (1969), A Billion for Boris (1974), and Summer Switch (1982).

In 1951, Rodgers married Julian B. Beaty, an attorney; they had three children, then divorced in 1957. In 1961 she married Henry Guettel, a onetime film executive with 20th Century Fox and Columbia Pictures and later director of the Theater Development Fund. They had three sons, including Adam, another musical theater composer. Forty years before Adam wrote his 2005 Tony Award–winner, The Light in the Piazza (based on the 1960 novella by Elizabeth Spencer), Rodgers suggested the story to her composer father as ripe for musicalizing. He was not interested. She eventually passed the idea on to her son. In 2003 she was asked why she didn’t do it herself. “I had a pleasant talent but not an incredible talent,” she told interviewer Jesse Green, without self-pity. “I was not my father or my son. And you have to abandon all kinds of things.” She was apparently committed to motherhood and raising children.79 She served as a director of the Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization and a board member of ASCAP. She also chaired the board of the Juilliard School (1994–2001).

Rodgers, considered a “no-nonsense woman,” died on June 26, 2014, at age 83 of a heart ailment.
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RODGERS, RICHARD (1902–1979)
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Composer Richard Rodgers.
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The esteemed composer who had a songwriting career of nearly sixty years was born on June 28, 1902, into a middle-class Jewish family, the son of William Rodgers, a physician, and his wife Mamie. Rodgers’s father liked to sing Broadway operettas at home. Before Richard started to school, he had taught himself to play piano by ear. At age 14 Rodgers composed his first song (“The Show Girl”) and, by the time he turned 16, he had composed his first complete musical score and had it produced by an amateur theater group.

Rodgers wrote several more shows while he was a student at Columbia University, where in 1918 he met his first collaborator, Lorenz (Larry) Hart. They were drawn to one another immediately and began generating songs—music by Rodgers, lyrics by Hart. Their first Broadway song appeared in A Lonely Romeo (1919). They worked with librettist Herbert Fields on a series of successful shows: The Girlfriend (1926), A Connecticut Yankee (1927), Present Arms (1928), Chee-Chee (1928), and America’s Sweetheart (1931).

During the Depression, Rodgers and Hart created several Hollywood movie musicals: The Hot Heiress (1931), Love Me Tonight (1932), The Phantom President (1932), Hallelujah, I’m a Bum (1933), Hollywood Party (1934), and Mississippi (1935).

Returning to New York, the team generated more Broadway shows: Jumbo (1935), On Your Toes (1936), Babes in Arms (1937), I’d Rather Be Right (1937), I Married an Angel (1938), The Boys from Syracuse (1938, the first musical that Sondheim attended as a child), Too Many Girls (1939), Higher and Higher (1940), Pal Joey (1940), and By Jupiter (1942). During their twenty-five-year collaboration, Rodgers and Hart wrote songs for twenty-six Broadway musicals, three London musicals, and nine films. They also generated a nightclub revue and a nonmusical play.

Hart suffered from depression and alcoholism, and Rodgers began to seek another collaborator in the early 1940s. Not long before Hart’s death in 1943 at the age of 48, he turned down Rodgers’s suggestion to musicalize Lynn Riggs’s play, Green Grow the Lilacs. Rodgers sought out Oscar Hammerstein II, with whom he had written a few songs when they were students at Columbia. Together they collaborated to turn Riggs’s play into Oklahoma! (1943), the show that established a new, more naturalistic model for musical theater. Rodgers and Hammerstein followed on that momentous success with their only original screen score, State Fair (1945).

Many of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s famous following works were further attempts to experiment with the musical. Most were successes: Carousel (1945), South Pacific (1949), The King and I (1951), Flower Drum Song (1958), and The Sound of Music (1959). But there were productions that failed: Allegro (1947), Me and Juliet (1953), and Pipe Dream (1955). They also created the well-received television musical Cinderella (1957).

Comparing his two esteemed collaborators, Rodgers said, “Larry was much gayer and lighter than Oscar. He was inclined to be cynical, where Oscar never was. Oscar was more sentimental, and so the music had to be more sentimental. It wouldn’t have been natural for Larry to write Oklahoma! any more than it would have been natural for Oscar to write Pal Joey.”80

Following Hammerstein’s death in 1960, Rodgers wrote lyrics and music for the Broadway musical No Strings (1962) and for a television production, Androcles and the Lion (1967). He collaborated with Sondheim who wrote lyrics for Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), as well as Martin Charnin for Two by Two (1970), Sheldon Harnick for Rex (1976), and I Remember Mama (1979), again with Charnin. Rodgers also composed music for Victory at Sea (1952–1953), a twenty-six–episode television documentary series for NBC, and for an ABC documentary, Winston Churchill: The Valiant Years (1960).

Near the end of Hammerstein’s life, he expressed a hope that Sondheim might someday collaborate with Rodgers. Rodgers’s daughter Mary, a lifelong friend of Sondheim, also encouraged a project between them. It came about in 1963 when playwright Arthur Laurents proposed musicalizing his 1952 play The Time of the Cuckoo, the story of an unattached American spinster who falls unexpectedly in love with a married man in Venice. Sondheim had to be persuaded, since he would only be writing lyrics. Eventually he agreed and, at first, things went well.

But in Sondheim’s eyes the lead character, Leona, was emotionally repressed, not someone likely to burst into song. Rodgers, who also produced the show, did not grasp that disconnect, and cast Elizabeth Allen, an attractive woman with a big voice. Sondheim, Laurents, and director John Dexter had their doubts, and Rodgers felt conspired against. (The fact that the trio were gay complicated matters, since Rodgers was to some degree homophobic.) Rodgers, himself a closeted alcoholic, began drinking more heavily during rehearsals, further complicating matters.

Sondheim had thought he could cope with Rodgers’s churlish attitudes, but he had not anticipated “his corrosive conviction that the well had run dry.”81 Rodgers was unwilling to rewrite anything. “Once he had put the music down on paper, he adamantly refused to reconsider even one note of it: he was afraid he had no other notes in reserve.”82

What’s more, Rodgers insisted on having written lyrics before the melodies were conceived, not Sondheim’s preferred approach. On at least one occasion, Rodgers looked at a fresh lyric sheet and criticized it harshly in front of the entire company. Sondheim was humiliated and threatened to quit, although he was persuaded otherwise.

Recalling the composer’s treatment of Sondheim, Laurents said, “Rodgers was foul to him.” He regretted putting them together. “Dick knew Steve when he was a smart-ass whiz kid and Dick was a legend,” Laurents said. “Now this was a peer who was on his way up, and he was on the way down. Rodgers was feeling very keenly that he was old-fashioned. And he was.” In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim wrote that he much later realized that Rodgers was in despair. “But I was too young to understand the fear of superannuation. I refused to believe that the man who had written the score of Carousel could run dry.”

After Do I Hear a Waltz? Rodgers wrote, “We found that instead of a musical we had a sad little comedy with songs.” Sondheim suggested that the show “was not a bad show, merely a dead one … a perfectly respectable show based on a perfectly respectable source, that has no reason for being.”

Do I Hear a Waltz? opened on March 18, 1965, to mixed reviews. Thanks to the strength of Rodgers’s reputation, it had a respectable run of 220 performances, but it remains a production Sondheim prefers to forget. “Friendship, obligation, and greed,” he wrote in Finishing the Hat, “are not good enough reasons to write anything.”

In a cover story for Newsweek, Sondheim defined Hammerstein as “a man of limited talent with infinite soul,” and Rodgers as “a man of infinite talent with a limited soul.”83 In Craig Zadan’s Sondheim & Company, he suggested, “Rodgers offered little explanation for his reluctance to talk about Sondheim but succinctly noted, ‘The less said, the better.’”84 In fact, Zadan used that as the title for his chapter about Do I Hear a Waltz?

Rodgers’s shortcomings during his final years did not seriously tarnish his solid-gold reputation. Musical theater chronicler Thomas Hischak wrote, “The contribution of Richard Rodgers to the American musical cannot be overstated. His enticing use of melody and harmony, his endless variety, his ability to capture a mood or a place or a character in a few notes, and his untiring search for new ways in which music can become theater—these are among his gifts to the American musical.”85

Over the course of his long career, Richard Rodgers composed more than 1,500 songs (of which at least eighty-five are regarded as standards) and forty-three Broadway musicals. He was the first person to win all the top American entertainment awards: a 1945 Academy Award for Best Song (“It Might as Well Be Spring” from State Fair); a 1962 Emmy (for Winston Churchill: The Valiant Years), Grammy Awards in 1960 and 1962 (for the original cast recordings of The Sound of Music and No Strings); and numerous Tony Awards, including special awards in 1962 “for all he has done for young people in the theater” and 1972. At the 1979 Tony Awards ceremony, he received the Lawrence Langner Memorial Award for Distinguished Lifetime Achievement in the American Theatre. He and Hammerstein were awarded a special Pulitzer Prize in 1944 for Oklahoma! and South Pacific received the 1950 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. In 1967, Rodgers was presented the Handel Medallion, New York City’s highest cultural award.

Rodgers passed away at the age of 77 on December 30, 1979, following a long illness after surviving cancer of the jaw, a heart attack, and a laryngectomy. He was cremated and his ashes were scattered at sea. In 1990, the 46th Street Theatre was renamed the Richard Rodgers Theatre. In 1999 he was commemorated on a United States postage stamp. He was inducted into both the Songwriters Hall of Fame and the American Theater Hall of Fame.

Rodgers was married to Dorothy Belle Feiner. Although he was apparently a serial womanizer, their marriage lasted from 1930 until his death in 1979. Their daughter Mary Rodgers Guettel (1931–2014) was the composer of the musical Once Upon a Mattress (1959) and the author of several children’s books. Linda Rodgers Emory (1935–2015) also wrote songs. Mary’s son and Richard’s grandson, Adam Guettel (b. 1964), became a musical theater composer; his works included Floyd Collins and the Broadway show, The Light in the Piazza, which won Tony Awards for Best Score and Best Orchestrations.
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ROSS, HERBERT (1927–2001)

The American choreographer, director, and producer was born on May 13, 1927 in Brooklyn, New York. His parents were Louis and Martha Ross; his father was a postal clerk. Martha died in 1936, and Louis moved the family to Miami, Florida, where he operated a luncheonette. Ross dropped out of high school in 1942 and went to New York City with the idea that he would act. He was cast as a witch in a touring company of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. His father had a heart attack and died the night that Ross announced his intention to pursue a career in the theater.

Ross had his first Broadway credit in Something for the Boys (1943), a musical comedy. After seeing a performance by the Ballet Russe, he decided to pursue a career as a dancer, but he had the wrong physicality. Instead, he became a choreographer and by 1950 he was working with the American Ballet Theatre and on a series of Broadway musicals, starting with A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1951) and including House of Flowers (1954) and The Body Beautiful (1958).

In 1962 Ross provided inventive and extensive choreography for Sondheim and Laurents’s avant-garde failure Anyone Can Whistle. Dancing happened throughout the unusual, absurdist show. Particularly memorable was the twenty-minute ballet, “The Cookie Chase,” in the third act for which Sondheim composed solely instrumental music.

When Do I Hear a Waltz? was receiving mixed reviews during its 1965 New Haven tryout, Laurents and Sondheim recalled Ross’s lively contributions to Anyone Can Whistle and hired him to take over the choreography from Wakefield Poole. He did so, but took no official credit.

After Do I Hear a Waltz? Ross choreographed a revival of Finian’s Rainbow (1960s), On a Clear Day You Can See Forever (1965), and The Apple Tree (1966) and directed two shows by Neil Simon, Chapter Two (1977) and I Ought to Be in Pictures (1980).

Starting in the 1950s Ross began to find opportunities with films: He was an uncredited choreographer for Carmen Jones (1954, starring Dorothy Dandridge), based on Oscar Hammerstein II’s 1943 stage musical, adapted from Bizet’s opera Carmen.

Choreographer and director Michael Bennett was originally designated to stage Follies in Concert with the New York Philharmonic in September 1985. The event grew out of recording producer Thomas Z. Shepard’s desire to assemble an all-star recording of the legendary show. When Bennett stepped back because of other commitments, Ross was recruited: He was in Los Angeles helping Barbra Streisand assemble The Broadway Album. He agreed to direct the two-performance event at Lincoln Center on September 6 and 7, 1985.

Working with Sondheim and Follies book writer James Goldman, Ross readied a script: “What I did was sort of give it some form. Steve did all the continuity for the musical sequences, which followed the narrative. And I edited the book way, way down so that Jim Goldman could write the minimal amount of narration and dialogue necessary to convey the dramatic ideas behind the songs.”86 Shepard said, “Herb Ross was quite terrific taking into consideration that this was primarily a recording session. His staging had to acknowledge that constantly. The performers really had to stay close and swallow the mikes. We couldn’t crack them open too far or else we’d get too much orchestra into them. The sound turned out so well it’s hard to believe it’s a live event.”87

In 1968 Ross choreographed musical numbers for Streisand as Fanny Brice in the movie musical Funny Girl (1968), beginning a longtime professional relationship with the singer and actress. He directed his first movie in 1969, a musical adaptation of James Hilton’s novel Goodbye, Mr. Chips starring Peter O’Toole and pop singer Petula Clark. Ross worked with Streisand again for her first nonmusical role in The Owl and the Pussycat (1970), which he directed. In 1972 he directed Play It Again, Sam starring Woody Allen.

In the early 1970s Ross was friends with Sondheim and regularly urged him to write a play. Sondheim demurred, saying the only kind of plot that interested him was a murder mystery. Ross’s Hollywood success led him back to Sondheim with a request for just that: Sondheim teamed with Anthony Perkins to write a screenplay, The Last of Sheila (1973). Ross obtained studio support and took the film on as his first outing as a producer; he also directed it, dealing with a cantankerous cast, cost overruns, and difficult filming conditions in the south of France. At one point the production team received a menacing message from Palestinian terrorists ordering the Jews in the company to leave France or risk assassination. He refused to be intimidated, but his British film crew was ready to bolt. Ross threatened to expose their cowardice, and they stayed. There were no further incidents.

Ross had great success with the film of Neil Simon’s The Sunshine Boys (1975), which earned four Academy Award nominations; George Burns, who had never been taken seriously as a film actor, won as Best Supporting Actor. Ross teamed with Streisand again for Funny Lady (1975), which scored five Academy Award nominations. His 1976 Sherlock Holmes mystery, The Seven-Per-Cent Solution, featured a song by Sondheim, “The Madame’s Song,” later recorded for the Side By Side By Sondheim cast recording as “I Never Do Anything Twice.”

Ross continued to direct theatrical productions, particularly scripts by Neil Simon. But he increasingly became one of Hollywood’s go-to directors. His film about the world of ballet, The Turning Point (1977, with Anne Bancroft and Shirley MacLaine), received eleven Academy Award nominations (but no wins); he won the 1977 Golden Globe Award for Best Director. In 1977 he also directed the Academy Award–nominated The Goodbye Girl, another Neil Simon screen adaptation with Marsha Mason in an Academy Award–nominated performance. Among Ross’s other well received films were Pennies from Heaven (1981, featuring Steve Martin and Bernadette Peters), I Ought to Be in Pictures (1982, from Simon’s play), Footloose (1984), and Steel Magnolias (1989), a major hit starring Sally Field, Shirley MacLaine, and a young Julia Roberts.

Ross sought a new, fresh look for each film he directed. “Once you stop taking risks, you’re finished,” he told Leo Janos in a 1978 interview for the New York Times Magazine. “Style so easily deteriorates into mannerism, and artistic destruction surely follows. I work hard to make every film different. Each has its own persona, style, and texture, but the trick is to integrate technique so thoroughly into the mood of the piece that it is totally unobtrusive.”88 He came to be considered a director whose work reflected human warmth in the same vein as Frank Capra.

Ross married Nora Kaye, a prima ballerina, in 1959. They formed their own modern dance troupe, Ballet of Two Worlds, in which she danced to his choreography. They toured Europe but disbanded after a year. They continued to partner creatively, often serving as coproducers, especially for his films about dance, including The Turning Point and Nijinsky (1980). In Ross’s New York Times obituary, Kaye was described as “his steadiest adviser and collaborator”89 throughout their marriage until her death from cancer in 1987.

Ross married for a second time in 1988, to Lee Radziwill, the younger sister of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. That marriage ended in divorce, shortly before his death from a heart attack on October 9, 2001. A memorial service for him at Broadway’s Majestic Theatre featured comments by Barbara Cook, Arthur Laurents, and Mike Nichols.
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SATURDAY NIGHT (1954)


Productions


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Julius J. Epstein (based on the play Front Porch in Flatbush by Julius J. and Philip G. Epstein)

Producer: Lemuel Ayers. Created in 1954–1955, but not produced for 40+ years



World Premiere: Bridewell Theatre, London (December 17, 1997–January 24, 1998)

Directors: Carol Metcalfe and Clive Paget

Orchestrator/Music Director: Peter Corrigan



U.S. Premiere: Pegasus Players, Chicago (May 19–July 18, 1999)

Book: Edited and reduced by Stephen Sondheim

Director: Gary Griffin

Producers: Arlene Crewdson and John Economos

Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Musical Director: Thomas Murray; Incidental Dance and Vocal Arrangements: Sean Patrick Flahaven



New York Premiere: Second Stage, New York City (February 17–March 26, 2000; forty-five performances, following thirty previews starting January 18, 2000)

Director and Choreographer: Kathleen Marshall

Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Musical Director: Rob Fisher

Cast: David Campbell (Gene), Lauren Ward (Helen), and others





Overview

Sondheim’s first professional theater opportunity began in 1954 when he was commissioned to create a score to musicalize Front Porch in Flatbush, a play about a group of buddies involved in a get-rich-quick stock investment scheme in 1929. Producer and designer Lemuel Ayers invited Sondheim to write a few songs on spec, liked the results, and hired Sondheim to write music and lyrics for the show, planning for a Broadway debut in 1955. However, Ayers died unexpectedly of leukemia (he was just 40) in 1955, and the production never materialized. An early frustration, to be sure, but the project enabled young Sondheim to assemble a noteworthy audition portfolio: Songs from Saturday Night opened the door to his engagement as West Side Story’s lyricist.

Saturday Night went unproduced for four decades until it was staged in London at the Bridewell Theatre in 1997. Chicago’s Pegasus Players and director Gary Griffin gave the show its American premiere in 1999 using a script revised by Sondheim and orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick. The New York premiere occurred in 2000 at off-Broadway’s Second Stage Theatre, directed and choreographed by Kathleen Marshall.

Synopsis

Act 1

Spring 1929, seven o’clock on a Saturday evening in Brooklyn. Gene Gorman’s working-class buddies have gathered on his front porch in Flatbush, Brooklyn. They’re killing time, playing music, and lamenting not having dates (“Saturday Night”). A few more friends arrive, including Hank and Celeste, a married couple, with their friend Mildred. Gene appears, elegantly dressed in a tuxedo, his imagined ticket to the world of Park Avenue (“Class”). He plans to crash the Junior League Cotillion at Manhattan’s Plaza Hotel. His friends get acquainted (“Delighted, I’m Sure”) and envision spending the evening at a movie theater.

Gene, a runner on Wall Street, is a lovable guy and something of a flimflam man. He proposes a get-rich-quick scheme, asking the guys for $100 each (more than $1,400 in twenty-first century currency) to buy some hot stock in Montana Chem Corp. He assures them they’ll be rich in a week, realizing a $10,000 return (comparable to $140,000 a century later). Gene’s cousin Eugene shows up with his fancy car, a Pierce-Arrow. He’s heading to Florida and asks Gene to look after his car.

At the Plaza, Gene’s attempt to crash the posh event fails. He meets a girl posing as a Southern belle who’s also been rejected. He introduces himself as “Gene Goulding Gorman, the Third,” and she says she’s “Helene Calhoun Forrester.” They pair up (“Isn’t It?”), and he offers her a ride home in the Pierce-Arrow. Meanwhile at the Brooklyn movie theater, Gene’s friends argue about the evening’s expenses while Celeste and Mildred reflect on their dreams (“In the Movies”).

Back at Gene’s house later everyone is eager to hear about his evening. An unknown girl phones for Gene, not identifying herself but saying she will stop by soon. Meanwhile, one of the guys, Bobby, explains how he seduces girls (“Exhibit A”).

The mystery girl is “Helene”—sans Southern accent, she’s Helen Fogel, also from Brooklyn. She located Gene because his driver’s license was stuck on the back of a photo of himself he gave her, supposedly on a yacht in the Mediterranean (actually a fishing boat in Sheepshead Bay). He admits he exaggerated his identity but tells Helen he will soon make a killing in the stock market. They enjoy each other’s company (“A Moment with You”).

The next day, Gene and Helen visit a luxury apartment on Sutton Place. He can’t afford it, but they dream about life there (“Gracious Living Fantasy”). She criticizes him for not growing up, and he impetuously signs the lease, convinced he’ll be rich a week later when his stock scheme pays off.

When the stock collapses (“Montana Chem”), Gene sells his cousin’s car to cover the lease. Helen is furious, but admits she loves him (“So Many People”). They announce their engagement, and Gene’s friends anticipate the wedding (“One Wonderful Day”). As they celebrate, cousin Eugene returns unexpectedly, looking for his car. Gene lies, saying it was stolen. Eugene calls the police.

Act 2

A week later on another Saturday night, everyone is back on Gene’s porch, still wondering what to do (“Saturday Night—Reprise”). Police detectives, hunting for Gene, mistakenly arrest his cousin Eugene as the guy who went off with his friends’ money, engaged in a shady stock deal, and sold his cousin’s car. Eugene is taken to the police station.

Hank and Celeste reminisce about their first date (“I Remember That”). Gene and Helen go to Dakota Doran’s club to relax (“Love’s a Bond Blues”). But he’s anxious and they argue. In desperation, Gene tries to shoot himself with Helen’s gun—but it’s a water pistol. She says she will always love him (“All for You”). Gene, afraid of becoming a laughing stock, continues to threaten suicide.

At the police station, Gene’s friends have bailed out Eugene (“That Kind of a Neighborhood”). Helen tells everyone about Gene’s threat, and they ask the confused police for assistance. Gene shows up to surrender himself. Surprisingly, the Sutton Place broker arrives to say that the prior tenants have decided to keep the apartment. For his inconvenience, Gene’s deposit money will be doubled and returned, enabling him to buy back Eugene’s Pierce-Arrow.

Gene learns that Helen arranged for the agent to show up and settled the money matter earlier, testing Gene to do the right thing. More grown up and more in love with Helen, he decides to leave Wall Street and take a job at her father’s chicken-plucking business. She admits that she’s happy with the prospect of life in Brooklyn with Gene (“What More Do I Need?”). He prepares to take Eugene’s place in jail, but the kindly police release him until Monday, when he will repay his debts. As the final Saturday night ends, everyone looks forward to the future (“One Wonderful Day,” reprise).

Source and Book

After spending time in Los Angeles (1953) writing for the TV series Topper, Sondheim returned to New York City with enough savings to rent an apartment. At a friend’s wedding, he and Lemuel Ayers were ushers and became acquainted. Ayers, already an admired scenic and costume designer (for shows including Oklahoma!, Kismet, and The Pajama Game), was an aspiring producer, with credits on two Cole Porter shows, Kiss Me, Kate (1948) and Out of This World (1950). He won a Tony in 1949 for Kiss Me, Kate’s costumes.

Ayers wanted to produce a musical version of Front Porch in Flatbush, a play by Julius J. Epstein and his twin brother Philip G. Epstein, who cowrote the screenplay for the 1942 Academy Award–winning movie Casablanca. Ayers had already approached Frank Loesser about the project, but he was too busy. Sondheim shared some numbers he wrote as exercises when he was a teenager being mentored by Oscar Hammerstein II, and Ayers hired him to write three songs on spec, paying $100 each. He was favorably impressed and invited Sondheim to his California home to work on the score.

Sondheim wasn’t convinced he was right for the job. “Even as a born-and-bred New Yorker, I could not have been more unsuited for the piece. I was upper-middle-class Manhattan: [Epstein’s] characters were working-class Brooklyn. I had never even been to Brooklyn except for the occasional Dodgers game, and New York’s boroughs were then, as they are now, exotically different from each other. Still, I was taken with the script and ambitious enough to be excited by the opportunity.” He realized he had a gift for mimicry. “Not just mimicry of character (I’d been an actor in college), but mimicry of dialogue. I was able to imitate the Jewish Brooklynese of the Epstein brothers as if I’d been born in Greenpoint.”1

Sondheim generated most of the score and helped with fundraising toward an estimated budget of $300,000 to enable the show to open in the fall of 1955. Feeling they needed a cast to entice backers, Ayers recruited several recognizable stars, especially Jack Cassidy and Alice Ghostley. Arte Johnson (eventually a star of TV’s Laugh-In, 1968–1973) took on a comic role and narrated several of the backers’ auditions.

However, although no one knew it, Ayers was in failing health, suffering from leukemia. He died unexpectedly on August 15, 1955, with just half the funding in place. His wife considered carrying on, but she was inexperienced and the entire project went by the wayside.

The idea of producing the show was resurrected in 1960 after Sondheim worked with composer Jule Styne on Gypsy. Styne believed the show had promise and envisioned Bob Fosse choreographing and directing it and playing Gene. Sondheim recalled, “When we started auditioning people, I got a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that I didn’t want to regress. … It was a small, charming show but I couldn’t go ahead with it.”2 Shelved again, it remained unproduced for more than four decades. But it proved to be a stepping-stone for Sondheim: “It provided me with presence on the musical-theater scene.”3

Sondheim put the songs to use quickly, sharing some with Leonard Bernstein, who needed a lyricist for West Side Story in 1955. The renowned conductor and composer said, “I went wild, I thought he was a real, honest-to-God talent. The music wasn’t terribly distinguished—it sounded like anybody’s music—but the lyrics didn’t sound like anybody’s lyrics by any means.”4

When Saturday Night was eventually produced decades later, Sondheim commented, “It’s not bad stuff for a 23-year-old. There are some things that embarrass me so much in the lyrics—the missed accents, the obvious jokes. But I decided, Leave it. It’s my baby pictures. You don’t touch up a baby picture—you’re a baby!”5

If Saturday Night had been produced in 1955, some have speculated that it might have adversely affected Sondheim’s career. One of Sondheim’s mentors, composer Milton Babbitt, thought “the book was a disaster, and I had great fears that if the show was ever to go on, it could very well have bombed. It was filled with all sorts of homespun corn which I find offensive, and the score bears no relation to anything Steve has written since.”6 Martin Gottfried believed the show’s premise (“a rationalization for the unaspiring”) showed no sign of Sondheim’s future reputation for “artistic originality, risk-taking, and idealism. Too, the script’s philosophy of justifiable mediocrity is reflected in its unimaginative narrative style, its dreary story with drab characters, lumpy flow, and cheerless humor. Had Saturday Night ever been produced, it would surely have flopped.”7

Ethan Mordden speculated that Saturday Night would not have succeeded in the mid-1950s because “it was so unlike the other musicals of that time. They were big, with singing and dancing choruses, lots of scenery, and a rota of big-deal production numbers. Saturday Night had no chorus, its décor is modest, and there is little opportunity for exhibition dancing.”8

Cast and Characters

Saturday Night’s characters are largely one-dimensional, typical of shows from the 1950s. Only Gene is more complexly imagined. According to Sondheim’s biographer Meryle Secrest, the Epsteins’ play was “a disguised portrait of their third brother, ‘a kind of raffish, lady-killing, cocksure gambler, sort of a Jewish James Cagney figure, I suspect,’ Sondheim said. ‘He had great social ambitions, at least according to the play.’”9

Mordden characterized Gene as the show’s anti-hero. He knows who he is, but he wants more. “He has access to the world of the rich and social, yet only as an outsider. He wants in. To explain him to us, Sondheim gives him one of the most basic implements in the musical’s toolbox, the Wanting Song. Gene’s is ‘Class,’ set to a mildly cocky swagger and, endearingly, showing how little Gene actually knows about the usages of the great world, when he pictures himself stylishly ordering ‘a large demitasse.’”10


Musical Numbers

Act 1


	Overture

	“Saturday Night”—Ted, Arti, Ray, and Dino

	“Class”—Gene, Hank, Celeste, Bobby, Artie, Ted, and Dino

	“Delighted, I’m Sure”—Celeste, Mildred, Hank, Bobby, Ted, Artie, Ray, and Dino

	“Love’s a Bond”—Male Vocalist

	“Isn’t It?”—Helen

	“In the Movies”—Ted, Artie, Ray, Dino, Hank, Celeste, and Mildred

	“Exhibit A”—Bobby

	“A Moment With You”—Male Vocalist, Gene, and Helen

	“Saturday Night” (reprise)—Ted, Artie, Ray, and Dino

	Gracious Living Fantasy—Gene and the Gang

	“Montana Chem”—Ted, Artie, Ray, Dino, Hank, and Celeste

	“So Many People”—Helen and Gene

	“One Wonderful Day”—Celeste, Hank, Bobby, Mildred, Florence, Ted, Artie, Ray, and Dino



Act 2


	Entr’acte

	“Saturday Night” (reprise)—Ted, Artie, Ray, and Dino

	“I Remember That”—Hank and Celeste

	“Love’s a Bond” Blues—Dakota Doran

	“All for You”—Helen

	“It’s That Kind of a Neighborhood”—Hank, Celeste, Mildred, Florence, Bobby, Ted, Artie, Ray, and Dino

	“What More Do I Need?”—Gene, Helen, Hank, Celeste, Mildred, Florence, Bobby, Ted, Artie, Ray, Dino, Clune, and Lieutenant

	“One Wonderful Day” (reprise)—The Company





Score

Sondheim’s music for Saturday Night had a jazzy ragtime sound that set the show squarely in the 1920s. Secrest characterized the score’s “sprightly and quasi-innocent tone of good-natured fun,” suggesting that it “gives way to songs that describe a love affair in terms that are not only original contributions to a hackneyed theme but have an intensity that catches one off guard.”11

One of the show’s best-known songs, “So Many People,” had Helen and Gene celebrating their love for each other. Secrest said, “The mood is understated. The music even has an elegiac quality, but in spite, or because of, its quiet sincerity, it has an almost wrenching tenderness.”12 Martin Gottfried, observing the song’s “stand there” quality, said it “sounds like so many Hit Parade–oriented Broadway ballads of the period.”13

Cabaret singer Steve Ross, writing about the Bridewell cast recording, described “So Many People” as “one of Sondheim’s most heartfelt melodies, artfully mated to a lyric of exquisite tenderness, especially in a dramatic context. The introductory verse contains a lovely example of Sondheim’s fondness for ambivalence, and you can’t help feeling that if the show had been produced in 1954, this breathtaking ballad might have become a standard.”14

The show’s other well-known and often performed number is Helen’s “What More Do I Need?” about how love has transformed her feelings regarding her grimy urban surroundings. Citing the song’s realistic references to thick dust and winter snow, a London reviewer pointed out, “This is a world of sharp-eyed but affectionate urban observation and sensibility.”15

Commenting about Saturday Night’s 1999 American premiere in Chicago, Mary Carole McCauley said the show “contains embryonic versions of techniques that Sondheim refined in later musicals, such as the satirical juxtapositions of vastly different melodic styles within the same song (the bouncy, up-tempo pop tune coupled with an anthem in ‘That Kind of a Neighborhood,’ for example).” She added that “many lyrics have the conversational quality Sondheim later perfected, occasionally in the format of a fast-paced comic patter song (‘In the Movies’). They’re also infused with Sondheim’s trademark combination of irony and romanticism.”16

Freddie Gershon, chairman of Music Theatre International, which licenses productions of Saturday Night, stated, “It’s Stephen Sondheim before he was Stephen Sondheim, before West Side Story and Gypsy. His writing is completely unselfconscious and innocent, though you can hear hints of things to come. There’s only one show that’s a writer’s first, when he’s not trying to be complicated, different or puzzling—all the things that we appreciate in Sondheim’s later writing.”17

According to Sondheim’s friend Harold Prince: “It’s amazing what that fellow put together so young. It may be a bit naïve; he may have learned how to do things better, technically, but he’ll never have learned to be any more unabashedly open than he was then. And so it’s a very emotional and heartfelt show.”18

Mordden pointed out, “It’s amusing to see Sondheim composing those ‘hummable’ tunes that his detractors love to accuse him of never writing.”19

Reviews and Reactions

A 1995 reading of material from Saturday Night was presented at London’s Bridewell Theatre (a onetime Victorian bath house with a track record of admirable Sondheim productions). The “study day” by London’s Stephen Sondheim Society was assembled by Stephen Banfield, a professor and musicologist at the University of Bristol. Sondheim attended, and it helped convince him to permit the show to be more fully performed.

Carol Metcalfe and Clive Paget subsequently codirected a Bridewell production (December 17, 1997–January 24, 1998). Peter Corrigan provided orchestrations based on Sondheim’s piano-vocal score, performed by a five-piece orchestra. The production received mixed reviews from Matt Wolf in Variety (January 3, 1998): He called it “pre-angst Sondheim folded into a windy tale of yearning,” adding, “it’s somewhat dismaying that the staging (not to mention the mostly dreadful American accents) isn’t sharper. The roles depend almost entirely on clean, clear voices and a ready, easy charm, the exact qualities most of the cast don’t possess.”20

Such reviews didn’t dampen enthusiasm for the show’s US premiere by Pegasus Players in Chicago (May 19–June 27, 1999). “We’re thrilled to be able to do this,”21 said artistic director Arlene Crewdson. The production was staged at the theater’s home base, the O’Rourke Center for the Performing Arts at Truman College. Gary Griffin, who subsequently championed Sondheim’s works at Chicago Shakespeare Theater, was its director. Crewdson said, “It was like finding Shakespeare’s first play.”22

Sondheim edited the script to a more manageable length and provided two new songs—“Delighted, I’m Sure” and “Montana Chem”—which were indicated in the 1955 script but never finished. His frequent orchestrator, Jonathan Tunick, assembled new arrangements for the production.23 The production’s music director, Thomas Murray, said, “It’s a revelation to hear the Tunick orchestrations for the first time. Unlike the instrumentation heard on recordings, it’s a richer sound—with heavy use of woodwinds—more orchestral, less big-band.”24

Sondheim’s edited script and Griffin’s fleet direction reduced the show’s London running time—nearly three hours—to a little more than two. McCauley suggested the book is “flawed” since it “confuses two very different issues—the importance of being true to oneself and surrendering one’s dreams.”25 Reviewing the Chicago production for the New York Times, Peter Marks called Saturday Night “a musical comedy of beguiling innocence that hints at the composer’s promise in every downy-smooth and stylish number …”26

Six months later Saturday Night received its off-Broadway New York premiere at Second Stage Theatre (January 18–March 26, 2000), directed and choreographed by Kathleen Marshall. Rob Fisher provided musical direction, again using Tunick’s orchestrations. A Sondheim Review commentary indicated that Marshall’s production presented the show’s “1950s mentality … without camp or condescension” and “discovered its innocence.”27

Another review said, “Although Sondheim has tightened Julius Epstein’s book, the plot became heavy at the end and the evening was much more satisfying on a song-by-song basis than as a whole.” That might suggest that the show’s cast recording was the best outcome.28

Ben Brantley’s New York Times review called Saturday Night “a show with a slight, contrived book and a decidedly dated air,” but he suggested that “it also sets off echoes sure to stir the hearts of aficionados of the American musical.”29 In USA Today, David Patrick Stearns wrote, “For those who dislike what Sondheim has become, this may be the tuneful, traditional show they’ve always wanted him to write.”30

Recordings

Several of Saturday Night’s songs appeared over the years on Sondheim compilation recordings. “What More Do I Need?,” “Isn’t It?,” and the show’s title song were part of A Stephen Sondheim Evening. “Love’s a Bond,” “All for You,” and “In the Movies” can be heard on Fynsworth Alley’s Unsung Sondheim. “So Many People” turned up on the 1973 Sondheim three-disc compilation and as a number used in Marry Me a Little. The latter’s cast recording also included “A Moment with You.”

The Bridewell production resulted in a 1998 cast recording (RCA Victor 09026–63318). Cabaret performer Scott Ross observed, “What’s immediately apparent from the recording is how vividly it conveys the composer’s distinctive thematic and musical concerns, well before he was represented on Broadway. … The lyrics are for the greater part more mature—and far wittier—than might be expected of a 24-year-old neophyte, and the compositions exemplify a creative mind of exceptional daring and seriousness of purpose.”31

A cast recording also resulted from the Second Stage production in 2000 (Nonesuch 79609), featuring Australian performer David Campbell as Gene and Lauren Ward as Helen.
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SECREST, MERYLE (1930–)

Sondheim’s biographer was born in Bath, England, on April 23, 1930. Her family emigrated to Canada in 1948. She began her career as a journalist, writing for the Hamilton News in Ontario, and was soon recognized as a “promising young writer” by the Canadian Women’s Press Club. She married and became a naturalized US citizen in the early 1950s. She freelanced for the Washington Post, writing profiles of celebrities, including one of Leonard Bernstein in 1957.

In 1975 Secrest began a full-time career as a biographer. Her first subject was the American painter Romaine Brooks. She subsequently published works about art historian Bernard Berenson (1979, a finalist for the 1980 Pulitzer Prize in biography), historian Kenneth Clark (1984), surrealist Salvador Dali (1986), architect Frank Lloyd Wright (1992), and composer and conductor Leonard Bernstein (1994).

During her research about Bernstein, she met Sondheim and suggested chronicling his career. He was reluctant, but after reading her portrait of Bernstein and being persuaded by Arthur Laurents, he agreed. Stephen Sondheim: A Life was published by Alfred A. Knopf in June 1998 and sold 25,000 copies in its first month; a second edition was released in July 1998.

Her next study was Somewhere for Me: A Biography of Richard Rodgers (2001), which painted a candid photo of the composer’s strengths and weaknesses. She also wrote about the influential art dealer Joseph Duveen (2004), painter Amadeo Modigliani (2011), and fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli (2014). In 2007 she published an autobiography, Shoot the Widow: Adventures of a Biographer in Search of Her Subject (2007), which included descriptions of her interactions with Sondheim.

Secrest’s portrait of Sondheim delved into his creative output as well as his personal life from an early age. She conducted more than fifty hours of interviews with him and drew on interviews with dozens of his friends and collaborators. She studied his scrapbooks and went to several libraries and Lincoln Center to expand her understanding of his life and career.

Sondheim was very open with her. “We’d talk about whatever he wanted to talk about,” Secrest said, “and whatever he didn’t want to talk about was fine with me. He just followed his nose. There weren’t any topics that I asked about that he didn’t bring up.”32 She quickly abandoned the common wisdom that Sondheim was reclusive and eccentric. “To call him taciturn was a joke,” she observed in her autobiography. “All you had to do was propose a question and he was off and running.”33 She said she found him to be “an immensely gregarious person. He’s always surrounded by people; he hates to be alone. He is intensely funny. His moods are mercurial.”34

A respectful working relationship evolved between them. Sondheim was prickly when he learned that Secrest had spoken with others about his friendship with Lee Remick, reproaching her “for having discussed his private affairs” and chastising her for “getting dangerously Kitty Kelley here” (referencing a notorious tell-all celebrity biographer). Secrest came to understand that what actually troubled him was that she spoke to others before discussing Remick with him. She learned that sometimes she needed to express her feelings “and stop him—otherwise his accusations get wilder & wilder if not challenged.”35

Most of Secrest’s subjects had died by the time she wrote about them. Working with Sondheim meant some different methods, especially his request to review her manuscript for factual errors. “I had grave reservations about it. I’d never agreed to something like that before,” she said. “But he was as good as his word. He did not touch a word about my perceptions or thoughts about him.”36 She was grateful and surprised that he respected her opinions. Once the book was published, Sondheim called Secrest and joked, “I had to read it all the way through to the end to find out whether I died.”37

Secrest and the Sondheim biography were recognized with the George Freedley Memorial Award of the American Library Association in 1999 for contributions to the literature of the theater. President George W. Bush awarded Secrest a 2006 National Humanities Medal for her body of work.
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“SEND IN THE CLOWNS” (Song from A Little Night Music, 1973)

Sondheim’s best-known song was written in 1973 for his eighth Broadway production, the romantic, waltz-time show, A Little Night Music. The number was a late addition to the original production, first imagined for another character, not Desirée Armfeldt, played by Glynis Johns. “Send in the Clowns” was not an immediate hit, but once it was recorded and released by several well-known pop stars it took on a life of its own.

Rehearsals for Night Music’s Broadway premiere began on December 10, 1972, still missing several songs, including one slated for Fredrik Egerman, comparing the opposite effects that his past mistress Desirée and his current child wife Anne have on him. As rehearsal progressed, Sondheim had not composed the song, but it had become clear that Glynis Johns was vocally strong enough to handle a solo.

Director Harold Prince and Sondheim wanted to keep Desirée musically alive in the second act, and Prince reworked the scene so that Desirée became the focus of the scene rather than Fredrik, played by Len Cariou. Sondheim watched the actors run the scene, discussed it with Prince, and went home and wrote the song that night. The next day he read the lyrics to Prince, wrote out the piano accompaniment, and brought it to rehearsal the following day.

Johns had two days to learn the song before performing it at the gypsy run-through (the final in-town rehearsal performance for family and friends) on January 14, 1973, the day before the company left for the out-of-town tryouts in Boston. “Send in the Clowns” was inspired specifically by the character of Desirée as played by Glynis Johns and directed by Prince.

Lyrics

The first step in Sondheim’s writing of this song seems to have been a one-page interior monologue discussing Desirée’s thoughts and feelings, perhaps notes he took while discussing the song with Prince.38 It reads in part:


We’re having a parallel experience—& I can’t convince you … I didn’t want to marry you. I’m getting what I deserve, but I didn’t kill anybody. Who did I hurt? Me. I want to right it all before it’s too late. Serves me right. I thought I wanted to rescue you—& myself. But how can you rescue someone who doesn’t want to be rescued? … How do you make somebody want something?



Sondheim next wrote two pages of monologue for Desirée, directed at Fredrik. She uses everything in her power to convince Fredrik that he made a mistake when he married Anne: logic, flattery, self-deprecation, and honesty to suggest that Fredrik’s life would be easier and happier with her.


D: I’ll tell you why you’re here. You have an awkward feeling because you don’t know. You’re trapped. You think you’ve made your bed & you have to lie in it. The hardest human thing to do is to sever a relationship … You’ve decided that the only way to be young is to be w/someone who is. … You’re here because your waistline’s going & you don’t have to look at it/worry about it with me. I knew all this the minute I saw you at the theater.



An image that enters the completed song, “Opening Doors,” appears in this monologue:


It was a good thing we didn’t get married back then—I was too busy or other things. And you used to be a strong & willful man. Now there is nothing competitive. There is with Anne. (There’s a time to stop opening doors. Doesn’t mean it’s over, maybe it means you found what you want.)



“Send in the Clowns” is not simply a monologue, it is a communicative theater song, sung by Desirée to Fredrik. She has an agenda, seriously attempting to convince Fredrik that they belong together, and she regrets that it seems not to be. She is being as honest and straightforward as she knows how, but at the same time she knows that honesty and laying oneself bare can be manipulative. Her self-awareness adds to the layers and the bittersweet quality of the song; it’s the reason she realizes that the clowns are here.

Sondheim transformed the scene’s subtext and a monologue into a lyric. Five pages of sketches, written on yellow legal paper in pencil, bear witness. He created lists of rhymes or alternate words to consider. These can range from major words to small connective ones. Should it be “Isn’t it fun” or “Isn’t this fun”? And “Aren’t we fools” or “Aren’t we dumb”?

The first sketch features the word “Disguises.” Lines and phrases are grouped, playing with variations of a couple of central ideas. Words in brackets that were written in Sondheim’s notes above the word they follow as possible alternatives that stand out as antecedents to the final song are: “I thought [hoped] (that) you’d want what I want … What does it prove?/Me [I] who just flutters/You who can’t move … Lord [God] what a farce.” Another column includes short phrases of questions: “Aren’t we lucky? … Doesn’t it fit? … Isn’t it fun?” and eventually, “Are we a pair?”

Sondheim tailored the song to Glynis John’s voice. While musical, she was not a powerful singer. Almost exaggerating her limitations in order to camouflage them, Sondheim chose short, clipped phrases, many ending in consonants; this dictated a rhythm and a certain thoughtful style to the song. It is that rare ballad that actually discourages sustained notes.

On another page, a phrase begins: “Isn’t it [this] fun/Are we a pair?” In the margin are eight words, possible alternatives to fun: “weird,” “mad,” “strange,” “clear,” “rare,” “rich,” “wild,” and “bliss.” On the same page is the object of the title: “Bring on the clowns/Sorry, they’re here.” Several key phrases found their way into the song; others were considered, then left behind.

At the end of Sondheim’s lyric sketches, it is almost the song we know, although a few phrases have yet to be found. One final page worked out words for the reprise: “Me as a merry-go-round/Me as King Lear …” In Sondheim’s manuscripts there is no final, complete copy of the lyric. Because time was short, it’s likely that he typed it out and gave it to the stage manager to add into the script without first making a copy for himself.

Music

As for the song’s music, after a few false starts, Sondheim used an arpeggiated chord in the left hand and the first three notes of the now-familiar melody in the right. Then he refined the accompaniment figure, in 9/8 (three beats a measure, with each beat being a triplet) with two arpeggios repeated in beats one and two, and the arpeggio changed at the third beat. His final sketch uses the meter of 12/8 (four beats to a measure, each beat made of a triplet), the meter used for most of the song.

Why is this music so haunting? It’s a fascinating mix of the simple and complex, the expected and the surprising. Structurally, it feels like a standard AABA form, with an extension when Desirée reprises the final section after Fredrik leaves. But these are not standard eight-bar phrases. The first A is six measures, the second A is seven measures, the B is nine measures, the final A is eight measures; the reprised section A (after some musical underscoring) is nine measures. While the song’s meter is primarily in 12/8—unusual in a pop or theater song—each A section includes one measure that is in 9/8, and the B section includes two of them.

The melody has a range of a ninth, one note beyond an octave, created for Glynis Johns’s vocal range and easily negotiated by most singers. The entire tune is traditionally melodic. The words sit comfortably on the music. Take the first sentence, “Isn’t it rich?” The upward gesture mimics the spoken question, and the final note, under “rich,” which lands on the downbeat, is anticipated by the previous note, making the question rhetorical. In the bridge, at “Finally knowing the one that I wanted was yours,” the sudden rush of twelve eighth notes in a row echoes Desirée’s surprise at and the definitiveness of her realization.

The song’s harmony is surprisingly straightforward. Take the six measures of the first section: Five begin on the tonic chord, usually just a major triad. You can’t get much more basic than that. This seems to be a musical reflection of Desirée wanting to be simple, direct, and honest. The arpeggiated chords underneath provide both movement and ruminative force. On the fourth beat of most measures, the chord changes for one beat. The final measure of the phrase, which matches the final word “clowns,” returns to the tonic, but this time there is a suspension, and the third of the chord is not played. Ah, those unsettling clowns.

Sondheim has credited another romantic and sad piece of music, Rachmaninoff’s Eighteenth Variation of a “Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini” as a musical inspiration for “Send in the Clowns.”

Recordings

Many performers who have sung the song outside the context of the show have admitted to not understanding the lyrics. Most of the song is Desirée singing directly to her former lover, Fredrik, whom she belatedly wants back, and the final section is Desirée singing to herself, after Fredrik has left. The phrase “Send in the clowns” makes the most sense when it’s recognized that the song is sung by someone steeped in show business—akin to the circus—where, if disaster strikes, clowns are sent out to divert attention.

Sondheim has jokingly referred to “Send in the Clowns” as “my hit.” It is his most performed and recorded song. By 2005 Mark Horowitz identified more than 400 commercial recordings. Jazz singer Bobby Short was the first to express interest in the song, after seeing the show’s Boston tryout in February 1973. (He asked Sondheim for a copy, saw the show the following night, and received the music from Jonathan Tunick.) On November 18, 1973, Sinatra sang the song as part of an NBC television special, Magnavox Presents Frank Sinatra, that included many theater songs from the Old Blue Eyes Is Back recording (Reprise 2155, 1973) that peaked on the pop charts at thirteen and remained there for twenty-two weeks; it was released on a 45 rpm and eventually sold more than 500,000 copies.

A recording by Judy Collins (arranged by Jonathan Tunick) overshadowed Sinatra’s rendition. It was on her 1975 album Judith (Elektra 111–2) and issued on a 45 rpm disc; it peaked on the pop charts at nineteenth and remained there for thirty-four weeks, going platinum, selling more than one million copies. Collins’s recording won the 1975 Grammy for “Best Pop Vocal of the Year,” and Sondheim won the Grammy for “Song of the Year.” Barbra Streisand made the recording that had the most sales: Her 1985 Broadway Album (Columbia 40092), which went quadruple platinum, selling more than 4 million copies.

Over the years hundreds of recordings have been made, including interpretations in almost every imaginable style, every voice type, and most instrumental combinations—harp, music box, handbells, and bagpipe. Sondheim is personally partial to Glynis Johns’s rendition on the original cast recording, as “Clowns” was so tailored to her voice.

Sondheim likely coined the phrase “send in the clowns,” which has indisputably become a commonly understood phrase, appearing in cartoons, movies, televisions shows, articles, advertisements, and conversations.

References

Mark Eden Horowitz, “Biography of a song: ‘Send in the Clowns,’” Sondheim Review, Spring 2005. See also: LEN CARIOU, A LITTLE NIGHT MUSIC, GLYNIS JOHNS, HAROLD PRINCE, BARBRA STREISAND, JONATHAN TUNICK.

SHEPARD, THOMAS Z. (1936–)

Thomas Zachary Shepard, an award-winning producer of Broadway cast recordings, was born on June 20, 1936, in East Orange, New Jersey. His grandfather bought him a phonograph when he was 3 years old, and when Shepard was 6, his parents gave him several classical recordings. When he was in high school, he listened to Columbia Records producer Goddard Lieberson’s recording of Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess and was captivated.

As a young teen, Shepard attended the preparatory division at the Juilliard School, training as a pianist from 1946 to 1949. In 1954 he enrolled at Oberlin College in Ohio, where he majored in music, graduating in 1958. He enrolled at the Yale Graduate School of Music in 1959 but did not earn a degree because he was eager to start a career in the recording industry.

In 1960 Shepard was hired as a trainee at Columbia Records, where he was mentored by Lieberson. He eventually became the codirector of CBS Masterworks, working on both classical and theatrical recordings. In 1974 he joined RCA Records, managing RCA Red Seal; he was responsible for signing artists, recording their performances, and marketing the results for that label until 1986. At that point he moved next to MCA Records, creating a line of classical and theatrical recordings over a period of three years. In 1989 he became an independent producer.

Shepard is most admired for the cast recordings of Company (1970, Grammy winner), A Little Night Music (1974, London production), Pacific Overtures (1976), Side by Side by Sondheim (1976), Sweeney Todd (1979, Grammy winner), Marry Me a Little (1981), Merrily We Roll Along (1981, in spite of strong studio resistance from RCA), A Stephen Sondheim Evening (1983), Sunday in the Park with George (1984, Grammy winner), A Collector’s Sondheim (1985, a three-disc set with fifty-three songs), and Follies in Concert (1986, Grammy winner). He also produced the cast recording for the revival of Leonard Bernstein’s Candide (1974), which included music composed by Sondheim.

Shepard did not have the opportunity to record Follies (1971) when Harold Prince gave the rights to Capitol Records. The resulting product condensed numbers and omitted others. “I would have loved to have recorded the original Broadway production of Follies,” Shepard said later. “I think the show presented enormous challenges to a recording producer—to try and capture the past and the present on record, to separate them and juxtapose and intermingle them would have been a real problem. It might have resulted in a great album. I think the way Follies emerged as a record album was irresponsible.”39

In 1983 Shepard produced A Stephen Sondheim Evening for the Whitney Museum; he also recorded the concert event. Based on that experience, when he was approached in 1985 about doing a studio recording of Follies, he amplified the idea by suggesting it become an onstage concert with the New York Philharmonic. (He had produced approximately thirty recordings for the orchestra, so he was well known to the orchestra’s leadership.) Shepard was near the end of his tenure with RCA and threatened to resign when the company balked at the likely expense of $300,000 to record Follies in Concert, suggesting it would not earn back its costs. RCA backed down, and Shepard’s legendary two-disc album covered its advance in three weeks.40

Shepard’s recording of Sunday in the Park with George was one of his greatest achievements. “I wanted to turn it into a dramatic cantata rather than a collection of numbers,” Shepard told chronicler Craig Zadan, “where dialogue would be abridged and used over music so that the thing ran as a continuous stream.” Sondheim and Lapine reworked several aspects of the show to accommodate Shepard’s approach. “I also thought that we had to do in sound for the record what was done in pictures for the stage. We had to create an opening where the orchestra would grow, the way the stage filled with light—as George kept adding color. … We were using music as the equivalent of color and light to establish a mood for the entire recording.”41

In addition to his recordings of Sondheim material, Shepard oversaw the following (all original Broadway cast recordings, unless otherwise noted): Show Boat (1962, a studio cast featuring John Raitt and Barbara Cook), The King and I (1964, a studio cast featuring Theodore Bikel and Barbara Cook), Bajour (1964), George M! (1968), Zorba (1968), 1776 (1969), Dames at Sea (1969), Dear World (1969), The Rothschilds (1970), Two By Two (1970), 70 Girls 70 (1971), No, No, Nanette (1971), Irene (1973), Raisin (1973), Goodtime Charley (1975), The King and I (1977), 42nd Street (1980, revival), La Cage aux Folles (1983), Me & My Girl (1986, revival), Song and Dance (1986), Carousel (1987, a studio cast with The Royal Philharmonic Orchestra), The Secret Garden (1991), Jelly’s Last Jam (1992), Crazy for You (1992), Annie Warbucks (1993), Damn Yankees (1994, revival), Victor/Victoria (1995), Man of La Mancha (1996), Wings (1996), and Chicago (1998, London).

Shepard produced classical recordings with conductors Leonard Bernstein and Pierre Boulez for the New York Philharmonic, the Cleveland Orchestra, and others. Albums of popular music also dot his résumé, including Harold Arlen and Barbra Streisand’s Harold Sings Arlen (With Friend) (1966), Leontyne Price’s God Bless America (1982), Barbara Cook’s The Disney Album (1988), Music of the Night with music by Andrew Lloyd Webber for the Boston Pops (1990), Peter Nero’s Classic Connections (1991), Richard Tucker’s Passover Seder Festival (1992), Broadway’s Best overture compilation (1993) by the New York City Opera Orchestra, Betty Buckley’s An Evening at Carnegie Hall (1996), Thomas Hampson’s Leading Man (1996), and Julie Andrews’s Classic Julie (2001).

Shepard music directed Otto Preminger’s film Tell Me That You Love Me, Junie Moon (1970) and produced its soundtrack recording. He composed and music directed another Preminger film, Such Good Friends (1971). He composed five musicals and five operas, workshopped but never professionally staged.

The prolific Shepard also produced recordings of synthesized classical works using the Moog synthesizer and worked with composer John Williams, conductor of the Boston Pops, for several recordings of his music composed for the Star Wars movies.

Across his diverse career Shepard won a dozen Grammy Awards. In 1984 the Grammy Award organization (NARAS, the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences) presented him the Governors’ Award for Lifetime Achievement. In 1986 the Drama Desk recognized Shepard with a special award “for preserving musical theater heritage on record.”

His recordings of Sondheim’s musicals played a significant role in expanding awareness and appreciation of the composer’s works. “When all is said and done,” wrote Zadan, “the Stephen Sondheim legacy will be most remembered by the cast recordings of his shows. Thomas Z. Shepard’s dedication to creating a catalogue of his works for RCA Records … is noteworthy in that it’s a rare case of the record producer’s talent matching that of his subject.”42
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SHEVELOVE, BURT (1915–1982)

Shevelove was an early Sondheim collaborator; he and Larry Gelbart wrote the book for the complicated farce A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), Sondheim’s first Broadway show as composer and lyricist. Shevelove was born in Newark, New Jersey, on September 19, 1915. A graduate of Brown University, he went on to earn a master’s degree in theater from Yale University, where he wrote lyrics for a musical version of Mostellaria by Plautus, a third-century BC playwright of Roman comedies whom he had studied in graduate school. He served as the resident director of the Yale Dramatic Association, a student theatrical group, where a production of the show—a forerunner of Forum—was staged in 1946 with the title When in Rome.

During World War II, Shevelove was a volunteer ambulance driver attached to the British Eighth Army in Syria, North Africa, and Italy. Returning to civilian life, he began working as a writer, director, and producer for radio and television. He did award-winning work in the early days of television with prominent entertainers including Judy Garland, Red Buttons, Jack Paar, Nancy Walker, and Victor Borge. He debuted on Broadway in 1948 as the director and coauthor of Small Wonder, a musical revue that he assembled with Gower Champion, who was making his choreographic debut. Shevelove directed a revival of Kiss Me, Kate at the New York City Center in 1956.

Shevelove also staged industrial shows—Broadway-styled, big-budget productions for companies promoting business products. “All over the United States, conventions and business meetings echoed to the sounds of tap-dancing feet, ringing choruses, and catchy lyrics celebrating tail fins, shower heads, and mouthwash.”43 Shevelove led the way, writing and directing the first Milliken show in 1956; the textile manufacturer’s productions, using Broadway talent for these corporate entertainments, set the standard. He also staged the last three Milliken productions in the late 1970s.

Dominick Dunne, Sondheim’s friend from Williams College, introduced him to Shevelove in the early 1950s. “I was terribly impressed by him,” Sondheim said in a 2004 interview, because of “his wit and his erudition. And his knowledge and love of the theater, and the fact that he was active in it.”44

Although Shevelove was fifteen years older than Sondheim, they became close friends, getting together monthly to go to the theater or work on word puzzles, especially double acrostics. They would purchase two copies of the Saturday Review and work the difficult puzzles in their heads, competing to see who could come up with the answer first.

Conversations in 1958 led them to the idea of creating a musical farce based on Roman comedies, which Shevelove loved. He recruited a like-minded collaborator, Larry Gelbart, another television writer with a bent for comedy whom he worked with on several shows. With Sondheim writing songs, it took the three of them ten iterations of the script over the course of four years of starts and stops before it was ready to be produced. Sondheim called the show’s book “brilliantly constructed. … It’s almost like a senior thesis on two thousand years of comedy, with an intricate, Swiss watch-like plot.”45 With Harold Prince as its producer and George Abbott directing, Forum won the 1962-1963 Tony Award for Best Musical.

After Forum, Shevelove adapted and directed the off-Broadway farce Too Much Johnson (1964). He staged the 1968 Tony Award–winning Broadway production of Arthur Laurents’s Hallelujah, Baby! (with a score by Comden and Green) and the popular, long-running revival of No, No, Nanette (1971), which he revised from its original 1925 script. In 1972 he directed the Broadway revival of Forum, starring Phil Silvers as Pseudolus, the television star whom he and Gelbart had first envisioned for the role eventually originated by Zero Mostel.

In March 1973 when Sondheim asked him for help with a celebratory concert that was floundering, Shevelove stepped in and successfully staged Sondheim: A Musical Tribute, the first major celebration of Sondheim’s creative output. In 1974 he adapted another classic for an unconventional production: The Frogs by Aristophanes, with a set of songs composed by Sondheim. Shevelove staged it in the Yale University swimming pool with student actors (including Meryl Streep, Sigourney Weaver, and Christopher Durang, all undergraduates at the time) and the university’s swim team. Shevelove’s final Broadway production was Happy New Year (1980), a musical using songs by Cole Porter.

Working with Gelbart, Shevelove wrote the screenplay for Richard Lester’s film of Forum (1966), which used Mostel and Jack Gilford from the original Broadway cast. The director, who had a major success directing the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night (1964), excised much of Sondheim’s music from the movie, and it was not well received. Shevelove and Gelbart joined forces to write the screenplay for The Wrong Box (1966), a darkly comic Victorian murder mystery.

Commenting in Shevelove’s obituary, Sondheim said, “He was happiest as a writer when he was collaborating with someone. When he was on his own, he was like many of us, a procrastinator.”46

Shevelove was working on a musical adaptation of The Front Page at the time of his death in London at age 66, on April 8, 1982. Sondheim said, “Burt was a presence in everybody’s lives, and I doubt whether a week goes by when I don’t miss him. He was the world’s best person.”47
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SIDE BY SIDE BY SONDHEIM (1976)

The growth of Sondheim’s popularity and his position as the central figure in musical theater in the late twentieth century was significantly spurred by the British production of Side By Side By Sondheim in 1976. It featured music from several of Sondheim’s shows that had not yet been presented in London.

It began with actor David Kernan, who played Count Carl-Magnus in the 1975 London premiere of A Little Night Music. With the production’s music director Ray Cook and his assistant Stuart Pedlar, conversations coalesced around the idea of an all-Sondheim revue. Kernan was approached by jazz impresario John Dankworth and his wife, singer Cleo Laine, to arrange a series of fundraising benefit performances on several Sunday evenings when working actors typically had a day off.

Kernan took the idea to Ned Sherrin, a producer, director, writer, and humorist who liked the idea immediately. (Sherrin had been a comic force behind the satirical British television news round-up hosted by David Frost, That Was The Week That Was, broadcast in 1962–1963; Kernan had been a regular performer.) They settled on a company of three singers, two women and one man, plus a narrator and two pianists. Sherrin would narrate and direct, and Kernan would sing; Cook and Pedlar were the pianists. Kernan recruited two performers he knew professionally, Julia McKenzie and Millicent Martin, both actors who sang. (Martin had been a regular singer on That Was The Week That Was). With Sondheim’s approval, the performers began to work on material for The Sondheim Songbook, as it was initially called.
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Ned Sherrin, Julia McKenzie, David Kernan, and Millicent Martin perform in Side by Side by Sondheim in London (1977).
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The first performance at the Dankworths’ venue in Wavenden in October 1975 sold out (as did its dress rehearsal). That paved the way to further engagements at several theaters in Brighton, Bury St. Edmunds in Suffolk, and Guy’s Hospital in London. Julia McKenzie suggested a different title, Side By Side By Sondheim, inspired by “Side by Side by Side,” a song from Company.

Cameron Mackintosh, then a young producer, stepped into the picture and presented the revue at London’s Mermaid Theatre, opening on May 4, 1976. Sondheim came to see the production and worked with the cast. “What Steve did,” according to Kernan, “was direct the show, and without a doubt, he’s the finest director I’ve ever had … and the cast agreed.”48

Side By Side’s run at the Mermaid sold solidly for eight weeks. In July 1976 Mackintosh moved it to Wyndham’s Theatre and then to Garrick’s Theatre. After 806 performances it finally closed on April 29, 1978.

Harold Prince attended the 1976 opening night at the Mermaid and discussed producing the show on Broadway. He persuaded Actors Equity to allow the British cast to perform in New York City, telling the union’s leadership “there was no point in bringing this show over unless the British were allowed to come, because the show was American material viewed by another society.”49 With Equity’s permission, Prince put together a Broadway production.

The hit review that continued its run as the talk of London opened at Broadway’s Music Box on April 18, 1977. Kernan, Martin, McKenzie, and Sherrin were each nominated for 1977 Tony Awards as featured actors in a musical. After six months, the British performers were replaced by Nancy Dussault, Bonnie Schon, Larry Kert, and Hermione Gingold, who served as the narrator. The production moved to the Morosco Theatre for its final month, closing on March 19, 1978, after 384 performances. At the Morosco, the singers were Dussault, Swarbrick, and Jack Blackton, with puppeteer Burt Tilstrom with his puppets Kukla and Ollie as narrators.

Ethan Mordden suggested that in shows such as Side By Side Sondheim’s “supposedly difficult music and idea-stuffed lyrics suddenly seemed not difficult but agreeable and not idea-stuffed but stimulating.”50 Biographer Meryle Secrest observed that in London, “where the qualities of his work that were cause for reproach on Broadway (his shows were too experimental, too intellectual, too bracing for popular consumption) were the very attributes that tended to be admired.”51

SONGS. Part 1: “Comedy Tonight,” “Love Is in the Air” (Forum); “If Momma Was Married” (Gypsy); “You Must Meet My Wife” (Night Music); “The Little Things You Do Together,” “Getting Married Today” (Company); “I Remember” (Evening Primrose); “Can That Boy Foxtrot” (cut from Follies); “Company,” “Another Hundred People,” “Barcelona,” “Being Alive” (Company); “I Never Do Anything Twice” (The Seven-Per-Cent Solution); “Beautiful Girls,” “Ah, Paree!” “Buddy’s Blues,” “Broadway Baby” (Follies); “You Could Drive a Person Crazy (Company). Part 2: “Everybody Says Don’t,” “Anyone Can Whistle” (Anyone Can Whistle); “Send in the Clowns” (Night Music); “We’re Gonna Be All Right” (Do I Hear a Waltz?); “A Boy Like That,” “I Have a Love” (West Side Story); “The Boy From …” (The Mad Show); “There Is No Other Way,” “Pretty Lady” (Pacific Overtures); “You Gotta Have a Gimmick” (Gypsy); “Losing My Mind,” “Could I Leave You?” “I’m Still Here” (Follies); “Conversation Piece,” a medley arranged by Caryl Brahms and Stuart Pedlar; “Side By Side By Side” (Company).

Side By Side By Sondheim’s original London cast recording was produced by Thomas Z. Shepard at CBS No. 1 Studio in London on May 15, 16, and 18, 1976, with Sondheim present as a consultant. Originally realized as a double-LP and double-cassette set, it was remastered in 1990 for compact disc and released by RCA (1851-2-RG).

In an interview for the Sondheim Review, Ned Sherrin said, “Everyone had total faith in the words and music; there was no attempt to add, distract, help, or embellish it. And Sondheim is the most incisive musical and lyrical commentator. His lyrics are what make it. The thing that makes the songs constantly relevant is that the lyrics have something to say about the life we live. Their dissection of human behavior is extraordinary.”52

Commenting on the revue’s New York production, Craig Zadan wrote, “The success of this musical was a turning point in Sondheim’s acceptance beyond his cult status. The reviews were almost unanimously favorable. Even those critics who had never shown that much enthusiasm for his work suddenly loved the songs out of context, citing romantic, melodic, hummable tunes.”53 Clive Barnes, reviewing for the New York Times, said, “It is Stephen Sondheim revealed as Stephen Sondheim has never been revealed before. … This is a dream of a show … happy, funny, witty, and so compassionate. It makes you feel good.”54
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SIGNATURE THEATRE

Founded in 1989 by artistic director Eric Schaeffer and actor Donna Migliaccio, Arlington, Virginia’s Signature Theatre became one of the leading theaters in the Washington, DC, metropolitan area. Until 1996, Schaeffer held onto a day job as an art director at a Washington television station; he had no formal theater training, mostly learning from watching others. In 1991, Signature’s second season, he staged the company’s first musical: a singularly dark and intimate rendition of Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd. The award-winning production launched his credentials as a noteworthy producer and director of Sondheim’s shows.

In 1992 Schaeffer staged an audacious Assassins, one that made audiences feel as if they were inside the characters’ heads. It had a sold-out nine-week run, meeting with more success and favorable coverage than the show’s original New York Staging a year earlier at Playwrights Horizons. Its success led people to ask, “What’s the next Sondheim musical?” Schaeffer credited the idea for annual productions to Signature’s audience.55 By delivering more Sondheim works annually, Schaeffer cultivated strong patron devotion to Signature.

Company was presented in 1993, and Into the Woods in 1994, marking Signature’s five-year anniversary. The production’s five-week run was extended by five weeks: “We could have done it another nine weeks,” Schaeffer said.56

In 1996 Schaeffer staged Passion, his first production that Sondheim attended and praised. Based on that impression, Sondheim and producer Cameron Mackintosh invited Schaeffer to direct a new production of the review Putting It Together in Los Angeles in late 1998.

Between 1991 and 2019, Signature staged thirty productions of Sondheim’s musicals, revues, and concerts, the most by any single theater in America. Several shows had multiple productions, each time reinvented: Assassins returned in September 2019 for the fourth time. The company also became a serious proponent of new plays, presenting fifty-six world premieres, including nineteen new musical commissions. In 2009 Signature was honored with the Regional Theatre Tony Award.

Signature’s earliest productions, including Sweeney Todd, were presented in a black box theater at the Arlington County Gunston Arts Center, a one-time middle school. Quickly outgrowing that venue, the company acquired a defunct auto bumper plating shop, which came to be known as “The Garage,” featuring a 136-seat black box. In 2007, Signature moved to a new $16 million theater complex in Arlington’s Village at Shirington, part of a shopping and dining center anchored also by the Arlington County Public Library. The facility featured a pair of state-of-the-art black box theaters; one could seat 275–350, the other accommodated 99.

Based on Schaeffer’s history with the works of Sondheim, he curated the Kennedy Center’s “Sondheim Celebration” in 2002. He also staged a revival of Follies at the Kennedy Center in the spring of 2011 with a cast that included Bernadette Peters, Jan Maxwell, Danny Burstein, Ron Raines, and Elaine Paige. The production transferred to Broadway’s Marquis Theatre later that year, where it had 152 performances from September through January. It received seven 2012 Tony Award nominations; Gregg Barnes’s costume design won.

In 2009 Signature launched an annual tribute, “The Sondheim Award.” On April 27, 2009, the honor was first bestowed on the composer himself. Sondheim said, “When Signature approached me about creating an award in my name, I was simultaneously flattered, honored, and embarrassed—flattered that Signature should think so highly of me, honored because I think so highly of Signature, and embarrassed because I’m pathetically neurotic about being in the spotlight. The fact is that Signature has done me proud over the years, not merely in the frequency with which they have produced musicals I worked on, but because the quality of the productions has been so consistently high and inventive. I look forward to being embarrassed when I inaugurate the award … .”57

The Award Gala is held annually at the Embassy of Italy in Washington, DC, a festive evening recognizing an honoree and featuring tribute performances by notable Broadway and Signature artists. Recipients after Sondheim were Angela Lansbury (2010), Bernadette Peters (2011), Patti LuPone (2012), Harold Prince (2013), Jonathan Tunick (2014), James Lapine (2015), John Weidman (2016), Sir Cameron Mackintosh (2017), John Kander (2018), and Audra MacDonald (2019).

Expanding its Sondheim credentials, Signature Theatre took over operation of the website EverythingSondheim.org in January 2018.
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SIX BY SONDHEIM (2013)

Produced for the premium cable channel HBO, the award-winning documentary film Six by Sondheim first aired on Monday, December 9, 2013. It was assembled and directed by longtime Sondheim collaborator James Lapine, who coproduced the program with Frank Rich, the former New York Times theater critic who conducted many onstage conversations with Sondheim. Both men knew Sondheim well and were in a position to oversee the assembly of numerous interviews from his long career, providing insights into his life, his career, and his art.

While a multitude of songs and performances threaded through for the documentary, six numbers from Sondheim’s canon were the particular focus in segments demonstrating his philosophy and process of creation. Several of those six were represented in filmed renditions by the original performers: Dean Jones sang “Being Alive from Company (excerpted from D. A. Pennebaker’s 1971 documentary), Glynis Johns sang “Send in the Clowns” from A Little Night Music (complemented by quick cuts of numerous other singers offering personal renditions—ranging from heartfelt to bizarre—culminating in an ardent and moving new performance by Audra McDonald, accompanied by guitarist Will Swenson created for the documentary), and Yvonne De Carlo’s performance of Follies’ “I’m Still Here” for a television show (followed by a newly staged performance by rock singer Jarvis Crocker singing in a dimly lit cabaret to stone-faced older women).

“Sunday” as performed by the cast of Sunday in the Park with George in 1984, featuring Mandy Patinkin and Bernadette Peters, stood on its own as the fourth selection. The fifth number was West Side Story’s “Something’s Coming,” featuring Sondheim’s lyrics, Leonard Bernstein’s melody, and a televised performance by Larry Kert, who originated the role of Tony.

The sixth number—“Opening Doors” from Merrily We Roll Along—was fully staged in a segment directed by Lapine and featuring latter-day Broadway performers Darren Criss, America Ferrera, Jeremy Jordan, and Laura Osnes. Sondheim frequently offered this number as his one song rooted in his own experience as a young songwriter, hoping to get work from Broadway producers. In a rare singing appearance, Sondheim ironically portrayed a gruff producer scolding the young artists for failing to create “hummable” melodies.

“We didn’t choose the most famous songs,” Lapine said. “We chose the ones that had an interesting story behind them and also fit into the linear storytelling of Steve’s life.”58 In various filmed segments, Sondheim described important moments and shaping events from his life, often seamlessly interwoven by editor Miky Wolf using excerpts from conversations recorded at distinctly different moments in time. (It took Wolf nearly three years of intermittent work to assemble the eighty-seven-minute program.) “Who he is is in his music,” said Wolf. “As much as Steve says his songs don’t really reflect himself, when you look at the whole body of work, clearly they do.”59

Numerous other surprising archival moments, including footage of Ethel Merman singing “Rose’s Turn” from Gypsy, expanded the breadth of the documentary’s coverage. Tender recollections about Sondheim’s mentor Oscar Hammerstein II and anecdotes about the importance of teachers offer personal dimensions that round out the composer’s character.

Sondheim’s candor, concision, and insights permeated Six by Sondheim: “As a writer, I think what I am is an actor. I’m an actor when I’m writing songs.”60

The documentary received a 2013 Peabody Award “for its musical delights and its revealing glimpse into the process of making art.”
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SMITH, ALEXIS (1921–1993)

Margaret Alexis Fitzsimmons Smith was born on June 8, 1921, in Penticton, British Columbia, Canada. Her parents moved to Los Angeles when Alexis was a child and became naturalized citizens in 1939. Trained as a dancer, she made her professional debut at age 13. While attending Hollywood High School, she won a statewide acting contest.

A Warner Brothers talent scout saw Smith in a production at Los Angeles City College in 1940 and signed her to a studio contract. She had minor parts in the early 1940s. She appeared in Steel Against the Sky (1941) with her future husband Craig Stevens. They were married in 1944 and remained together until her death in 1993.

Eventually she played tempestuous romantic leads opposite many of the leading actors of the 1940s: Charles Boyer, Errol Flynn, Fredric March, Humphrey Bogart, William Holden, and Bing Crosby. One of her greatest successes was Night and Day (1946) as the wife of composer Cole Porter, portrayed by Cary Grant.

In the 1950s and early 1960s Smith and her husband toured in several stage hits, including the 1955 national tour of the musical comedy Plain and Fancy, Jean Kerr’s Mary, Mary (1961), and Abe Burrows’s Cactus Flower (1968).

Smith had an early audition in Los Angeles for the role of Phyllis Rogers Stone in the original production of Sondheim’s Follies (1971). She did a poor job of singing and was not initially cast. After working with a vocal coach, she asked for a second audition and convinced Harold Prince and others that she could handle her first role on Broadway. Nevertheless, she said Sondheim’s songs were challenging: “When you hear him play the songs they sound easy, then you start to learn them and after two bars you stop, exasperated.”61 Perhaps she was thinking of “The Story of Lucy and Jessie,” a late addition to Follies for her character, replete with fast-paced, tricky lyrics.

In fact, Smith received critical acclaim for her singing, even from reviewers who were not enthusiastic about the show. (She was the highest paid actor in the production, earning $1,500 per week.) Smith was featured on the cover of Time magazine on May 3, 1971, and won the 1972 Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical. In 1973 she reprised her memorable performance of “Could I Leave You?” for Sondheim: A Musical Tribute.

Smith continued to work onstage during the 1970s. She performed in an all-star Broadway revival of Clare Boothe Luce’s The Women (1973), William Inge’s Summer Brave (1975, a reworking of Picnic), and the musical Platinum (1978, Tony nomination). She also acted in several regional productions of Applause and toured for more than a year (1979–1981) as the madam in The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas.

In the 1970s she also made movies with Kirk Douglas, Burt Lancaster, Martin Sheen, and Walter Matthau. She had a recurring role in the TV series Dallas (1984, 1990) and won an Emmy for a one-episode guest appearance during the eighth season of Cheers in 1990.

Smith died of brain cancer on June 9, 1993, in Los Angeles. She had no children.
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SONDHEIM ON SONDHEIM (2010)


Original Production


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: James Lapine

Director: James Lapine

Producer: The Roundabout Theatre Company

Scenic Designer: Beowulf Boritt; Costume Designer: Susan Hilferty; Lighting Designer: Ken Billington; Sound Designer: Dan Moses Schreier; Video & Projection Designer: Peter Flaherty; Musical Staging: Dan Knechtges; Orchestrations: Michael Starobin; Musical Director/Arranger: David Loud; Conductor: Andrew Einhorn

Original Cast: Barbara Cook, Leslie Kritzer, Norm Lewis, Euan Morton, Erin Mackey, Matthey Scott, Vanessa Williams, Tom Wopat

The original Broadway production of Sondheim on Sondheim at the Roundabout Theatre Company’s Studio 54 began with thirty-seven previews, commencing on March 19, 2010. It opened its limited run on April 22, 2010. It had seventy-six performances and closed on June 27, 2010.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 2010 TONY AWARD NOMINATIONS: Featured Actress in a Musical (Cook); Sound Design of a Musical (Dan Moses Schreier).

2010 DRAMA DESK AWARDS: Outstanding Musical Revue.





Overview

James Lapine developed the concept and filmed the segments with Sondheim. His first title was iSondheim; aMusical Revue, and the production was envisioned for Atlanta’s Alliance Theatre’s fortieth anniversary in 2008. However, it was canceled due to financing problems during the economic recession. The plan had been to present it regionally and then bring it to Broadway; that was short circuited. Two years later, Lapine resurrected the show as Sondheim on Sondheim, a Broadway production for the Roundabout Theatre Company at Studio 54. Previews began on March 19, 2010; it opened April 22, 2010, and closed June 27, 2010. The eight-person cast included Vanessa Williams, who played the Witch in the 2002 Broadway revival of Into the Woods, and veteran singer and Sondheim interpreter Barbara Cook. At age 83, the show was one of Cook’s final stage appearances.

Lapine did not intend Sondheim on Sondheim to be a retrospective. “It’s not ‘American Masters,’” he told a New York Times interviewer. “It’s a kind of impressionistic view of him that’s put together with pieces of archival footage and interview footage. It’s a collage of his life, in which who he is and how he got there comes into focus.”62 The actors did not play characters. They were backed by an eight-player orchestra using orchestrations by Michael Starobin (who orchestrated Sunday in the Park with George and Assassins).

Particularly memorable from the original production was a wall of sixty-four flat-panel plasma screens used for multimedia projection of Lapine’s newly shot video footage of Sondheim as well as archival material. Sondheim served as the narrator, talking about his life and career.


Musical Numbers

Act 1


	Overture— Company

	“I'll Meet You at the Donut”—from By George

	“Invocation”/“Forget War”—cut from A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum

	“Love Is in the Air”—from Forum

	“Comedy Tonight”– from Forum

	“Take Me to the World”– from Evening Primrose

	“Talent”/“When I Get Famous”—from Road Show and Climb High

	“Something's Coming”—from West Side Story

	“So Many People”—from Saturday Night

	“You Could Drive a Person Crazy”—from Company

	“The Wedding Is Off”—cut from Company

	“Now You Know”—from Merrily We Roll Along

	“Do I Hear a Waltz?”—from Do I Hear a Waltz?

	“Franklin Shepard, Inc.”—from Merrily

	“Good Thing Going”—from Merrily

	“Waiting for the Girls Upstairs”—from Follies

	“Epiphany”—from Sweeney Todd

	“Happiness”—from Passion

	“I Read”—from Passion

	“Is This What You Call Love?”—from Passion

	“Loving You” from Passion

	Act 1 Finale—Medley of “Ever After” from Into the Woods, “A Weekend in the Country” from A Little Night Music, and “Sunday” from Sunday in the Park with George



Act 2


	Entr'acte from Pacific Overtures

	“God”—a new song by Sondheim for this production

	Medley of “Losing My Mind” from Follies and “Not a Day Goes by“ from Merrily

	“Opening Doors”—from Merrily

	“The Best Thing That Ever Has Happened” in versions from Bounce and Road Show

	“Multitudes of Amy”—cut from Company

	“Happily Ever After”—cut from Company

	“Being Alive”—from Company

	“Ah, But Underneath”—from Follies (added in 1987)

	“In Buddy's Eyes”—from Follies

	“Something Just Broke”—from Assassins (added in 1992)

	“The Gun Song”—from Assassins

	“Smile, Girls”—cut from Gypsy

	“Finishing the Hat”—from Sunday

	“Beautiful”—from Sunday

	“Children Will Listen”—from Into the Woods

	“Send in the Clowns”—from Night Music

	Act 2 Finale—Medley of “Company” from Company and “Old Friends” from Merrily

	“Anyone Can Whistle”—from Anyone Can Whistle





Score

The songs for this production were conceived for various shows. Sondheim crafted one new number, “God,” a witty piece of ironic self-reflection. His amusing analysis of his place in the musical theater firmament was a highlight, a demonstration of his wry wit aimed at himself and his idolaters. The over-the-top adulation prompted Barbara Cook’s line: “Turn him off and let’s just sing the damn song.”

Reactions

Sondheim on Sondheim evoked a lukewarm critical response, although most critics were charmed by the video footage of Sondheim. Ben Brantley’s New York Times review called the show “a chipper, haphazard anthology,” but said “this somewhat jittery production never quite finds a sustained tone.”63 In the New York Post, Elisabeth Vincentelli described Sondheim’s presence as “funny, informative, occasionally self-deprecating, and often deeply touching,” but she added, “his insights … have more life than the wan performances onstage.”64

Writing for the Sondheim Review, Rob Weinert-Kendt deemed the show “desultory … an ungainly documentary-with-songs that toggled between video interviews with the composer/lyricist and a mixed bag of live performances that displayed Sondheim’s glimmering genius in, at best, mottled light.” Calling it “essentially a PBS special,” Weinert-Kendt added, “the casting, performances and arrangements—in other words, the musical theatre portion of the program—did not, by and large, represent state-of-the-art Sondheim.”65

Cast Recording

The cast gathered on June 6–7, 2010, at Avatar Studios in New York City for the original cast recording. Executive producers were Sean Patrick Flahaven, Alan D. Marks, and Stephen Moore. The two-disc set (PS Classics PS-1093, 107 minutes) featured twenty-five numbers, as well as many passages of Sondheim’s commentary between songs, used in the same way they were in the stage performance. Flahaven wrote the liner essay, “Now You Know.” The recording was released on August 31, 2010. Songs not included from the original production were the Act 1 Overture, “Do I Hear a Waltz?,” “Epiphany,” the Act 1 Finale medley, the Act 2 Entr’acte, “Ah, But Underneath,” and “In Buddy’s Eyes.”

Other Productions

The complex multimedia of Sondheim speaking about his life used in the original production was reduced to a simplified single-screen video with 100 segments for subsequent licensed productions. The flexibility of this material enabled productions on stages large and small.

Sondheim on Sondheim was staged by the Great Lakes Theater Festival in Cleveland (2012); by Squabbalogic in Sydney, Australia (2014); by Moonlight Stage Productions in San Diego, California; and as a concert production with the Los Angeles Philharmonic at the Hollywood Bowl on July 23, 2017, directed by James Lapine’s niece, Sarna Lapine. Following its general release, Sondheim on Sondheim became a popular offering for community theaters and universities.
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THE SONDHEIM REVIEW

For twenty-two years (1994–2016) the Sondheim Review, published quarterly, provided subscribers with features, interviews, and reviews about Stephen Sondheim. The publication, “Dedicated to the work of the musical theater’s foremost composer and lyricist,” was launched by business manager Ray Birks and edited by University of Wisconsin journalism professor Paul Salsini for its first decade.

Sondheim made occasional contributions and often provided feedback and comments, but he was not formally connected to the magazine. The original editorial team included Chicago theater columnist John Olson; recording producer Sean Patrick Flahaven; drama critic and university professor Eric Grode; and Cincinnati theater critic Rick Pender, a past leader of the American Theatre Critics Association.

Birks named Pender as the magazine’s managing editor in 2004. Additional authorities and writers were recruited to the editorial board: Mark Eden Horowitz from the Library of Congress, university professors Paul M. Puccio and Christopher Weimer; theater marketing and public relations professional Christa Skiles; theater journalists Diane Nottle, Russell M. Dembin, and Andy Propst; and theater scholars Sam Baltimore and Diana Calderazzo.

At its peak, the Sondheim Review had several thousand subscribers in more than twenty-five countries. Following business difficulties in 2015, the Sondheim Review ceased publication in early 2016. In all, eighty-six issues were produced ranging in length from 24 to 52 pages.

Pender sought to extend coverage of Sondheim with a website, EverythingSondheim.org, launched in June 2016. The subscriber-based resource was intended to provide news, information, commentary, and analysis with the intention of producing occasional print publications. Three issues were published in 2016 and 2017, but subscription funding proved insufficient to sustain operations.

On January 4, 2018 it was announced that Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia, had acquired the website. Signature’s artistic director Eric Schaeffer described plans to “continue to publish new and original content, including articles, videos, production listings, puzzles, quizzes and more.”
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SONDHEIM SINGS (2005)

In 2005, the year Sondheim turned seventy-five, two collections of demo recordings were assembled by his archivist Peter E. Jones and released by PS Classics with support from its founders, Tommy Krasker and Phillip Chalfin: Sondheim Sings, Volume I, 1962–72 and Sondheim Sings, Volume II, 1946–60. In 1971 Sondheim said, “For those of you who have not had the pleasure of hearing my voice before, I tend to sing very loud, usually off pitch and always in keys that are just out of my range.”66

The songs on these albums are simple renditions, featuring Sondheim playing the piano and singing energetically with no other accompaniment. As Jones wrote in his liner notes, “Now, for the first time, Stephen Sondheim is inviting us to sit with him on the piano bench while he enthusiastically shares some of those moments with us.”67

All in all Sondheim made seventy-four of these recordings with John Barry Ryan, a friend from Williams College who had enough money to have two pianos and some high-fidelity home recording equipment (using full-track mono at 15ips). Volume I contains nineteen amateur recordings of songs written between 1962 and 1972, including several well-known numbers with alternate music and lyrics that were intended for various shows but replaced during their development and rehearsal periods.

The numbers included in Volume I, issued in March 2005 (the month of Sondheim’s birthday), were “Love Is in the Air” (intended as an opening number for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum that was cut, 1962), “Pretty Little Picture” (cut from Forum), “Truly Content” (The World of Jules Feiffer, 1962), “Multitudes of Amys” (cut from Company, 1970), “Miracle Song” (Anyone Can Whistle, 1964), “The Lame, the Halt and the Blind” (cut from Anyone Can Whistle), “The Glamorous Life” (from a backers’ audition for A Little Night Music, 1973), “Everybody Ought to Have a Maid” (Forum), “Invocation” (cut from Forum), “Don’t Look at Me” (Follies, 1971), “Pleasant Little Kingdom” (cut from Follies), “Everybody Says Don’t” (Anyone Can Whistle), “Losing My Mind” (Follies), “Broadway Baby” (Follies), “Anyone Can Whistle” (Anyone Can Whistle), “A Hero Is Coming” (Anyone Can Whistle), “No, Mary Ann” (written as an annoyingly repeated pop tune for an unproduced movie that author William Golden planned to make from his 1967 novel The Thing of It Is, 1969), “Marry Me a Little” (cut from Company), and “Send in the Clowns” (a late replacement song, written overnight, for A Little Night Music).

The second volume of Sondheim Sings, issued in August 2005, included five recordings made on Sondheim’s own acetate recorder in the 1940s and early 1950s, purchased with saved allowance money. The album included two Christmas greetings Sondheim recorded for “Ockie,” his mentor Oscar Hammerstein II. The other recordings, beginning in 1952, were among the first he made with John Barry Ryan. Most of the numbers from the 1950s—songs for plays or television shows, as well as customized songs for special occasions with friends—were created before he began his Broadway career with West Side Story in 1957.

Volume 2 contains “You’re Only as Old as You Look” (a birthday song Sondheim wrote in 1955 for Julian “Jerry” Beaty, Mary Rodgers’s first husband); “Do I Hear a Waltz?” (from Do You Hear a Waltz?, a 1960 television musical that was never produced, based on Arthur Laurents’s The Time of the Cuckoo, adapted into Do I Hear a Waltz? in 1965), “Pour le Sport” (from another unproduced project, The Last Resorts, 1956); “Men” (from By George, a school musical that Sondheim wrote for his private Quaker high school when he was 16 and shared with Hammerstein with confidence and high hopes; the venerable lyricist critiqued it honestly and offered to give the precocious teen some lessons in writing musicals, 1946), “Steve Greets Ockie 1” (a Christmas greeting to Oscar Hammerstein II, 1943), “What to Do at George School” (from By George), “How Do I Know?” (a radio broadcast of a melody Sondheim composed for Phinney’s Rainbow, a satire written during his sophomore year at Williams College, 1948), “When I Get Famous” (from Climb High, another show Sondheim created at Williams College and in response to a writing project proposed by Oscar Hammerstein, 1952), “A Star Is Born” (an ambitious “list” song that Sondheim wrote in 1954 for the birth of a daughter to a friend from Williams College; it is stuffed with more than sixty references to show business professionals and more than forty references to props, characters, or situations related to them; two pages of the liner notes offer insights into the in-jokes and pop culture references), “I Remember That” (from Saturday Night, 1953), “In No Time At All/A Moment With You” (from Saturday Night), “New York Song” (from The Clock, 1953), “The Girls of Summer” (from The Girls of Summer, 1956), “I Wouldn’t Change a Thing” (from The Last Resorts), “Ten Years Old” (cut from The Fabulous Fifties, a 1960 television special recounting major events of the past decade, the song was to be performed by children age 10 and under), “High Life” (from The Last Resorts), “Where Do I Belong?” (from Climb High), “Bitterness” (from By George), and “Steve Greets Ockie 2” (another Christmas greeting).

Proceeds from these recordings were donated to Young Playwrights Inc., founded in 1981 by Sondheim for the support and development of young playwrights under the age of 18.
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SONDHEIM, STEPHEN (1930–)

Born March 22, 1930, to Herbert Sondheim (1895–1966) and Etta Janet (Fox) Sondheim (1897–1992), nicknamed “Foxy.” Herbert was a successful dress manufacturer, and Foxy was an occasional designer for his company. Unhappily married and living on New York City’s Upper West Side, they divorced in 1940 when Stephen was 10 years old. He was their only child, and according to Meryle Secrest, Sondheim’s biographer, he was isolated and emotionally neglected. He was, however, occasionally taken to the theater: At age 6, he attended his first Broadway production, White Horse Inn, a Broadway version of a German operetta. Before his parents divorced, he saw, among other plays and musicals, Rodgers and Hart’s The Boys from Syracuse (1938) and Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein’s Very Warm for May (1939).

Sondheim’s parents were of Jewish descent, but he received no religious training and did not have a bar mitzvah. By and large, his parents paid scant attention to his childhood. Sondheim attended the Ethical Culture School, a private primary school in New York City, and took piano lessons. From 1940 to 1942, he was sent to the New York Military Academy, a boarding school an hour north of New York City. A bright, precocious child, Sondheim excelled academically and completed sixth and eighth grades, skipping seventh.
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Stephen Sondheim (1963).
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Stephen Sondheim (1976).
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After Herbert Sondheim’s divorce from Sondheim’s mother, he married Alicia Babé in 1943. They had two sons, Walter and Herbert Jr., Sondheim’s half-brothers. Foxy, high-strung, neurotic, and resentful, retained custody of Stephen. With her divorce settlement, she purchased a home in Doylestown in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where she often ignored Stephen or took out her frustrations with her ex-husband on him. She was a social climber and acquainted herself with prominent people living nearby, including Oscar Hammerstein II, the renowned Broadway librettist lyricist, whose country home was just a few miles away. Sondheim and Hammerstein’s son, Jamie, became friends, and Stephen was all but adopted by the family. Oscar became his surrogate father, role model, and mentor.

Once settled in Pennsylvania, Sondheim attended the George School in Newtown, a private Quaker high school. He was involved in music and theatrical activities and wrote a school musical, By George!, in 1946, which was staged before he graduated.

Teenaged Sondheim showed By George! to Hammerstein, expecting it to be praised—and perhaps produced on Broadway. Instead Hammerstein, with blunt honesty, told the 16-year-old it was the worst thing he’d ever read. When Sondheim recoiled, Hammerstein quickly added, “I didn’t say it was untalented; I said it was terrible.”68 He offered to critique the amateur show constructively. Hammerstein imparted genuine, pragmatic wisdom about creating plays and musicals, and years later Sondheim recalled that afternoon as the foundation for his subsequent career.

In particular, Hammerstein recommended a series of four projects to prepare the aspiring teenager for the rigors of creating musical theater: musicalizing a play he liked; improving and musicalizing a play with some flaws; taking a nonmusical piece—a novel or short story—and musicalizing it; then, finally, writing an original show with his own story and music.

College

At age 16, Sondheim enrolled at Williams College in western Massachusetts. He was interested in mathematics but quickly gravitated to the study of music, his ultimate major. Particularly memorable was his first day in a course taught by Professor Robert Barrow, who played Debussy’s “La Mer” and asked the students, “Does it sound like the sea to you? Doesn’t sound like the sea to me. What this is about is not about the sea—it’s about the whole tone scale.” Sondheim said that Barrow “took all the romance out of music and just taught what music was made of as a craft.” Always fascinated with how things work, Sondheim said, “By taking the romance out, he made it so romantic, I couldn’t wait to do it.”69

Sondheim performed in several collegiate theater productions during his first two years at Williams (1947–1948): Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth, Maxwell Anderson’s Winterset, Jean Cocteau’s The Infernal Machine, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (he played the assassin Cassius), Irwin Shaw’s The Gentle People, and Clifford Odets’s Waiting for Lefty. After a sizeable role in Emlyn Williams’s Night Must Fall in 1948, however, he lost interest in acting.70

In the spring of 1948, at the end of his sophomore year, Sondheim wrote Phinney’s Rainbow, a “college musical,” a series of skits with minimal plot that provided opportunities to satirize campus life. Williams was an all-male school, so the show featured men in drag, along with jokes, caricatures, and puns. (The title, inspired by Finian’s Rainbow, a Broadway hit that year, also reflected the middle name of the college’s president: James Phinney Baxter.) Sondheim wrote a song for the show in the style of Irving Berlin called “How Do I Know?” that became popular on campus and was played by bands at several dances. The show was well received and made a modest profit for the college’s theater society.

During his junior year, Sondheim began to work on the first of the playwriting assignments Hammerstein proposed, starting with Beggar on Horseback, a 1924 play by George S. Kaufman and Marc Connelly. During the summer between Sondheim’s sophomore and junior years, Hammerstein offered him the chance to be a gofer on the professional production of the musical Allegro, about a doctor who loses track of what’s important in life. (The 1947 show was a rare, unsuccessful Rodgers and Hammerstein musical.) The show probably informed Sondheim’s concept for his adaptation of Beggar on Horseback: a script titled All That Glitters, about a young composer of classical music who is torn between life as an artist and marrying for wealth. Building on the success of Phinney’s Rainbow at Williams, All That Glitters had four campus performances in March 1949.

Sondheim graduated from Williams (magna cum laude) in 1950, then spent the summer as an apprentice at Westport Country Playhouse in Connecticut, a summer stock company where he learned more about producing theater. Among his fellow apprentices was Mary Rodgers, daughter of Richard Rodgers. They palled around and became lifelong friends. Sondheim had a few other female friends, but no serious, romantic relationships.

Sondheim received a two-year, postgraduate fellowship from Williams, the Hutchinson Prize, that gave him $3,000 a year—enough to live on if he didn’t have to pay for an apartment—so he stayed with his father’s family in Manhattan. During 1951–1952, he studied with avant-garde composer Milton Babbitt (1916–2011). Sondheim wanted to learn about “composition, theory, and harmony without the attendant musicology that comes in graduate school. But I knew I wanted to write for the theater, so I wanted someone who did not disdain theater music. Milton, who was a frustrated show composer, was a perfect combination.”71 Together Sondheim and Babbitt studied the music of Jerome Kern, Richard Rodgers, and George Gershwin as deeply as they explored Beethoven and Mozart. Sondheim particularly wanted to delve more deeply into the music of Maurice Ravel and Aaron Copland, about whom he had written lengthy college papers.

Sondheim spent several months in Italy in the spring of 1953 when a friend extended an invitation to join him working on a film directed by John Huston, Beat the Devil. The movie starred Humphrey Bogart, who befriended Sondheim when they played chess. During that interval, Sondheim drafted a television script, The Man with the Squeaky Shoes, a spy story with Jack Lemmon in mind. It was never produced.

Early Adulthood

After studying with Babbitt and living with his father, Sondheim sought to earn enough money to rent his own place. Through Hammerstein, he met George Oppenheimer, a playwright and screenwriter, who was starting work on the early television series Topper. Based on the Squeaky Shoes script, Oppenheimer offered Sondheim $300 a week to come to Hollywood and crank out scripts for the series during a six-month stretch in 1953. After working on twenty-nine episodes, Sondheim had banked sufficient funds to rent a New York apartment. He had lived a California life for the better part of a year. But New York was where he wanted to be, and he was eager to start on a professional theatrical career.

Sondheim’s first endeavor at creating a Broadway show, Saturday Night, was encouraged by Lemuel Ayers, a leading set designer (Oklahoma! in 1943) who coproduced Kiss Me, Kate on Broadway (1948). Ayers owned the rights to a play he intended to musicalize, Front Porch in Flatbush by brothers Julius J. Epstein and Philip G. Epstein, and in 1954 he asked Sondheim to write three songs as an audition. Ayers liked them and engaged Sondheim to write the full score. After some struggles, backers were lined up and an opening date was planned for early 1955, but Ayers died of leukemia (he was just 40), and the production was abandoned.

Although Saturday Night was not produced until 1997, Sondheim’s initial efforts were beneficial. In the course of making the rounds to producers’ offices, he played some of his songs for playwright Arthur Laurents, who was impressed. When Sondheim learned that Laurents was collaborating with Leonard Bernstein and Jerome Robbins on a musical modernization of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, he casually asked who was writing the lyrics. Laurents introduced him to Bernstein, who was knocked out by Sondheim’s fresh lyric writing and invited him to join the creative team as co-lyricist.

Sondheim had his sights set on a career as a composer as well as a lyricist, so he hesitated to accept Bernstein’s offer. Hammerstein urged him to take the assignment for West Side Story, an opportunity to collaborate with well-established and respected professionals.

At age 26, Sondheim began to work with Bernstein, Laurents, and Robbins. He was eventually credited as West Side Story’s sole lyricist. The production, a serious musical drama staged and choreographed by Robbins, set a new standard for the musical stage. During West Side Story, Sondheim continued his lifelong friendship and began his working partnership with Harold Prince, who was early in his own career as a producer.

Although Sondheim yearned to compose and write lyrics, his next opportunity kept him working solely as a lyricist. Gypsy Rose Lee’s memoir became the source for a new musical, with a book by Laurents. Ethel Merman was cast as Rose, Gypsy’s no-holds-barred stage mother and the show’s central character. Laurents suggested Sondheim as the production’s composer and lyricist, but Merman wanted someone with more experience: That turned out to be veteran Jule Styne, who already had considerable success with shows including High Button Shoes, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and Bells Are Ringing.

Sondheim was persuaded—again by Hammerstein—to accept the role of lyricist for the chance to write for Merman, an established star. Laurents crafted a concise script, today considered one of the finest ever written for a musical, and Styne’s score is universally admired—as are Sondheim’s psychologically insightful lyrics. The three of them enjoyed working together, and Gypsy, which debuted in 1959, was a major hit, generally considered Merman’s greatest performance. The show earned eight Tony Award nominations but won none, losing the best musical prize to two other productions, Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music and Bock and Harnick’s Fiorello! It ran for nearly two years (702 performances).

His projects as a lyricist didn’t stop Sondheim from pursuing his dream of composing. Even before Gypsy, he started to work on a show for which he would do both. With Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart, a pair of humorous writers with lengthy television comedy credits and long-standing admiration for farce, he began A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, based on ancient comedies by the Roman playwright Plautus. The writing required intricate plotting (it took ten drafts to make everything come together in the final version), and they paused while Sondheim wrote lyrics for Gypsy in late 1958. When Forum debuted in 1962, it was an instant hit. It won the Best Musical Tony Award in 1963 and had the longest original run (964 performances) of any Sondheim show before or since.

All three of Sondheim’s first Broadway shows became movies: West Side Story (1961) was a major hit and won multiple Academy Awards. Gypsy (1962), with Rosalind Russell as Rose and Natalie Wood as Louise, did respectable box office business. Although Zero Mostel and Jack Gilford recreated their Broadway roles for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1966), much of Sondheim’s music was excised, and the film was only modestly successful.

When the rights to Gypsy were sold in 1960, Sondheim had the wherewithal to make the down payment on an 1850 town home in midtown Manhattan’s Turtle Bay, an early twentieth-century neighborhood with small backyard gardens. He had famous neighbors, including Katharine Hepburn. Despite a destructive fire in 1995, it continued to be his home into the twenty-first century. The five-story structure included room for office staff and archives, as well as his personal working and living spaces. Sondheim decorated his home with classic games, one of his many passions.

Following Forum, Sondheim again partnered with Laurents, this time for an avant-garde piece of sociopolitical satire, Anyone Can Whistle (1964). The “musical fable” about civic corruption and mental illness featured Angela Lansbury, Lee Remick, and Harry Guardino. Laurents wrote the script and staged the production. The disjointed show had just nine performances and was seldom revived, although several songs became well-known, especially the title number, “There Won’t Be Trumpets,” and “Everybody Says Don’t.” Sondheim later said, “Arthur and I had written the piece as if we were the two smartest kids in the class (in the back row, of course) … demonstrating how far ahead of the established wisdom we were.”72

That unsuccessful work was followed by Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), a dissatisfying experience that Sondheim subsequently called a “why” musical because it lacked a good reason for its creation. Laurents adapted the script from his successful play The Time of the Cuckoo (about a lonely middle-aged woman seeking romance in Venice) and directed the musical adaptation, but this time the composer was Richard Rodgers, five years after Oscar Hammerstein’s death in 1960. In fact, near the end of Hammerstein’s life he urged Sondheim to find a way to collaborate with Rodgers. As it happened, the composer had a difficult, sour working relationship with Sondheim and Laurents, and Sondheim called his involvement “as wrongheaded a decision as I’ve ever made.”73

The latter half of the 1960s was a somewhat fallow period for Sondheim, strewn with a few false starts and minor projects. Although it came and went quickly, Evening Primrose, a one-hour television musical with a script by James Goldman based on a fanciful short story by John Collier, featured several excellent songs. It aired in November 1966 and starred Sondheim’s friend Anthony Perkins.

By the early 1960s, Sondheim’s friend Harold Prince had become a successful producer, and they began to explore projects on which they could collaborate. Sondheim proposed a show he was working on with Goldman, The Girls Upstairs, about a pair of Ziegfeld Follies performers, and Prince agreed to consider it. Before they started in 1969, Sondheim asked Prince to provide some advice to his friend George Furth. The actor had written several playlets but was stymied by what to do with them. Prince, eager to continue directing, proposed a musical based on the Furth’s vignettes about married couples. Sondheim and Furth linked them by inventing a common friend named Robert. With Furth’s book and Sondheim’s contemporary “urban” score, Prince staged Company, which opened in April 1970. It featured an innovative scenic design by Boris Aronson and choreography by Michael Bennett (who five years later created A Chorus Line). Company was often termed a “concept” musical since it did not have a traditional plot. It won the 1971 Tony for Best Musical.

Once Company was up and running, Sondheim, Goldman, and Prince returned to The Girls Upstairs. Prince again served as producer and director, but he elevated choreographer Michael Bennett to the role of codirector. The show was retitled Follies: A glum and glamorous portrait of people from an earlier generation of show business, it debuted in 1971 and was an artistic success, but not a commercial one. Thanks to Sondheim’s memorable score with musical numbers in the styles of composers from the first half of the twentieth century, it won eight Tony Awards and is remembered as one of Sondheim and Prince’s greatest productions, although it lost the Best Musical Tony to Two Gentlemen of Verona. But with stunning scenic design by Aronson and gorgeous costumes by Florence Klotz, Follies was staggeringly expensive. The show lost its investment and failed to become a major hit, a disappointment to both Sondheim and Prince.

Sondheim had a lifelong enthusiasm for puzzles, games, and mysteries. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, he and Anthony Perkins staged elaborate treasure hunts for friends in Manhattan. Building on that hobby, the pair collaborated to cowrite the screenplay for a thriller about a game aboard a yacht that traveled to various Mediterranean ports. Directed by Herbert Ross, The Last of Sheila (1973) starred Richard Benjamin, Dyan Cannon, James Coburn, Joan Hackett, James Mason, and Raquel Welch. Filmed in the south of France with complex clues and secrets revealed in each locale about the death of the yacht owner’s wife, the film received mixed reviews.

From 1973 to 1981 Sondheim served as president of the Dramatists Guild. In 1981, through the Guild, he founded Young Playwrights Inc., a professional theater dedicated to identifying, developing, producing, and promoting playwrights ages 18 or younger.

For their third collaboration, Sondheim and Prince sought a romantic story and found it in Swedish director Ingmar Bergman’s 1955 film of mismatched lovers, Smiles of a Summer Night. They adapted it into A Little Night Music, the witty, Tony Award–winning 1973 hit packed with nostalgic waltzes and arch humor in Hugh Wheeler’s book. Glynis Johns played Desirée Armfeldt, a middle-aged actress, and Len Cariou was Fredrik Egerman, her former and perhaps future lover; Hermione Gingold was Desirée’s worldly-wise mother. The show featured a song by Sondheim that became his biggest independent hit, “Send in the Clowns,” winner of the 1975 Grammy for best song in a rendition by Judy Collins. (A movie of Night Music—directed by Prince, starring Elizabeth Taylor, and released in 1977—was considered a failure.)

In 1974 Sondheim was coaxed by Burt Shevelove to take on a small role in a television production of June Moon, George Kaufman and Ring Lardner’s 1929 play about Tin Pan Alley. It aired on PBS’s Great Performances on January 30, 1974. He played a jaded composer, Maxie Schwartz; the cast also included Jack Cassidy and Susan Sarandon. Sondheim’s Finishing the Hat includes a photo of him (p. xxiii), looking bemused, wearing a fedora and considering sheet music on a piano. According to biographer Meryle Secrest, Sondheim “later confessed that the whole experience embarrassed him; he did it for Burt.”74

In the mid-1970s, Prince encouraged a young writer, John Weidman, to develop a play about the opening of Japan to the West in 1853. On the brink of producing Weidman’s script, Prince changed course and suggested it might work better as a musical with a score by Sondheim. Although the composer, unfamiliar with Asian music, felt that the play could use background music but didn’t warrant songs, he rose to the challenge and created the exquisite but often underrated Pacific Overtures, which debuted on Broadway in 1976.

In 1973, Sondheim was in London to look in on a revival of Gypsy when he took an evening off to see Christopher Bond’s play, Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street. The Grand Guignol melodrama was very much to Sondheim’s taste, and he enthusiastically advanced to Prince the idea of adapting Bond’s play into a musical about a serial killer whose victims were disposed of as contents of popular meat pies from Mrs. Lovett’s shop. Prince was initially uninterested in directing the show until he hit upon the idea of making it about the inhumanity of the Industrial Revolution. That concept was reflected in his sprawling production at the Uris Theatre.

Sondheim’s score for Sweeney Todd is generally considered his most powerful and symphonic. Len Cariou originated the role of the fearsome Sweeney, and Angela Lansbury was his amoral, pie-baking accomplice. The production won eight 1979 Tony Awards—including recognition for the season’s best musical, Cariou and Lansbury’s performances, Prince’s direction, Wheeler’s book, and Sondheim’s score. Sweeney Todd was revived several times, often in more intimate stagings that ramped up the fear factor in the way Sondheim originally imagined.

In 2007, director Tim Burton created a cinematic version of Sweeney Todd, with Johnny Depp and Helena Bonham Carter in the leading roles. Although conceived with a very different perspective than the stage production and performed by less polished singers, Burton’s adaptation earned Sondheim’s approval.

On March 27, 1979, a little more than three weeks after Sweeney Todd opened, Sondheim had a heart attack. It was just a few days after the cast recording and five days after his forty-ninth birthday. He claimed he never thought he would die. But during his hospital stay, Prince—who detested hospitals and feared death—came to visit him. “I decided to play a sadistic trick on him,” Sondheim said.

“I discovered that if I moved my arm up and down it would make the [monitor] jump. … Every now and then I would see Hal’s eyes go to the monitor. And I’d say, ‘Listen, I’m feeling fine!,’ jiggling my arm, and he’s trying not to let me know that something is very wrong. But he’s thinking, ‘Do I call the nurse now?’ And I’m saying, ‘Tell me about Majorca,’ jiggling my elbow again.” Sondheim didn’t know how worried Prince was about his survival. In fact, he recovered quickly, was released in two weeks, and had no further cardiac problems.75

After a string of extraordinarily varied and largely admired (if not always commercially successful) works, Sondheim and Prince stumbled in 1981: Merrily We Roll Along was their adaptation of a 1935 show (with the same title) by George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart. Its plot wound backward through time to relocate a spark of innocence that had flamed out for a trio of discontented artists. George Furth wrote a new script, and Sondheim composed a memorable score. But Prince’s decision to cast very young actors in roles that initially required them to play mature adults wasn’t convincing. Audiences and critics were confused by the show’s reverse chronology, and Prince’s last-minute efforts to fix the production seemed to make things worse. Merrily ran just sixteen performances before closing on November 28, 1981. (A cast recording was quickly made, ensuring the show a future filled with tinkering and other efforts to make it work.)

The failure of Merrily marked the end of Sondheim and Prince’s decade of memorable collaboration. They remained friends but did not work together again for more than twenty years. Sondheim was, in fact, so disheartened by critical negativity about Merrily that he considered taking his career in a different direction.

New Directions

Sondheim’s disenchantment didn’t last long, especially once he connected with playwright and director James Lapine. Both artists whose instincts and interests seemed best suited to noncommercial ventures, they drew upon Lapine’s relationship with Playwrights Horizons, an off-Broadway theater focused on developing new works. Lapine, a one-time graphic designer who had had little experience in musicals, clicked with Sondheim. Together they conceived a production based on the somewhat mysterious nineteenth-century French painter Georges Seurat, specifically his famous 1884 painting “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte.”

The show featured a desultory array of middle-class Parisians relaxing in a sunny park. Lapine suggested that the artist was missing from the painting, hence the show became Sunday in the Park with George. The first act portrayed Seurat’s obsessive work on his masterpiece, to the exclusion of his love life; the second act jumped ahead a century to a descendant of Seurat’s in New York, another artist named George, who is creatively lost but eventually finds his way.

Sunday was workshopped at Playwrights Horizons. While some critics and audiences felt it expressed Sondheim’s deepest feelings about the creation of art, others found the second act a letdown. Nevertheless, the show’s transfer to Broadway fared well, and the production received eleven 1984 Tony nominations. Despite a cast led by Mandy Patinkin as George and Bernadette Peters as his love interest (and later as twentieth-century George’s elderly grandmother), the production won just two Tonys.

Jerry Herman’s La Cage aux Folles was named the season’s best musical, and his acceptance speech came across to some as a put-down of Sondheim’s more intellectual oeuvre. “This award forever shatters the myth about musical theatre,” Herman said. “There’s been a rumor around for a couple of years, that the simple, hummable show tune was no longer welcome on Broadway. Well, it’s alive and well at the Palace!”76 He might have been referring to how several of his shows had been ignored, but Sondheim heard it as a dig against Sunday and was offended. However, Sunday received the 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Drama, just the sixth musical to be so honored.

Sondheim and Lapine undertook a more audience-friendly topic for their next production, Into the Woods, a mash-up of familiar fairy tales blended with an original story by Lapine about a Baker and his Wife eager to have a child and sent on a quest by a vengeful Witch to restore their fertility. Other characters included Cinderella and her stepfamily, Jack and the Beanstalk, Little Red Riding Hood and a lascivious wolf, Rapunzel, and a pair of charming but emptyheaded princes. The show had a monthlong tryout at San Diego’s Old Globe in December 1986. After significant rewriting and new casting (Bernadette Peters joined the production in the central role of the Witch), the show had a successful 765-performance Broadway run from 1987 to 1989. It won three 1988 Tony Awards, including Best Original Score and Best Book of a Musical, and became one of Sondheim’s most popular works. In 2014, director Rob Marshall made a successful movie of Into the Woods, with Meryl Streep as the Witch, Anna Kendrick as Cinderella, James Corden as the Baker, and Emily Blunt as the Baker’s Wife.

In the 1980s, Sondheim acquired an 1850 clapboard farmhouse in Roxbury, Connecticut, which he used as a retreat from Manhattan. It had a carriage house, a barn, and about twenty acres of pasture and woodland.

Sondheim collaborated with bookwriter John Weidman to explore a very different subject in Assassins (1990), which portrayed nine men and women who either attempted or succeeded at assassinating a US president. Its opening off-Broadway at Playwrights Horizons was well-received but a victim of timing: It coincided with the beginning of the Persian Gulf War in early 1991, and a surge in patriotism made the show seem a poor choice for a Broadway transfer. It had a second round of bad luck in September 2001 when its Broadway debut was postponed following the September 11 terrorist attacks on New York City and elsewhere. Three years later, the show finally arrived on Broadway with a triumphant production directed by Joe Mantello and starring Neil Patrick Harris as the Balladeer and Lee Harvey Oswald and Michael Cerveris as John Wilkes Booth. It won the 2004 Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical, even though it was a new musical and not a Broadway revival, its only previous staging having been off-Broadway at Playwrights Horizons.

Only a few of Sondheim’s shows were actually ideas he brought forward. Sweeney Todd was one. Another was Passion, his 1994 collaboration with Lapine, who again wrote and directed. The melodramatic romance was based on Passione d’Amore, a 1981 Italian film by Ettore Scola that fascinated Sondheim. It’s the story of an unlikely romance featuring a handsome soldier who breaks off an affair with his beautiful married mistress for a relationship with a lonely unattractive woman. The show was received with disbelief by some audiences and critics. But Sondheim’s through-sung, operatic score was acknowledged as a major composition. Passion won four 1994 Tony Awards: Best Musical, Best Book (Lapine), Best Score (Sondheim), and Best Actress (Donna Murphy as Fosca, the tortured woman).

In 1996, George Furth and Sondheim collaborated to write the play Getting Away with Murder, a nonmusical mystery about patients of an eminent psychiatrist who discovered the doctor has been killed. They were each suspects, and each character was based on one of the seven deadly sins. Following a tryout in fall 1995 at San Diego’s Old Globe (with the title The Doctor Is Out), the play was readied for a Broadway production early in 1996. It had a troubled rehearsal and twenty-nine previews; once it opened on March 17, it lasted just seventeen performances.

Through the late 1990s and early 2000s, Sondheim and Weidman worked and reworked a show about a pair of brothers, Addison and Wilson Mizner, early twentieth-century American entrepreneurs and adventurers whose story had intrigued Sondheim since the early 1950s. The show had a long, complicated development process, evolving from Wise Guys (with a series of workshops in 1997 and 1998) to Bounce (2003, produced in Chicago and Washington, DC).

With Prince and Sondheim collaborating once again, Bounce was expected to transfer to Broadway, but lukewarm reviews sent Weidman and Sondheim back to the drawing board. In a pared-down version retitled Road Show, it received a 2008 off-Broadway production at the Public Theater staged by director John Doyle. Sondheim and Weidman said they were pleased with this “final” version; not everyone agreed, but the show received no further development and never moved to Broadway.

In summer 2002, the Kennedy Center presented the Stephen Sondheim Celebration in Washington, DC, producing six shows in repertory: Sweeney Todd, Company, Sunday in the Park with George, Merrily We Roll Along, Passion, and A Little Night Music. The performances were almost entirely sold out and critically praised. Eric Schaeffer, artistic director of Arlington, Virginia’s Signature Theatre, a constant producer of Sondheim shows, was the event’s artistic director.

Many of Sondheim’s songs have been assembled into popular revues, starting with Side by Side by Sondheim (1976). Others include Marry Me a Little (1980), You’re Gonna Love Tomorrow (1983), Putting It Together (1992), and Sondheim on Sondheim (2010).

A lifelong film buff, Sondheim contributed incidental music to several movies, including Alain Resnais’s Stavisky (1974), Herbert Ross’s The Seven-Per-Cent Solution (1976), Warren Beatty’s Reds (1981), and Mike Nichols’s The Birdcage (1996). He wrote three songs for Madonna to perform as nightclub vamp Breathless Mahoney in Beatty’s Dick Tracy (1990). Her song “Sooner or Later” won the 1991 Academy Award for best original song.

Beginning with Sondheim’s seventieth birthday in 2000, celebratory concerts happened at five-year intervals. Especially noteworthy were Wall-To-Wall Sondheim, a twelve-hour salute by more than 100 artists at Symphony Space on March 19, 2005, and an eightieth birthday concert on March 16, 2010, by the New York Philharmonic at Lincoln Center with a dazzling array of performers.

Sondheim’s shows continue to be repeatedly and often inventively staged in theaters across America and beyond, especially in actor/musician productions by John Doyle and the imaginative, actor-driven, bare-bones Fiasco Theater. Sweeney Todd received punk rock and heavy metal stagings. Sondheim’s works were especially popular in England, championed by producer Cameron Mackintosh (Side by Side by Sondheim, Follies, Putting It Together, and Sweeney Todd) as well as the intimate Menier Chocolate Factory (Sunday in the Park with George, A Little Night Music, Road Show, Merrily We Roll Along, Assassins, and Into the Woods). In 2018, renowned director Marianne Elliott (War Horse, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, and the London revival of Angels in America) staged an adaptation of Company with its central character changed from the male Robert to the female Bobbie, a gender-flip approved by Sondheim and heralded by critics and audiences.

Starting in 2010, a series of Sondheim’s works were well received at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, performed in English with French subtitles. Many of his shows were translated into other languages, including Danish, German, Japanese, Polish, Spanish, Norwegian, and Swedish.

In 2008, Sondheim received a lifetime achievement recognition from the Tony Awards. He published a pair of collections of his lyrics, Finishing the Hat (2010) and a second volume, Look, I Made a Hat (2011), assembled chronologically with his own in-depth commentaries about the songs and shows they were created for. The two books were truly a capstone to his long creative career, not to mention a resource for academics and anyone aspiring to create musical theater.

Sondheim was elected to the American Theatre Hall of Fame in 1982, in a class that included Gower Champion, Angela Lansbury, Burgess Meredith, Harold Prince, and Lee Strasberg. The following year he was named to the American Academy of Arts and Letters. He received the National Medal of the Arts from the National Endowment for the Arts in 1997, and in 2015, he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Barack Obama.

Very private regarding his personal life, Sondheim came out as gay in 1970 when he was 40, but he did not have a long-term relationship until the 1990s when he lived with composer Peter Jones for eight years. They continued to be friends, and Jones served as Sondheim’s archivist.


    In April 2004, Sondheim met Jeff Romley who worked for the William Morris Agency; he later represented comedian and singer Randy Rainbow. Following a thirteen-year relationship, Romley (forty-eight years younger than the composer) and Sondheim were married on December 31, 2017. They spent much time at Sondheim’s second home in Roxbury, Connecticut. It was there that Sondheim passed away unexpectedly on November 26, 2021.

    At the time of his death, he had restarted a collaboration with playwright David Ives (1950–) that began in 2010, adapting two films by avant-garde Spanish director Luis Buñuel (1900–1983): The Exterminating Angel (1962) and The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (1972). In April 2021, Sondheim announced that the work had been abandoned, but by summertime it was on again, titled Square One. A private workshop in August 2021 of the first act featured Bernadette Peters and Nathan Lane.

    On November 14, 2021, Sondheim was at the opening of an off-Broadway revival of Assassins at Classic Stage Company. The next evening, he had a seat at Broadway’s Bernard S. Jacobs Theatre for the first post-shutdown preview of Marianne Elliott’s gender-switched staging of Company, originally set to open on his 90th birthday in 2020. His death came just two weeks before the December 10, 2021, opening of Steven Spielberg’s new cinematic interpretation of West Side Story, which Sondheim had collaborated on extensively.

    Sondheim constantly gravitated to new subjects and preferred not to revisit topics he had previously explored. He spent his long life avoiding comfortable work. Five days before his death he told a New York Times interviewer about his busy schedule.

    
   In April 2004, Sondheim met Jeff Romley at an opening night party of the Roundabout Theatre Company’s production of Assassins. At the time, Romley worked for the William Morris Agency; subsequently, he represented comedian and singer Randy Rainbow, merchandising his YouTube videos and road tours. Following a thirteen-year relationship, Romley (who is forty-eight years younger than the composer) and Sondheim were married on December 31, 2017. They often spend time at Sondheim’s second home in western Connecticut.

Sondheim has been forthright in statements about his interests: He gravitates to new subjects and prefers not to revisit topics he’s explored. It’s quite apparent that Sondheim has spent his life avoiding comfortable work.

Starting in 2010, Sondheim began work on a new show, adapting a pair of films by avant-garde Spanish director Luis Buñuel (1900–1983): The Exterminating Angel (1962) and The Discrete Charm of the Bourgeoisie (1972). It had workshops in 2017 and 2018, with an eye toward eventual production, perhaps at The Public Theater.

In 2019 he was collaborating with film director Steven Spielberg on a new cinematic interpretation of West Side Story, planned for 2021 release.


    
    References

Susan Heller Anderson, “A small, starry family of the Broadway theater,” New York Times, March 30, 1982; Jackson R. Bryer and Richard A. Davison, eds., The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Alex Heuer, “Stephen Sondheim talks childhood, staying ‘Step Ahead’ of audiences and more ahead of SLU Award,” St. Louis on the Air/KWMU, St. Louis Public Radio, October 4, 2018; Thomas Hischak, The Oxford Companion to the American Musical (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Peter Jones, Stephen Sondheim’s archivist; Anne Raver, “A passion and then a solace,” New York Times, September 13, 2013; Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Random House, 1998); Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat and Look, I Made a Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010, 2011). See also: MUSICAL LIKES (AND DISLIKES); OPERA.

THE STEPHEN SONDHEIM SOCIETY

Established in 1993, the Stephen Sondheim Society is a registered British charity. It promotes knowledge and appreciation of Sondheim’s works and advances public education and interest in music with an annual competition, “The Stephen Sondheim Society Student Performer of the Year” (informally referred to as “SSSSPOTY”). The contestants are young professionals from an array of British universities and training programs including the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), the Royal Academy of Music, the Guildford School of Acting, and the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Arts.

The society encourages young, up-and-coming talent through this competition, as well as “Brush Up Your Sondheim” educational weekends at the Royal Academy of Music, cabarets and showcases involving students and recent graduates, master classes with renowned industry professionals, and sponsorships for youth theater projects that produce works by Sondheim.

Members of the Society receive an array of benefits, including a quarterly journal, Sondheim the Magazine, offering features, reviews, news, interviews, and production listings. The society organizes occasional theater trips, sometimes featuring after-show talks with cast members, directors, and conductors. Members can purchase CDs, DVDs, and books at substantial discounts (sometimes before they are available to the general public), and they have the advantage of advance booking for the annual student competition and other events. Regular social events include an annual Garden Party.

The society also supports the Stephen Sondheim Society Archive at London’s Kingston University. Available to researchers, academics, and Society members, the archive was compiled initially by collector and Sondheim enthusiast Peter Wood, who sold it to the society in 2008. It contains a considerable volume of musical theatre memorabilia and ephemera from some of the most popular West End and Broadway productions of Sondheim’s shows. It includes vintage programs, flyers, posters, and reviews. The oldest item in the collection is an illustrated pamphlet about the legend of Sweeney Todd from 1842. Posters include one from the 1958 London premiere of West Side Story, a full-size reproduction of the 1971 poster promoting Follies at Broadway’s Winter Garden Theatre, and a set of original posters from Cameron Mackintosh’s 1987 West End production of Follies.

The archive’s catalog can be found online at http://adlib.kingston.ac.uk.

The Society is supported by member contributions and also by ten generous patrons: Maria Friedman, Mary Hammond, David Kernan, Sir Cameron Mackintosh, Millicent Martin, Julia McKenzie, Stuart Pedlar, Bernadette Peters, Jenna Russell—and Stephen Sondheim.
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“SOONER OR LATER” (Song from Dick Tracy, 1990)

Sondheim wrote five songs for Warren Beatty’s 1990 film Dick Tracy. One of them, “Sooner or Later,” was named the 1990 Academy Award–winning song. Sondheim felt he owed Beatty some support after not quite finishing a score for the actor-director’s 1981 film Reds. Beatty used Sondheim’s Dick Tracy compositions to comment subtly on the action and reflect the emotions and mindsets of characters.

Five minutes into the movie, the comic-strip detective says to his girlfriend, “Tess, there’s about as much chance of me getting behind a desk as there is of me getting a new girlfriend.”77 His line is underscored by the opening vamp to “Sooner or Later” as we cut to sexpot Breathless Mahoney, in a nightclub, singing, “Sooner or later/You’re gonna be mine.”78

There’s not much doubt that, if Tracy gets a new girlfriend, it will be Breathless, played by pop star Madonna. Looking seductive, she performs the song with obvious nervousness and disgust in front of the club owner, Lips Manlis (Paul Sorvino). Accompanying her is pianist, 88 Keys (Mandy Patinkin). Later, we hear him noodling at the piano and keening, “I always get my …” He doesn’t finish, but we know he’s carrying a torch for her.

The song returns about three-quarters of the way through the film in the same nightclub, spiffed up and under a new owner, Breathless’s lover, Big Boy Caprice (Al Pacino). The accompaniment is upgraded to a small band. There’s a lot of cross-cutting as Tracy and his men prepare to raid the club, while inside illegal activity is being hidden. It’s apparent that Breathless is after Tracy (romantically) and that Tracy is after Big Boy (to lock him up). We don’t yet know that Breathless, in the guise of No Face, is also after Big Boy (to put him out of business and seek her revenge).

“Sooner or Later,” in fact, comments on all three relationships. The performance morphs into a montage sequence of Tracy “getting” Big Boy, using “Sooner or Later” as the soundtrack. The song never receives a full cinematic performance, but Beatty masterfully wrung maximum meaning from Sondheim’s lyrics.

Lyrics

The lyrics for “Sooner or Later” are among Sondheim’s most straightforward. There’s little irony. The rhymes are simple and basic; and the lyrics have two twists. “I always get my man” reflects on the obvious vamp and the idea of the detective catching the bad guy. The final surprise happens when she realizes she’s not concerned with getting her man, but rather with holding him.

There is no indication that Sondheim received much guidance from Beatty or his screenwriters. Despite—or because of—its comparatively simple, nonspecific nature, “Sooner or Later” presented an arduous and painstaking writing challenge. Without context, it’s a song that a woman could sing in a nightclub and use in a seduction.

Rather than begin with a title or notes suggesting ideas, Sondheim began with lists of words, lines and phrases that occurred to him, occasionally developing one more fully.79 For several pages he considered making the style of the song instructional with possible phrases including: “This is what I learned … You gotta know … Learn to be dumb … That’s how you keep him … Learn to plan ahead … Work out the details … These are the rules … Stalk him.”

The notion of opposites, reflected in “sooner” or “later,” recurs frequently, perhaps because it’s a good way to keep men off-balance. Most of the pairings Sondheim considered are fairly obvious: sweet and sour, hot and cold, waking and sleeping, hard and soft/yielding. There are paired phrases: “Go slow—then pounce” and “come-hither smile—go away pout.” These evolve into couplets such as “When to lock eyes/When to look down,” “Showing him yes/When you’re telling him no,” and “Show him goodbye/When you tell him hello.” Perhaps such pairings led Sondheim to his title phrase.

The notion that getting the man is the easy part and keeping him is hard comes into consideration. That’s the idea that leads to the phrases “Getting Your Man” and “I Always Get My Man,” both considered for the song’s title. Sondheim found intense language for this notion, making it clear that the singer gets a genuine sexual thrill out of the chase and the tease: “Resistance delights me,” “Resist me/Excite me,” “Go ahead squirm … wriggle/And fighting/Just makes it exciting,” and especially, “I do like persistence in someone who fights me/A little resistance/Is just what excites me.”

Music

Sondheim implemented an extended harmonic progression to underscore the song’s sense of inevitable seduction. He sketched out many more musical concepts than was his usual practice: melodic sketches, sketches for accompaniment figures, sketches of rhythmic alternatives, chord progressions and alternates, and several places where measures or phrases are numbered or lettered—indicating multiple alternatives for putting the song together.

In a 1989 New York Times profile by Mervyn Rothstein, Sondheim described some of the numbers he had written for Dick Tracy as “nightclub-type songs” rooted in the 1930s. “More,” he said, was “sort of Cole Porterish,” adding that “What Can You Lose?” was “a kind of Harold Arlen blues.” In Look, I Made a Hat he described “Sooner or Later” as a “signature Harold Arlen tune.”80

Prosody is the relationship between a lyric and its melody—how notes and rhythms naturally emulate inflection, emotion, and the rise and fall of speech. What makes “Sooner or Later” extraordinary is how Sondheim goes beyond prosody: Every aspect of the song’s music conveys its meaning.

He established one rhythm for the melody (4/4, four beats per measure) and a different one for the accompaniment (12/8, four triplets per measure), an unusual choice. Each triplet employs the same simple pattern, shifting up the scale on each beat. That yields a sense of inevitability, exactly what the lyric suggests. The accompaniment begins to feel like a stand-in for the listener.

The opening harmonies alternate every two beats, changing from major to minor, a shift that’s slightly shocking and adds an air of danger. These changes tell the listener, “I set you up for this, you should have expected it, you’d better pay close attention and follow me.” The thought behind a subsequent melodic phrase suggests, “You thought you knew where I was leading you, but I’m in control here. I can go anywhere I want, and you’ll have to follow.” It’s as if the singer is forcing the accompaniment to do her bidding.

The verse is all about the singer telling her quarry what he’s going to do. She personifies his struggle. The melody of the release is him resisting, as she continues to demonstrate her easy mastery of the little challenges he’s sending her way.

About halfway through, a series of chord progressions descend into resignation. From that point, the second half of the release marks another change. She’s returned to singing about herself, and the music begins to modulate as a new melodic phrase evolves—“When I get a yen,/Then baby, amen./I’m counting to ten ….” Little stabs on the off-beats in the accompaniment separate these phrases. Those are the “yens,” little itches she’s deciding when and whether to scratch. “And then,” with a little flick and absolutely in control, she masterfully lands back at the home key for her final verse: “I’m gonna love you/Like nothing you’ve known.” Her conquest is complete.

Awards and Recordings

“Sooner or Later” won the Oscar for Original Song at the 1990 Academy Awards. Madonna performed it during the ceremony in a Marilyn Monroe impersonation—platinum hair, white satin, and diamonds, emulating Monroe’s mannerisms and verbal asides. Due to a broken ankle, Sondheim declined Beatty’s invitation to attend the ceremony.

“Sooner or Later” and another song from Dick Tracy, “More,” were nominated for 1990 Grammys for Best Song written for a motion picture or for television. Having two nominees from the same film likely divided the voting and was a factor in them losing to “Under the Sea” from The Little Mermaid.

Although “Sooner or Later” won the Oscar, it has not been frequently recorded. Madonna’s rendition (on her 1990 album I’m Breathless, “music from and inspired by the Film Dick Tracy,” Sire/Warner 26209) sounds as though it was taken directly from the film’s soundtrack: It’s satisfactory, if uninspired and, indeed, somewhat breathy. Sondheim wrote the song for the character of Breathless Mahoney and the situation in the script. He likely wrote it before Madonna was cast, so it was not specifically tailored to Madonna’s voice or persona.

There are several excellent renditions by others, including: Susan Egan (So Far, Jay Records CDJAY 1359, 2002) with a big finish; Bernadette Peters, who was born to perform this kind of number, did so most provocatively and languorously for Bernadette Peters in Concert, reclining suggestively atop a piano (Acorn Media DVD, 1998); Jane Krakowski (Sondheim at the Movies, Varèse Sarabande 5805, 1997), doing a very sexual rendition that takes some daring liberties and uses string accompaniments; and Rachel York (Let’s Fall in Love, HyLo Productions HP214-80032, 2005), performing a fast, cool, in command arrangement that feels like it’s right out of a strip joint.

Video performances of the song begin, of course, with Madonna’s onscreen rendition for the film. Her performance at the Oscars can be viewed on YouTube. The revised video version of Putting It Together (GoodTimes 81268, 2002) features British performer Ruthie Henshall, a fine singer and dancer, who totally captured the lyric’s predatory nature. The DVD of Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall(Sony/BMG Kultur Video 4151) includes an excellent performance by Karen Ziemba with Bill Irwin; their vocal performance was very good, and the number is enhanced by Susan Stroman’s inspired choreography and Irwin’s elasticity and facial reactions.

“Sooner or Later” might not be one of Sondheim’s most thought-provoking, moving, or iconic songs, but it could certainly be his sexiest—even more than “I Never Do Anything Twice” from The Seven-Per-Cent Solution—and is among his most perfectly crafted.
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STAROBIN, MICHAEL (1956–)

Born on May 19, 1956, Michael Starobin grew up on Long Island. He attended Jericho High School, then graduated from Great Neck North High School. He graduated from Bennington College in Vermont in 1979. While there, he became acquainted with composer/lyricist William Finn. Sondheim collaborator James Lapine directed Finn’s In Trousers (1979) and March of the Falsettos (1981), Starobin’s first outings as an orchestrator.

He trained as a classical composer. Unlike most orchestrators, he was not a jazz musician and never studied orchestration. “It was just something I picked up because someone needed to write the charts; luckily, I had an aptitude for it. It was more interesting to me than music directing, which is a great job, but there’s a lot of sitting around and waiting. With orchestration, you go home and you do your work.”81

When Lapine and Sondheim began to work on Sunday in the Park with George in 1982, Sondheim’s longtime orchestrator Jonathan Tunick was unavailable. Lapine suggested Starobin, often employed at Playwrights Horizons as a musician. The show was being assembled there, and for the workshop of Sunday, Starobin played synthesizer with Paul Ford on piano and Paul Gemignani on percussion.

“I had to audition,” Starobin recalled. “I orchestrated four songs for Stephen, and he said, ‘Okay, we’ll try it.’” Sunday was Starobin’s first Broadway job. “If I had any idea of the size of what I was getting into, I would have freaked out. My ignorance at that stage was a real blessing because I tried more things as an orchestrator than I had before. I stepped up to the challenge and swung the bat more wildly than an experienced orchestrator would have. I had some wild strikes, but because of the attempts, I did some things that I don’t think I’ve done as well since.”82

Working with Sondheim was an educational experience for Starobin. The composer explained that an orchestrator did not need to “help” the songs. “I needed to support them,” Starobin learned, “they didn’t need ‘help.’ … Once I learned not to get in the way and to orchestrate the dramatic intent and the lyric as well as the musical style, then it became clear that I could be as creative as I wanted. Sunday was the show when I learned that lesson—an orchestrator’s musical impulses have to support the composer’s dramatic intent.”83

Part of being an orchestrator, he discovered, is understanding the mindset and perspective of the composer. “Steve had definite ideas of what his music was about and how it should be presented,” Starobin said. “There are some songwriters you work with where the songs need some help and you’re sometimes even changing accompaniment figures or the structure. Steve, on the contrary, writes his own accompaniment figures, so he’s asking you to support the ideas that he’s already put down.”84

In 1985 Lapine staged a revival of Merrily We Roll Along at La Jolla Playhouse, working with Sondheim and Furth, who had revised the book and written some new songs. He turned to Starobin to serve as the production’s music director. The team’s work helped to improve the show that had failed in 1981.

Through the 1980s and early 1990s, Starobin continued his association with Playwrights Horizons. When Lapine and Sondheim collaborated again, this time to create Assassins, he was the logical choice to orchestrate. But Assassins was not a traditional “book” musical. “It is really a revue in structure,” according to Starobin, “with the various presidential assassins interacting or telling their stories. … As a result, the score does not function in the traditional manner of moving a plot forward or showing character development. … Like many revue scores, the songs are in a variety of styles: folk ballads, marches, Copland-esque hoedowns, and even a contemporary pop ballad. This eclecticism captures the range of American music in a manner reminiscent of the music of Charles Ives. The challenge for the orchestrator of Assassins is to capture the variety of styles.”85

Because of their successful collaboration on Sunday, Sondheim trusted Starobin completely for the new show. “When it came time for the orchestra rehearsals,” Sondheim said, “I went there and went over some stuff with him—whatever objections I had. It was taking a big chance, but I didn’t mind taking it with Michael at all. You always want to hear the orchestrations in advance in case there are any egregious, I won’t say errors, but choices that you disagree with.”86

Assassins had a brief initial run in 1990 at Playwrights Horizons with musical accompaniment using just three instruments. With the outbreak of the Gulf War in 1990, Starobin thought he might not have the chance to fully orchestrate the show beyond his synthesizer improvisations, even though it would likely have been for no more than eight or nine musicians. However, BMG remained committed to a cast recording and, in a very unusual situation, Starobin was commissioned to craft much fuller orchestrations for the studio recording.

“We were given a chance to use a larger orchestra and to design the orchestrations specifically for recording,”87 Starobin explained. Relying on groups ranging from twenty-five to thirty-five musicians, he assembled specific accompaniment for each number—a larger brass section for the Sousa strains in “How I Saved Roosevelt” and a full string section for “Unworthy of Your Love.” For “The Ballad of Booth” he employed bluegrass instruments: harmonica, banjo, and country fiddle.

Starobin provided a reduced orchestration for Sam Mendes’s 1992 production at London’s Donmar Warehouse, and it was originally used by Music Theatre International for amateur and stock productions, even though Starobin felt it was not very successful. For the 2004 Broadway production at the Roundabout, he created new orchestration with thirteen players—no strings beyond a double bass; one French horn; two trumpets; one trombone; a pair of keyboards (including a synthesizer for things like drum, tympani, glockenspiel, gongs, and xylophone); and a guitar. For that production, conductor Paul Gemignani split the band into two sections on opposite sides of the stage. Starobin said it worked because sound designer Dan Moses Schreier could isolate certain strains, which enhanced the sound of the performance.88

As was Sondheim’s practice with Tunick, he did not specify specific instrumentation. “Steve gives a fully composed piano sketch with all the harmonies and moving inner voices,” Starobin explained. “He rarely indicates an instrument he wants, unless he has a specific, dramatic reason, like the horn in Sunday. The difficulty … is that Steve often writes pianistic figures that don’t always work directly for orchestral textures, so that involves some rethinking. … I actually find the translation of the composer’s specific notes only the beginning of orchestration. To me, what’s more interesting is reading his dramatic intention and carrying it through with counterpoint.”89

James Lapine staged King Lear starring Kevin Kline for a six-week run at New York City’s Public Theater in February–March 2007. He enlisted Sondheim and Starobin to write the music. They were involved in a preliminary two-week workshop in June 2006. They created some settings for Shakespeare’s Sonnet 43 and “The Wind and the Rain” from Twelfth Night that the Fool quotes from in King Lear, as well as underscoring for events such as a thunderstorm. Starobin said, “Lapine has a great eye. And he really has a great ear, too. He knows what he wants. … Stephen described him very well when I was frustrated at one point in the process. He said, ‘James is a poet.’ And James really is a poet because his connections are not the direct logical connections one expects of a book writer. They are the emotional connections that one expects from a songwriter.”90

In 2010 Lapine engaged Starobin to handle the arrangements for the Broadway production of Sondheim on Sondheim at Studio 54, reducing the songs’ many orchestrations. He called that version “way too small. But that’s what they can afford. … You know for three-quarters of this I’ll be taking Jonathan [Tunick]’s beautiful orchestrations and I’m not going to reduce them; I’m just going to rethink the number for eight because [to] reduce it to eight and try and sound like, you know, that big Follies orchestra is foolish. I’m going to try and do something new with it.”91 In 2017 he created symphonic orchestrations for Sondheim on Sondheim that have been used by the Boston Pops and at the Hollywood Bowl.

Starobin has had an extensive successful career beyond his collaborations with Sondheim. His additional work for Broadway includes Rags (1986), Carrie (1988), Romance, Romance (1988), Legs Diamonds (1988), Once on This Island (1990), Guys and Dolls (1992, Broadway revival), Falsettos (1992), My Favorite Year (1992), Beauty and the Beast (1994), A New Brain (1998, Lincoln Center), The Twenty-Fifth Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee (2005), How the Grinch Stole Christmas (2005), Next to Normal (2009, Tony Award, Pulitzer Prize), and If/Then (2014). For television he orchestrated productions of Cinderella (1997), South Pacific (2001), The Music Man (2003), Smash (2015), and Galavant (2015–2016). He’s also worked extensively with many Disney animated films, providing orchestration support for The Little Mermaid (1989), Beauty and the Beast (1991), Aladdin (1992), Pocahontas (1995), and The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996; which he also conducted). He orchestrated Rob Marshall’s 2002 Academy Award–winning cinematic rendition of Kander and Ebb’s Chicago as well as Mary Poppins Returns (2018).

Starobin married Hanna Murray in 2009; they live in Mount Kisco in Westchester County, New York. He has collaborated with Broadway actor Mary Testa as her musical director for several of her performances and recordings. He plays piano and tuba.
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STAUNTON, IMELDA (1956–)

Imelda Mary Philomena Bernadette Staunton was born on January 9, 1956, in Archway, North London. Her parents, Irish Catholic immigrants from County Mayo, were Bridie McNicholas, a hairdresser, and Joseph Staunton, a road-worker and laborer; Imelda was their only child. “I think being an only child and, thus, reliant on my imagination, made me a better actor.”92 The family lived above Bridie’s hair salon. Imelda’s mother could not read music, but she played accordion and fiddle by ear well enough to perform in Irish showbands.

Bridie enrolled Imelda at La Sainte Convent School, where she took drama classes and had roles in school plays. In her diary at age 11, Staunton wrote, “I want to be an actress. But only if my parents are OK with it.”93 Despite her blue-collar upbringing, she told an interviewer, “There’s no doubt I was introduced to a different world through theater. That was my education. We had no books in the house.”94 Jackie Stoker, her elocution teacher, recognized Staunton’s acting talent and encouraged her to audition for drama schools. She was accepted into the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) at 18 and graduated in 1976.

Staunton spent several years performing in small English repertory theaters. In 1979 she joined London’s National Theatre. She played Lucy Lockit in The Beggar’s Opera (1982) and received an Olivier nomination for Best Actress in a Musical and “Most Promising Newcomer of the Year in Theatre.” Also in 1979 she performed in a production of Side by Side by Sondheim at Northcott Theatre in Exeter.

Staunton is petite, about five feet tall, and tends to be modest and self-effacing. But those qualities never stopped her from taking on iconic roles, including the leads in several Sondheim shows: The Baker’s Wife (Into the Woods in its 1990 London premiere, Staunton’s first Olivier for Best Actress in a Musical); Mrs. Lovett (Sweeney Todd, Chichester Festival in 2011, transferred to London in 2012, Olivier Award for Best Actress in a Musical); Rose (Gypsy, Chichester Festival in 2014, transferred to London in 2014, Olivier Award for Best Actress in a Musical); and Sally (Follies’ London revival at the National Theatre 2017).

Actor Michael Ball was eager to play the leading role in Sweeney Todd; he recruited Staunton for his Mrs. Lovett. Sondheim saw her in that 2011 production and told her, “You have to play Rose.” Her response: “Do I?” She called the role “fantastically challenging” adding that she would have been furious “if someone else was taking it on.”95

More than one writer proclaimed Staunton’s Rose to be the finest interpretation of the role since Ethel Merman. (She even brought along her own dog Molly to play Rose’s companion, Chowsie.) “Two iconic female Sondheim roles—Mrs. Lovett and Rose,” wrote Daria Begley for the Stephen Sondheim Society, “for me they now belong to Staunton.” Begley termed Staunton the definitive Mrs. Lovett and praised her solid acting in Gypsy: “She rips into ‘Rose’s turn’ like no one I’ve seen before.”96

Beyond Sondheim shows, Staunton has performed memorably in musicals and dramas. She was nominated for more than a dozen Olivier Awards for productions including The Beggar’s Opera (1982), Alan Ayckbourn’s A Chorus of Disapproval (1985), Emlyn Williams’s The Corn Is Green (1985), The Wizard of Oz (1987, playing Dorothy), Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya (1988), Guys and Dolls (1996), Joe Orton’s Entertaining Mr. Sloane (2009), and David Lindsay-Abaire’s Good People (2014).

Staunton is perhaps best known for her Academy Award–nominated performance as the title character in Vera Drake (2004), as a working-class cleaning woman with a sideline as an abortionist. She also played the sadistic Dolores Umbridge in Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (2007), a role she reprised in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Part One (2010). She has numerous television credits in British series including Up the Garden Path (1993), Look at the State We’re In (1995), and Cranford (2007–2009, a BBC series also broadcast on PBS). A versatile performer, Staunton also worked on several radio programs, was a voice artist for an animated movie, and narrated an audio book.

Staunton was appointed Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) in 2006 and Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE) in 2016 for her services to drama.

Staunton met her husband, actor Jim Carter (who played Mr. Carson, the butler, in the television series Downton Abbey as well as its 2019 cinematic reprise), in a 1982 production of Guys and Dolls at the National Theatre. They were married in 1983, and their daughter Bessie was born in 1993. Although they appeared together in Cranford—Staunton was the free-thinking Miss Octavia Pole, Carter was Captain Brown, and Bessie was a maid—they have not otherwise worked together.

Staunton said she and Carter act for different reasons: “I need to act while he needs to work. It’s in my DNA to duck and dive a bit,”97 she told an interviewer in 2014, meaning she preferred juicy roles with a finite run. She looks for good scripts and meaty parts, researches them thoroughly, and performs them with detail and imagination; he gravitates to the socializing aspect of acting.
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STRAIGES, TONY (1942–)

Tony Straiges, born in 1942, began his career with the Broadway production of the musical Timbuktu! in 1978, staged by Geoffrey Holder. He became acquainted with James Lapine when they worked at Playwrights Horizons. In 1983 the director spoke with Straiges about a show he was developing based on the life of painter Georges Seurat, a project that would become Sunday in the Park with George.

Although Straiges had designed several productions inspired by visual artists including Louise Nevelson and Claude Monet, he was unfamiliar with Seurat’s work. He asked Lapine who was doing the music. When Lapine mentioned Sondheim, Straiges was dumbfounded that he would have a chance to work with someone he had admired for years.

Work on Sunday proceeded by fits and starts. When rehearsals began, the first act was finished, but not the second. “When they presented it, I think it was more like a sketch,” Straiges recalled. Following evening performances at Playwrights Horizons, Straiges and his assistants would come in around midnight and work all night. “Then the actors would rehearse in the afternoon and perform at night, and we’d go back in and work. It took a long time to do all that.”98

The second act remained unfinished when the show transferred to Broadway. “I remember the day Steve added these two songs [‘Children and Art’ and ‘Lesson’]—and that’s when it was finished. It was a matinee, I remember, and we were just ecstatic. They’d put it together.”99

The inspiration for Straiges’s design for Into the Woods was Lapine’s country house in upstate New York. “To go to the meat market, you had to walk through the woods. Nothing was level—it’s all these hills and curves. You’re never walking in a straight path … Jim Lapine likes to have a lot of things moving and swirling. He’s really good at maneuvering all this stuff. So there were a lot of curved pieces and ramps.”100

One of Joseph Cornell’s boxed assemblages with found objects gave Straiges the idea for putting trees onstage. “We made all these iron traceries, and we wove thousands of real branches through it.”101 Frank Rich described Straiges’s design for Into the Woods, “a mock-proscenium … redolent of nineteenth-century picture-book illustration” that transformed “into a thick, asymmetrical, Sendak-esque woods whose Rorschach patterns, eerily lighted by Richard Nelson, keep shifting to reveal hidden spirits and demons.”102

Straiges’s design for Sunday won the 1984 Tony and Drama Desk Awards for Best Scenic Design, and his work on Into the Woods was a 1988 Tony nominee. He provided scenic supervision for Follies in Concert (1985) and designed the set for Mandy Patinkin’s Dress Casual concert (1989).

Beyond his seventeen designs for Broadway, Straiges worked for many regional theaters, including Yale Repertory Theatre and Hartford Stage in Connecticut, Center Stage in Baltimore, Arena Stage in Washington, DC, and the Alley Theatre in Houston; he also designed numerous ballet productions for American Ballet Theatre, Joffrey Ballet, and Pacific Northwest Ballet.
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STREISAND, BARBRA (1942–)
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Barbra Streisand with Stephen Sondheim (1985).
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The legendary singer was born on April 24, 1942, in Brooklyn, New York. Her extensive career as a performer, composer, actress, director, and producer began with theatrical performances. She was first onstage with a summer theater as a teen; she studied acting while she was still in high school.

Streisand moved to Manhattan after graduating from Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn. She was first noticed singing at the Lion, a gay nightclub in Greenwich Village where she won an amateur talent contest. She returned for several engagements and dropped the first “a” from her given name: Barbara Joan Streisand became Barbra. A 1967 biography in a concert program said, “the spelling of her first name is an instance of partial rebellion: she was advised to change her last name and retaliated by dropping an ‘a’ from the first instead.”

Streisand made her Broadway debut in a small comic role, Miss Marmelstein, in the musical I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1962), directed by playwright Arthur Laurents. Frequent television appearances and her first solo album, The Barbra Streisand Album, in 1963 expanded her fame, especially her rendition of “Happy Days Are Here Again.” She won Grammy Awards for that recording and was named the year’s best female vocal performer.

Streisand became a Broadway star playing Fanny Brice in Jule Styne’s musical Funny Girl (1964). Laurents had approached her about playing Fay Apple in his and Sondheim’s avant-garde musical Anyone Can Whistle, but she was focused on the starring opportunity afforded by Funny Girl. A year later she won two Emmy Awards for My Name Is Barbra, a successful television special. In 1968 she reprised the role of Fanny Brice for the movie of Funny Girl, her film debut that earned an Academy Award for Best Actress.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s she made more movie musicals, screwball comedies, and several dramatic films. She began to direct movies. She won a 1977 Academy Award for the song “Evergreen” from A Star Is Born. The 1978 Golden Globes named her film Yentl the year’s Best Motion Picture (Comedy or Musical), and she won the award for Best Director. In 2000 she received the Cecil B. DeMille Award for Lifetime Achievement from the Golden Globes.

Streisand’s career as a singer was equally impressive, releasing thirty-six studio albums, eleven compilations, nine live albums, and fifteen soundtracks over more than six decades. (Fifty-two of her albums were gold, selling a half-million copies, and thirty-one went platinum, selling more than a million.) She is the bestselling female music artist of all time: more than sixty-eight million albums sold in the United States and 145 million worldwide. She earned eight Grammy Awards as well as the Grammy’s Legend Award (1992) and the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award (1994). For several years she avoided live performances because of paralyzing stage fright, but in the 1990s she appeared in live concerts that broke box office records.

During her early stage career, Streisand and Sondheim did not intersect. For many years her only recorded song by him was an unreleased rendition of “There Won’t Be Trumpets” from Anyone Can Whistle. In 1984 she sought Sondheim’s assistance for a new project she was planning, The Broadway Album (her twenty-fourth studio recording). He agreed to revise the lyrics to several numbers, especially “Send in the Clowns,” giving a clearer expression of the singer’s dilemma for listeners unfamiliar with A Little Night Music. The Broadway Album included six numbers with lyrics and music by Sondheim: “Putting It Together” (Sunday in the Park with George, with revised lyrics), “Not While I’m Around” (Sweeney Todd), “Being Alive” (Company), “Send in the Clowns,” and “Pretty Women/The Ladies Who Lunch” (Sweeney Todd/Company, with a few additional lyrics).

The recording also featured two songs from West Side Story with lyrics by Sondheim: “Something’s Coming” and the album’s concluding track, an ethereal rendition of “Somewhere,” that was released as a single and received considerable airplay on commercial radio. The album quickly reached first place on the Billboard chart and sold more than 4 million copies.

In 1993 Streisand’s second collection of Broadway songs, Back to Broadway (her twenty-sixth studio recording), entered the Billboard 200 album chart at No. 1. Four more Sondheim numbers—again with some collaborative revisions—were included: “Everybody Says Don’t” (Anyone Can Whistle), “Children Will Listen” (Into the Woods), “I Have a Love/One Hand, One Heart” (West Side Story), and “Move On” (Sunday in the Park with George). The album sold more than 2 million copies.

Sondheim would not have tailored lyrics for other singers, but he made an exception for her: “Barbra Streisand has one of the two or three best voices in the world of singing songs,” Sondheim said. “It’s not just her voice but her intensity, her passion, and control. She has the meticulous attention to detail that makes a good artist. … Although every moment has been thought out, you don’t see all the sweat and decisions that went into the work.”103

In 2016 Streisand released her thirty-fifth studio album, Encore: Movie Partners Sing Broadway, which again included songs by Sondheim: “Loving You” (Passion, sung with Patrick Wilson), “The Best Thing That Ever Has Happened” (Road Show, with Alec Baldwin), “Take Me to the World” (Evening Primrose, with Antonio Banderas), and two bonus tracks without duet partners: “Losing My Mind” (Follies) and “Not a Day Goes By” (Merrily We Roll Along).

Streisand received the National Medal of the Arts in 2000 and accepted a Kennedy Center Honor in 2008. In 2015 she was honored with the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Streisand was married to actor Elliott Gould from 1963 to 1971; they had one son. In 1998 she was married for a second time to actor James Brolin; her stepson is actor Josh Brolin.
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STRITCH, ELAINE (1925–2014)

Elaine Stritch was born on February 2, 1925, in Detroit, Michigan. Her father, George Stritch, was an executive with B. F. Goodrich; Mildred, her mother, was a homemaker. Elaine was the youngest of three daughters. Her Roman Catholic family was comfortably well off; she attended a convent school. (Her uncle, Cardinal Samuel Stritch, was Archbishop of Chicago from 1940 to 1958.) Early on she knew she wanted a career in show business; she headed to New York City before she was 20. She had acting training at the New School for Social Research; her classmates were Marlon Brando and Bea Arthur.
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Elaine Stritch with Harold Prince during Company (1970).
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Stritch’s brash persona was built on blunt charisma; brassy, sardonic wit; and a gravelly voice. She was “plain-spoken, egalitarian, impatient with fools and foolishness, and admittedly fond of cigarettes, alcohol, and late nights.”104 During her six-decade career, she sang and acted—and became a leading interpreter of songs by Sondheim, especially Company’s “The Ladies Who Lunch,” which she originated, and “I’m Still Here” from Follies, which Stritch appropriated as her personal anthem in her final years.

Stritch made her New York stage debut in a children’s play in 1944 and her Broadway debut in Loco (1946). In 1947 she was in a revue, Angel in the Wings, performing comedy sketches and singing a satirical song, “Civilization.” She understudied Ethel Merman as Sally Adams in Irving Berlin’s Call Me Madam (1950) and stepped into the role for the show’s national tour. She appeared in the revival of Rodgers and Hart’s Pal Joey (1952). In 1955 she was Tony-nominated in William Inge’s Bus Stop, playing Grace Holyard, a tough-talking diner owner. Stritch also earned a Tony nomination in Noël Coward’s Sail Away (1961) as recent divorcée Mimi Paragon; she reprised the role in London a year later. When New York’s City Center’s 1966 revived Leonard Bernstein’s Wonderful Town in 1966, Stritch played Ruth Sherwood. She was Amanda Prynne in a 1968 off-Broadway revival of Coward’s comedy Private Lives.

Stritch is most remembered for originating the role of Joanne in Sondheim’s Company (1970). “The character of Joanne was not only written for Elaine Stritch, it was based on her,” Sondheim wrote in Finishing the Hat, “or at least on her acerbic delivery of self-assessment, as exemplified by a moment George Furth had shared with her: They had entered a bar at two in the morning, and Elaine, well-oiled, had murmured to the bartender in passing, ‘Just give me a bottle of vodka and a floor plan.’”105 Her performance of “The Ladies Who Lunch,” Joanne’s vodka-soaked anthem by Sondheim, paved the way to a Tony nomination and set the standard for the role for years to come. Nevertheless, she struggled to record the song, as documented in D. A. Pennebaker’s 1970 film, “Company: Original Cast Album.”

In 1972 Stritch moved to London to play Joanne in the West End premiere of Company. She married British actor John Bay there and remained in England until his death in 1982. During that decade she starred in a British TV sitcom, Two’s Company (1975–1979) as a prickly American author who conflicted regularly with a starchy British butler. When she returned to the United States after Bay’s death, she appeared in several films, including Woody Allen’s September (1987) and Cocoon: The Return (1988).

Elaine Stritch at Liberty (2001–2002), her one-woman Broadway performance created with theater writer John Lahr, was honored with a Tony for the season’s best special theatrical event. She took the show to London in 2002–2003, where it was performed at The Old Vic and nominated for a Laurence Olivier Award.

In At Liberty, wearing black tights and a casual, long white shirt, Stritch performed numbers she sang across the latter decades of the twentieth century, including many by Sondheim. She also regaled audiences with her unabashed anecdotes about drinking. She began imbibing at age twelve and throughout her career felt the need for alcohol to overcome performance anxiety. Her consumption increased after the death of her husband in 1982 until she was diagnosed with diabetes and decided it was time to dry out. She maintained relative sobriety for the balance of her life, although in her final years, she decided she could handle a daily drink or two.

Stritch lived at New York City’s Carlyle Hotel from 2005 until she moved to Detroit in 2013. While at the hotel, she frequently performed musical cabarets at Café Carlyle. Between songs she told stories about her career and her personal life.

Stritch preferred stage acting to film work. “You do a movie for, like three months, and then you’re finished,” she explained. “You do a part in a play, and it’s like going into a roomful of audiences for a year.”106 She wasn’t averse to occasional work for television series: She performed on two soap operas, The Edge of Night (1984) and One Life to Live (1993), and made guest appearances on The Cosby Show (1989–1990) and Law & Order (1992, 1997), among others. She won an Emmy for her work as Alec Baldwin’s domineering mother Colleen Donaghy on the NBC sitcom 30 Rock (2007–2012).

But she was always most at home onstage before a live audience. Stritch played Parthy, wife of Cap’n Andy, in Harold Prince’s 1994 Broadway revival of Show Boat. She was inducted into the American Theater Hall of Fame in 1995. She performed the role of Claire in an admired revival of Edward Albee’s A Delicate Balance in 1996. Her stage appearances were less frequent after 2000, but she did play Nell in Samuel Beckett’s two-actor absurdist play Endgame at the Brooklyn Academy of Music (2008) and the role of the tough-broad piano player Jeanette Burmeister in a 2009 production of The Full Monty at Paper Mill Playhouse in Millburn, New Jersey.

Stritch’s final theatrical performance was in a Sondheim show, as Madame Armfeldt in the Broadway revival of A Little Night Music (July 2010–January 2011) when she replaced Angela Lansbury. Stritch’s feisty, plain-spoken style brought a new interpretation to the worldly character.

Stritch married just once. Her husband’s family founded Bay’s English Muffins, and she often sent muffins to friends as holiday gifts. During their decade of marriage, they lived at London’s Savoy Hotel. His 1982 death was the result of brain cancer.

In 2013 Stritch moved from New York City to the Detroit, Michigan, suburb of Birmingham, to be near some relatives. She died in her sleep on July 17, 2014, at the age of 89.
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STYNE, JULE (1905–1994)

Julius Kerwin Stein was born December 31, 1905, in Bethnal Green in London’s East End. His parents, Anna and Isadore Stein, were Ukrainian immigrants who came to England around 1900. Julius was their first child. At age 4 he jumped onstage at the Hippodrome with comedian and singer Harry Lauder, whom he imitated. Rather than being annoyed, Lauder urged the family to have him take up piano, but they were too poor to do so.

While emigrating to the United States in 1913 on an ocean liner, young Julius entertained the stewards with songs he knew and gained occasional entrance to more luxurious accommodations. After the Stein family settled in Chicago, his family with very limited means acquired a piano and made sure Julius had lessons. He was a prodigy, performing part of a Haydn piano concerto with the Chicago Symphony at the age of 9, wearing a Lord Fauntleroy suit with lace collar and cuffs. He was eventually told his hands were too small to become a successful concert pianist, but he knew music was his livelihood.

After joining the musicians’ union at age 16, Styne played piano in a burlesque house, unbeknownst to his family. (The experience introduced him to the kind of music he wrote for Gypsy’s strippers many years later.) He briefly attended the Chicago Musical College but soon struck out on his own musical career. In 1921 his friend Mike Todd (later a well-known film producer) commissioned Julius, age 16, to write a tune for an act he was creating. “The Moth and the Flame” was his first published song.
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Composer Jule Styne.
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As a teen, Julius absorbed ragtime and blues tunes, playing with bands led by Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, and Jack Teagarden, as well as with noteworthy musicians including Louis Armstrong, Fats Waller, Bessie Smith, and Ma Rainey. In 1924 he played piano for stage shows at the Balaban & Katz theater chain in Chicago and became a bandleader a year later. His first hit was “Sunday” (1926); he wrote lyrics for the number, which became a jazz standard.

In the early 1930s he changed his name to Jule (pronounced “Julee”) Styne. Part of his motivation was to distinguish himself from another Julius Stein, a well-known talent agent and showbusiness entrepreneur. Styne wanted to establish his own persona and perhaps make himself sound less Jewish. Many of his lucrative musical jobs were at clubs controlled by gangsters; he was briefly acquainted with Al Capone, among others. He also began a lifelong habit of compulsive gambling; he placed bets on horse races almost daily through much of his life, running up huge debts.

Styne moved to New York City in 1934 and became a vocal coach for aspiring (if not very talented) young women, including some girlfriends of gangsters he met in Chicago. His success with such training led him to Hollywood studios in 1937, where he coached studio stars, including Shirley Temple and Alice Faye. His skills as a composer were noticed and cultivated by producer and movie executive Darryl F. Zanuck, and he became a go-to composer for the likes of cowboy stars Roy Rogers and Gene Autry.

In 1941 Styne began to collaborate with lyricist Sammy Cahn for movie musicals, generating a string of hit songs at a time when such numbers were often recorded by popular singers. Their first success was “I’ve Heard That Song Before” (1942) for the film Youth on Parade; it was nominated for a 1942 Academy Award (it lost to “White Christmas”). Among Styne and Cahn’s other best-selling songs were “I’ll Walk Alone” (1944, from the film Follow the Boys); “Saturday Night (Is the Loneliest Night in the Week)” (recorded by Frank Sinatra in 1944); “I Fall in Love Too Easily” (1944, for the film Anchors Aweigh and sung by Sinatra); “I Guess I’ll Hang My Tears Out to Dry” (written for an unsuccessful stage 1944 show, Glad to See You); “It’s Been a Long, Long Time” (1945, popularized by Bing Crosby); the classic holiday song, “Let It Snow, Let It Snow”(1945); “Five Minutes More” (1946, from the film The Sweetheart of Sigma Chi, another hit for Sinatra); “Time After Time” (1947, written for Sinatra in It Happened in Brooklyn); and “It’s Magic” (1948, sung by Doris Day in Romance on the High Seas, her film debut). Their title song for Three Coins in a Fountain (1954) won the Academy Award for Best Original Song.

Styne and Cahn had an especially close social relationship with Sinatra from the mid-1940s through the 1950s, part of a clique that preceded the singer’s “Rat Pack” crowd. In 1993, Sinatra released Frank Sinatra Sings the Songs of Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne, an album featuring twenty-three songs by the pair.

In 1944 Styne and Cahn collaborated on musical Glad to See You, which had tryouts in Philadelphia and Boston but never made it to Broadway. Their first Broadway hit was High Button Shoes (1947). Styne was a flexible partner creating musicals, working with numerous lyricists. “You write as well as who you write with,” he once said. “I am the greatest collaborator there is.”107 Styne teamed with Leo Robin for Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1949), the show that launched Carol Channing into stardom. He composed six songs for “Moose” Charlap’s Peter Pan (1954, lyrics by Carolyn Leigh, Betty Comden, and Adolph Green), starring Mary Martin and televised in 1955, 1956, and 1960. Styne also composed Bells Are Ringing (1956), working with Comden and Green, a vehicle for the zany actress Judy Holliday, who won a Tony Award for Best Performance by a Leading Actress in a Musical.

In 1958, he was chosen over the eager young Sondheim to compose Gypsy. Ethel Merman had been recruited for a much-anticipated musical based on the memoir by stripper Gypsy Rose Lee, to be directed by Jerome Robbins. Arthur Laurents was retained to write the book, and he lobbied Robbins to hire Sondheim as the production’s composer, based on their successful collaboration on West Side Story. But Merman insisted on someone with a winning track record. Producer David Merrick turned to Styne, best known for his success with pop music, but who had proven his ability to write songs for established stars. Sondheim grudgingly came on board as the production’s lyricist.

In fact, Sondheim, Laurents, and Styne worked together very successfully and happily. Styne observed, “Knowing that Steve wanted to write the whole score, I decided that I would never pull rank on him. Steve is very astute. He worked very closely with Arthur [Laurents]. And when we started working, Steve would come over to my place, and God, we had a ball.”108 In four months in late 1958 they turned out the score, lyrics, and book for Gypsy, in time for its May 21, 1959, opening at the Broadway Theatre. The show ran for 702 performances. Thanks in part to Red Ginzler and Sid Ramin’s remarkable orchestrations, Styne’s score remains one of Broadway’s most memorable. Its overture is especially iconic, despite the fact that Robbins did not like it. “All I know,” Styne once said, “is that when the trumpet player started playing that strip music, the audience went crazy. We were a hit even before the curtain went up.”109

Sondheim overcame his hesitation at working with Styne and to marvel at the composer’s creativity: “Jule is extraordinary. His melodic fertility is incredible, but he throws it away. He’s profligate. … He’s the least economical composer I know. He’d play you something and you’d say that it’s not exactly right, but if he’d do something after the opening strain … and he’d say, ‘I’ll write something else!’ And he’d write a whole new piece. It’s certainly not laziness. I guess he’s so talented that if he writes enough melodies, he assumes one of them will be good, and that’s very tough for me to adjust to because of my insistence on economy.”110

Styne was equally impressed with Sondheim: “I respected Steve more than I’ve ever respected anybody, and it was only his second show. I gave him a tune, and he gave back lyrics.” A melody Styne had written for High Button Shoes became “Everything’s Coming Up Roses,” Styne recalled. “It had needed a new and easy release … because Merman had to rest on it, which must have made Steve recognize immediately that I was a craftsman because I knew the voice and how you couldn’t overtax it. Steve didn’t have to tailor, he had to write only character. It was I who was catering to her voice. Steve could write those words for anybody, but he left it for me to settle the tune because it was me the star wanted.”111 Unbeknownst to Sondheim, Styne also used a recycled melody for “You’ll Never Get Away from Me,” a number he had written with lyricist Leo Robin for a 1957 TV special.112

Styne commented, “The show felt good even while Steve and I were creating it. I knew I was creating work that I’d never done before. Marvelous lyrics came to me from Steve. When you write with him, you actually feel good as a composer. He places value on the music, what kind of word fits each note. When you soar musically, he knows he must say something as important as the notes. He never asks for extra notes. And he doesn’t put the full value on the rhyme, like most lyricists. The thought is the thing with Steve.”113

Sondheim said, “Jule Styne supplied the atmosphere of both the milieu and the musical theater itself. … Jule’s score was redolent not only of vaudeville and burlesque, but of the old-fashioned, straightforward, character-driven musical play, the model that Hammerstein had pioneered, of which Gypsy was one of the last examples and probably the best.”114 In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim wrote, “Despite my frustration at not being allowed to write the music … Gypsy was a joy to create and to help ferry to the stage. It took only four months to write, which may be the chief reason for its spontaneity and vitality.”115

Following Gypsy, Styne continued his string of Broadway hits with Do Re Mi (1960, lyrics by Comden and Green) and Funny Girl (1964, lyrics by Bob Merrill), the production that elevated Barbra Streisand to star status. Styne’s Hallelujah, Baby! (1967, lyrics by Comden and Green), a show about the African-American struggle for equality in the first half of the twentieth century, won a surprising Tony Award for Best Musical after the show closed. Leslie Uggams, in her first major role, tied for the Tony for Best Performance by a Leading Actress in a Musical.

Interestingly, she tied with Patricia Routledge in Darling of the Day, another Styne show. It’s the only time that one composer provided a Tony win for two actresses in two different shows.

Styne teamed with Merrill again for Sugar (1972), a musicalization of the film Some Like It Hot. His show Lorelei (1973), a revision of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (with new lyrics by Comden and Green), was another vehicle for Carol Channing. Many of Styne’s musicals became hit movies: Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953, with Jane Russell and Marilyn Monroe); Gypsy (1962, starring Rosalind Russell and Natalie Wood); and Funny Girl (1968, in which Streisand won the Academy Award for Best Actress).

Across his long and varied career, Styne published approximately 1,500 songs—and probably discarded 500 more. He was elected to the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 1972 and entered the American Theater Hall of Fame in 1981. In 1990, the Drama Desk recognized him with Special Award for Lifetime Achievement. He was a recipient of the Kennedy Center Honors in 1994.

Styne’s first marriage, to his cousin Ethel Rubinstein, lasted from 1927 until 1952, ending in an ugly and costly divorce. He had several romances during his first marriage, including one with actress Sandra Church, who originated the role of Louise in Gypsy. Styne and Ethel had two children: Stanley (1930–1992) and Norton (1940–2013). In 1962, he married Margaret Ann Bissett Brown, an English model. They had two children, Nicholas (b. 1964) and Katherine (b. 1968). Styne died of heart failure at age 88 on September 21, 1994. His original handwritten compositions, letters, and production materials are archived at the University of Texas’s Harry Ransom Center in Austin.
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SUNDAY IN THE PARK WITH GEORGE (1984)


Original Production


Music: Stephen Sondheim
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Original Cast: George (Mandy Patinkin), Dot/Marie (Bernadette Peters), An Old Lady/Blair Daniels (Barbara Bryne), Nurse/Harriet Pawling (Judith Moore), Louis/Billy Webster (Chris Groenendaal), Yvonne/Naomi Eisen (Dana Ivey), Jules/Bob Greenberg (Charles Kimbrough), A Soldier/Alex (Robert Westenberg), A Boatman/Charles Redmond (William Parry), Franz/Dennis (Brent Spiner), Louise (Danielle Ferland), Frieda/Betty (Nancy Opel)

The original Broadway production of Sunday in the Park with George at the Booth Theatre began previews on April 2, 1984. After thirty-five previews, it opened on May 2, 1984; after 604 performances, it closed on October 13, 1985.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1984 TONY AWARDS (2): Scenic Design (Straiges) and Lighting Design (Nelson). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (9): Best Musical; Book of a Musical (Lapine); Original Score (Sondheim); Actor in a Musical (Patinkin); Actress in a Musical (Peters); Featured Actress in a Musical (Ivey); Costume Design (Zipprodt, Hould-Ward), Direction of a Musical (Lapine).

1984 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (8): Best Musical, Director of a Musical (Lapine), Lyrics (Sondheim), Book of a Musical (Lapine), Orchestrations (Michael Starobin), Scenery (Tony Straiges), Lighting (Richard Nelson), Special Effects (Bran Ferren). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS: Actor in a Musical (Patinkin); Actress in a Musical (Peters); Music (Sondheim); and Costume Design (Zipprodt, Hould-Ward).
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1984 OUTER CRITICS CIRCLE (2) : Best Musical and Scenery (Straiges).
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The cast of Sunday in the Park with George (1984).

Photofest


Overview

After more than two decades of working on Broadway, Sondheim was very dejected with the failure of Merrily We Roll Along. He and Harold Prince had ended their long collaboration (although they remained friends), and Sondheim seriously contemplated giving up theater altogether. He turned 50 in 1980, and he told his agent, Flora Roberts, that no Broadway composer had produced a meaningful work after that age.116 He considered writing mystery novels, screenplays, or even narratives for video games.117

But in 1982 he met and began to work with director and playwright James Lapine, whose experience, largely with avant-garde material, was in nonprofit theater. They focused on Georges Seurat’s 1886 pointillist painting, “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte” and the artist who created it. Although the details of Seurat’s life are sketchy, Sondheim and Lapine filled in many blanks to explore the act of artistic creation and its impact on personal lives. The show’s second act is a completely imagined parallel tale, set a century later, about another artist, Seurat’s great-grandson, George, who has lost his creative impulse.

Insulated from the commercial demands of Broadway, Lapine and Sondheim clicked, and the composer’s creative juices began to flow again. That led to a workshop at Playwrights Horizons, a small New York theater dedicated to developing new work. The reception of that material was encouraging, and it became Sondheim’s eleventh Broadway production, Sunday in the Park with George. Their serious show was unexpected, a musical drama about artists, their work, and their personal lives.118 With a minimal story, Sunday focused more on the concept of creative impulse. While the story was serious and involved heartbreak, this was a Sondheim show with a rare upbeat ending.119

Sunday was not a box-office success, and its dismal recognition at the 1984 Tony Awards offered no spur to attendance. A year after opening, it won the 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Drama, just the sixth musical so honored up to that point in time. That was a signal that Sunday represented a watershed moment in musical theater.

“It’s like making a painting,” Lapine said in a 1984 New York Times feature. “You go through the process of doing what you do, and then finally, you just have to put it up there and hope others respond. The irony is, you want it to look effortless, and to get that, it’s such hard work.”120 The show exemplified a lyric Sondheim wrote for the show: “Art isn’t easy.”121

Synopsis

Act 1

Painter Georges Seurat is in his studio, an empty white space, at his easel. He describes a scene he’s about to paint, a Parisian park on an island, La Grand Jatte, in the River Seine. Dot, his mistress and model, arrives wearing an elaborate dress with a bustle, and he begins to sketch her. She is uncomfortable and wishes Seurat would pay more attention to her, but he is focused solely on his painting (“Sunday in the Park with George”). Other characters visit the park, and Seurat obsessively sketches them. It’s 1884, and the Eiffel Tower is under construction in the distance.

Jules, a rival artist, and his wife, Yvonne, sneer at Seurat’s work (“No Life”). They visit him and make conversation, never commenting on his painting. Seurat releases Dot and tells her they will go to the Follies later. An Old Lady, Seurat’s mother, acts as if she doesn’t know him.

At a makeup table, Dot thinks of Seurat working and reworking the tiniest details of his huge canvas and paying her no attention. She dreams of being in the Follies (“Color and Light”). He tells her they can’t go out because he has to paint. She angrily leaves.

Another Sunday. Seurat sketches a grouchy boatman and his dog, as well as two girls both named Celeste, courted by a pair of soldiers. Dot arrives with Louis, a baker, and several characters discuss her and Seurat (“Gossip”). She studies her grammar book. Seurat sketches two dogs and voices their thoughts. Dot and Louis pass again; he has baked her a treat.

Seurat imagines stories about people in the park (“The Day Off”). Jules tells Seurat he must focus on meeting prospective buyers and enjoying life. Louis courts Dot since Seurat is always preoccupied (“Everybody Loves Louis”). A gauche American couple arrives, enjoying Louis’s pastries.

It’s evident that Seurat’s art will always take precedence over personal relationships (“Finishing the Hat”). Dot tells him she is pregnant with his child; she plans to marry Louis and go to America. She hopes Seurat will ask her to stay, but he does not (“We Do Not Belong Together”). He returns to the island one final time to draw the Old Lady, his mother, now loving and warm. She regrets that progress is changing the world she loves; Seurat tries to capture that world on his canvas (“Beautiful”).

Dot’s baby, Marie, has been born. Seurat refuses to acknowledge the child. His mother worries about his inability to connect with other people. Jules, Yvonne, their daughter, and others begin to argue, and soon everyone is fighting.

Seurat freezes the characters and positions them as he imagines them in his painting. He imposes “order,” “design,” “tension,” and “balance.” He makes small adjustments, and they begin to sing (“Sunday”)—achieving harmony to create the final memorable image Seurat has chosen.

Act 2

Seurat’s painting remains frozen onstage. It’s a century later, and harmony has disintegrated. The figures in the painting are uncomfortable, miserable, and complaining (“It’s Hot up Here”). They depart.

At a twentieth-century American museum where the painting hangs, a young artist named George is at a reception with his grandmother, Marie, age 98, in a wheelchair. An inventor-sculptor, he has been commissioned to create a light sculpture, “Chromolume #7,” to commemorate Seurat’s masterpiece. It initially produces whirling images and shafts of colored light, but then malfunctions. In remarks with George at the reception afterward, Marie claims that Seurat was her father (making him George’s great-grandfather), but George is dubious. She has Dot’s grammar book with notes that support her conviction.

Guests at the reception argue about the artistic validity of George’s work. He makes small talk with patrons (“Putting It Together”), succeeding at the business of an artist seeking patronage. Moving from one group to another, he is replaced by life-sized cut-out likenesses of himself that sustain shallow conversations. An art critic tells him his art needs to evolve beyond his light sculptures. Marie and George contemplate the painting. She tries to connect him to his heritage, reminding him that her mother, Dot, believed only two things are worth leaving behind (“Children and Art”).

George visits La Grande Jatte in Paris alone; Marie has died. High-rise buildings cover the island; only one familiar tree remains. He yearns to create meaningful art. He has Dot’s grammar book with him; he reads it (“Lesson #8”) and begins to believe his ancestry.

Dot magically appears and speaks to him as if he were Seurat, thanking him for what he taught her. George tells her he no longer has anything to say, but she urges him to stop blocking himself and open his heart (“Move On”).

George reads Seurat’s words about art recorded in Dot’s book. The characters from Seurat’s painting reappear and sing (“Sunday”). Together they bow to their creator. As they leave, a blank canvas descends, and George realizes that there truly are “so many possibilities.”

Source and Book

Producer Lewis Allen suggested a collaboration with James Lapine to Sondheim in June 1982. Having seen Twelve Dreams a production staged by Lapine at the New York Shakespeare Festival in 1981, Sondheim was intrigued.122 Trained as a graphic designer and photographer, Lapine did not know much about musicals or Sondheim. “The very first Sondheim musical I had ever seen,” he confessed, “was Sweeney Todd—which knocked me out so much I saw it three times. But I hadn’t really been interested in Broadway, particularly Broadway musicals. … I was more into the avant-garde stuff … the visual theater, not stuff that was reliant on text.”123

As they became acquainted, they sought possible projects and hit on the broad concept of theme and variations. Lapine proposed the Neo-Impressionist masterpiece, “Dimanche, L’Après-Midi à l’Ile de la Grande Jatte” (“A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte”), the best-known work of painter Georges Seurat (1859–1891), an artist underappreciated during his brief lifetime. (Today the large painting—6-feet-8-inches high by 10-feet-10 inches wide—hangs in the Art Institute of Chicago.)

As they studied the painting, they noticed that the people are not looking at one another. “Maybe someone was having an affair with another one,” Sondheim speculated, “or one was related to someone else.” Then Lapine pointed out that the main character, the artist, was missing. “Once he said that,” Sondheim remembered, “I knew there was a real play there. Once you get the idea that the artist has manipulated these people into this farcical afternoon they’re having in which they’re all pretending to be all pulled together, strolling apart, when actually all their passions are all over the place.”124

Sondheim and Lapine were drawn to mysteries; Seurat’s painting felt like an invitation to fill in the blanks with their own surmises about characters and motivation. It was an opportunity to explore what makes an artist tick. In particular, they had a chance to portray musically and lyrically an artistic personality that Sondheim knew well from his own experience. As New York Times theater critic Frank Rich wrote in his review of the original production, Sondheim “brings the same fierce, methodical, intellectual precision to musical and verbal composition that the artist brought to his pictorial realm.”125

Early in their collaboration, Sondheim wrote: “The show is, in part, about how creation takes on a life of its own, how artists feed off art (we off Seurat); the artist’s relationship to his material.”126 While many details of Seurat’s brief life are unknown—he died at 31—his theory of color is well documented. “Seurat’s life was his painting, devoted to finding, ‘a kind of painting that was my own.’ He would call it ‘chromoluminarism,’ the roots of which mean ‘color’ and ‘light.’ Critics would later call it pointillism, because instead of brush strokes, he painted with dots, thousands of daubs of pure unmixed colors. The viewer’s eye would do the mixing, and because of the daubs, the perceived colors would shimmer and the painting seem’s to glow.”127

When Sondheim and Lapine were ready to seek feedback via a workshop in July 1983, they chose Playwrights Horizons, a nonprofit, off-Broadway theater where Lapine had worked previously. Dedicated to supporting contemporary American writers and composers and supporting developing productions, it’s an institution where creativity can flourish without the economic pressures and critical scrutiny that often plague Broadway tryouts. Workshops presented are seen by small audiences of subscribers who offer insightful feedback. The Sunday workshop was mostly Act 1 (a sketchy version of the second act with a few songs added to the final three days). Responses were encouraging.

The end of Act 1 feels conclusive because Seurat’s painting is completed with an electrifying moment as the characters, for the first time, sing in unison and harmony. But the plot—Seurat’s inability to connect to others—remains unresolved. In Act 2, we meet his great-grandson, also called George, a contemporary artist who makes light-projection sculptures called “chromolumes.” His creativity is blocked: He succeeds at obtaining financial support, but his artistic wheels are spinning. A critic tells him his creations are passé: “You were really onto something with these light machines—once. Now they’re just becoming more and more about less and less.”128

Since its Broadway debut, the show’s second act has been controversial. During previews Lapine and Sondheim continued to tinker with the final moments. They sought feedback from knowledgeable theater professionals including Michael Bennett, Tom Stoppard, John Guare, Harold Prince, and Peter Shaffer. The ending they chose has George accepting his human need for connection and love, pointing the way back to his art.129

Nevertheless, shortly after the Broadway production opened in May 1984, Edwin Wilson wrote in the Wall Street Journal, “The first act of Sunday in the Park with George, which opened this week at the Booth Theater, is the best musical of the season. Unfortunately, the second act may be the worst. There is a solution, though—scrap the second act.”130 That was not a unique assessment, but it was a hasty judgment.

Writing for Newsweek at the same time, critic Jack Kroll said, “This second act is indispensable to the play’s vaulting vision of art as human glory.”131 In the New York Times, Frank Rich said the second act “is George’s reawakening and stretching his artistic vision, returning to his roots.”132 Writing for the Sondheim Review in 2007, Leonard Jacobs said in Act 2 Lapine and Sondheim have “drill[ed] down deeper, to offer a less linear and accessible climax.”133

Seurat in Act 1 and George in Act 2 are distinctly different. Emotionally disconnected Seurat never doubts his artistic vision; twentieth-century George builds relationships but has lost his artistic way. That distinction—and the offset of a century—has led some people to miss the connection between the acts. But the second act completes the first: As a signal, at the very end, a trumpet sounds the notes of the “Sunday” theme from the show’s opening.134

Another factor underscoring the linkage between the acts is the doubling of roles for most of the actors, different people but parallel: The actor playing the Old Woman who is Seurat’s mother in Act 1 is Blair Daniels, the plain-spoken art critic in Act 2. Jules, the conventional mainstream French artist, becomes Bob Greenberg, the mundane art museum actor; Yvonne, Jules’s scornful wife, is Naomi, a scowling twentieth-century electronic music composer. Louis, the likeable Baker who takes Dot off to America, becomes Billy, a pleasant but not insightful art world hanger-on.

There are more subtle similarities binding the acts together. Much of Sondheim’s score for Act 2 can be directly linked to songs in Act 1. In fact, the linked songs are more or less in the same order in the two acts.135

Frank Rich said the show’s “musical account of that painting’s creation has the same effect as Seurat’s art. … not just lighting, scenery, and costumes that fuse in our mind—it’s also words, notes, and characters. ‘Connect, George, connect,’ says [Seurat] to himself … [He] may be referring to his art—or to his emotional ties. What is certain is that almost every moment in this remarkable show connects, however subliminally, to something else.”136

Sondheim said, “The major thing I wanted to do in the show was to enable anyone who is not an artist to understand what hard work art is.”137 Originality and personal expression are paramount. Seurat, speaking with exasperation to Jules, who has scolded him for being so nontraditional, says, “Why should I paint like you or anybody else? I am trying to get through to something new. Something that is my own.”138 That’s certainly what Sondheim and Lapine strove to achieve in Sunday in the Park with George.

Creative Team

Working with James Lapine meant changes for Sondheim in the makeup of the creative team for Sunday in the Park with George. Almost everyone collaborating on the production was new to him, including Lapine. Sondheim said the essential difference between Lapine and Harold Prince was generational. He worked with Prince for thirty-five years, and it had become almost like a marriage. Sondheim called Prince ebullient and outgoing; he characterized Lapine, twenty years younger, as quiet and soft-spoken.

Sondheim cited Lapine’s off-Broadway background where a community feeling prevailed. “Everybody feels much more like a family,” he observed, “closer, actually, to the experience you have in a school play.” While Lapine and Prince were both innovative and unconventional, their approaches were very different. Lapine, trained as a graphic designer, “tends to think in visual terms and writes for the eye,” Sondheim observed, while Prince is “extremely attuned to the nuances of language and essentially writes for the ear.”139

Despite any differences, however, their working methods fit together well. Lapine described himself as “fast and sloppy.” Sondheim, generally slow and meticulous, was relieved that Lapine forged ahead and worried later.140

With Sondheim’s longtime orchestrator Jonathan Tunick devoted more to composing, Lapine proposed talented young Michael Starobin for that role. They had worked together on Lapine’s production of March of the Falsettos at Playwrights Horizons, and Starobin was one of the three musicians who accompanied Sunday’s workshop at that venue.141 Since Sondheim composed by writing for the piano, Starobin left the piano part unchanged and just added instrumental color.142

Scenic designer Tony Straiges devised the animated stage box with two-dimensional pop-ups and trees and buildings that could fly in and out. He devised an innovative stage floor, a ground cloth that quickly changed from natural canvas to a shadowy park lawn using a floor-mounted roll drop. Straiges considered himself a painter first and a designer second, so he and Lapine saw eye-to-eye. He created several translucent scrims of Seurat’s painting at various stages of completion using acrylics that remained vivid. In the same manner that Seurat painted with a limited palette, Straiges never used black. (The cutout of Spot the dog looked black, but it was actually daubed with red, blue, and purple.)

Lighting designer Richard Nelson worked closely with Straiges to illuminate scenes with elements that flew in and out or traveled on and off the stage. Each side wing had distinct panels and lighting needs, he said, “and that’s the way it would be in nature. I attempted to make it as naturalistic as possible, certainly in terms of color.” As with Straiges, color was central: “Violet—that’s the key to the show and the key to Seurat’s head. He keeps talking about violet—and mixing red and blue.”143 In fact, that was exactly what he did. Straiges and Nelson were the only members of Sunday’s creative team to win 1984 Tony Awards.

Bran Ferren, a special-effects wizard, created the chromolume’s blazing laser show, working closely with computer specialist Pete Feller Jr. Ferren had provided dazzling visual effects, projections, and sound design for Evita and Cats. “Lapine and I defined the sequence’s script together,” he recalled. “I offered my chromolume idea, and the dialogue and scenic design were wrapped around it.” The device was an assemblage of polygons and straight and circled sections. Its clean geometry was in counterpoint to most of the imagery in Act 1. “I wanted it to be surprising, out of the visual context of what had been established,” Ferren explained. He used a pair of 35mm projectors and a 7½Kw projector with a specially constructed laser scanning system that generated the light projections. Projected images combined original artwork from reproductions and photos of Seurat’s original painting. He called the chromolume a crystal ball, “with the actual paintings moving around within it and the galaxies and points of light formed within that.”144

Cast and Characters

The roles of Seurat in Act 1 and George in Act 2 were built on the stereotype of brilliant but misunderstood artists whose obsession with his work alienates those around them. In fact, Seurat resembles several of Sondheim’s disconnected observers, especially Company’s remote, noncommittal Robert. Eventually the younger George must connect with his ancestor for guidance and renewal. In Sunday’s final scene, the two characters merge and evolve through the magical intercession of Dot. Several commentators have observed that Seurat and George share many qualities with Sondheim—obsession, meticulous attention, and self-doubt.

Early on Lapine identified Mandy Patinkin, winner of a 1980 Tony Award for his performance as Che, the sardonic narrator of Evita, as the right actor for the role. But Patinkin was a tenor, and Sondheim had envisioned the role for a baritone. Lapine brought them together for an audition. Sondheim quickly changed his mind and happily adjusted the songs to suit Patinkin’s voice. “Mandy has a wide tessitura, both top and bottom,” Sondheim said. “It’s an extraordinary voice with a working two-octave range.’”145

To prepare for the passionate role, Patinkin took classes at the Art Students League, watched documentaries, and read books. He visited the Chicago Art Institute twice to view Seurat’s painting in person and spent seven hours studying it thoroughly. “I talked to it,” said Patinkin, “and I listened to people talking about it.”146 His preparation enabled him to play the role commandingly, a performance Frank Rich called “a crucible of intellectual fire.”147

Lapine and Sondheim initially planned to flesh out many of the characters in the painting. However, it became evident during the workshop that audiences were most interested in Seurat and Dot’s relationship. Bernadette Peters, who played Dot in the workshop, had second thoughts about taking it on for the Broadway production, sensing from the workshop, “You sort of lose Dot after the first scene.”148 Lapine and Sondheim expanded Dot’s scenes with Seurat and devised the role of Marie in the second act as another opportunity for Peters’s acting skills to shine.

Sondheim wrote individual songs for several secondary characters. But at the July 1983 workshop, the first act was more than 100 minutes long, so these characters were reduced and in several ways summarized in two songs, “Gossip” and “The Day Off.” Even diminished, however, many of their backstories contained betrayals that echoed Dot and Seurat’s emotional strain.

Peters, a spirited actress, dancer, and cabaret singer, had played leading roles on and off-Broadway. “I never thought I would find myself doing a Sondheim show,”149 she said at the time. When her reservations about the role were addressed, she was the ideal choice to play an artist’s model and a heartbroken, ignored lover, overflowing with warmth and humor. Beyond her artistic contribution, Sondheim said Peters was an asset to the production, “because she brings such a joyous quality to anything she does.”150


Musical Numbers

ACT 1


	“Sunday in the Park with George”—Dot

	“No Life”—Jules and Yvonne

	“Color and Light”—Dot and George

	“Gossip”—Celeste #1, Celeste #2, Boatman, Nurse, Old Lady, Jules, and Yvonne

	“The Day Off”—George, Nurse, Franz, Frieda, Boatman, Soldier, Celeste #1, Celeste #2, Yvonne, Louise, Jules, and Louis

	“Everybody Loves Louis”—Dot

	“Finishing the Hat”—George

	“We Do Not Belong Together”—Dot and George

	“Beautiful”—Old Lady and George

	“Sunday”—Company



ACT TWO


	“It’s Hot Up Here”—Company

	Chromolume #7—George and Marie

	“Putting It Together”—George and Company

	“Children and Art”—Marie

	“Lesson #8”—George

	“Move On”—George and Dot

	“Sunday” (reprise)—Company





Score

Sondheim’s career is full of daring and unique scores, but Sunday in the Park with George tops the list. His translation of Seurat’s painting technique, generally called “pointillism,” into music is noteworthy. Pointillism relies on the eye to mix dots of color placed in close proximity; Sondheim’s music for this show mixed notes that created new harmonies, used in numerous variations. It also employed leitmotifs, brief musical themes connected to specific characters or ideas.

Sondheim was partial to music by French composers, especially Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel, more or less contemporaries of Seurat, all working within the late period of Impressionism. A good example is Debussy’s Pelleas and Melisande, an opera that is atmospheric rather than melodramatic, using haunting, recurring melodies rather than arias and set pieces.151 That’s how Sondheim’s score works in Sunday, fluid and replete with repeated melodic and lyric themes.

Scott Miller pointed out the prevalent theme of light. “George is constantly talking and singing about light. Dot complains about light, about the heat of the sun in the first scene, about the glaring lights in her fantasy about the Follies Bergères. But George’s work (in either century) doesn’t exist without light. His medium is a visual one, and vision doesn’t work without light.”152

Other words and phrases frequently reappear with changing contexts and meanings: “dot” (also the leading female character’s name), “color,” “harmony,” “order,” “hat,” “passion,” “beautiful,” “connect,” “art,” “live,” “love,” and, of course “Sunday.” Close attention reveals phrases including “bring order to the whole,” “get through to something new,” and “move on” in multiple settings.

Inspired by Seurat’s use of just eleven pure colors (without black), Sondheim considered using only the piano’s white keys for his composition process. “The idea was to keep the music open and pure the way the painting is,” he explained, “and to give it a shimmer. I was also fiddling with chord clusters, because that seemed to me some kind of possible analogue to Seurat’s close juxtaposition of different colored dots.”153

Sondheim systematically employed leitmotifs. The show’s opening number, “Sunday in the Park with George,” has a romantic theme that develops further in the song “Color and Light” and becomes the basis for a subsequent song, “We Do Not Belong Together.” This theme builds toward “Move On,” the rapturous number near the end of Act 2 where several musical themes culminate. These seemingly separate numbers underpin a resonance that culminates late in the show after four songs—and a century of passing time.154

Seurat’s obsessive daubing of paint suggested to Sondheim the use of strong staccato rhythms, especially in “Color and Light.” Seurat dabs at his canvas—“More red …/(Dabs with more intensity)/And a little more red …/(Switches brushes)/Blue blue blue blue/Blue blue blue blue/Even … even …/Good”—while Dot, sitting at a dressing table in unison rhythmically powders herself and fantasizes about dancing in the Follies. (The scene was inspired by another Seurat painting, “La Poudreuse.”)

Sondheim realized, “Seurat experimented with the color wheel the way one experiments with a scale. He used complementary color exactly the way one uses dominant and tonic harmony.”155 The composer relied on two basic rhythms. One was the painter’s theme just noted, sharp, staccato, and jabbed. The second was a rolling sequence of three or four distinct notes constituting a chord (the musical term is “arpeggiated”) followed by an upward-reaching interval. Sondheim used these “dissected chords” repeatedly from the show’s opening—there is no overture—through numerous incarnations. As each act of Sunday concludes, the notes coalesce into the rapturous harmonies of “Sunday,” a suitable framing device for this musical about painting.

Sunday is a challenging score for singers and musicians. When Paul Gemignani, the show’s music director, auditioned professional musicians for the original production’s eleven-piece orchestra, several regarded the score and, recognizing its difficulty, turned him down.156

Noteworthy musical numbers in Sunday in the Park with George:


“The Day Off.” Act 1 includes an amusing vignette in which Seurat gets inside the heads of the two dogs in the painting. Spot, the gruff boatman’s mutt, and Fifi, a lady’s lap dog, appeared as onstage pop-ups. Sondheim wrote the song to be voiced by two offstage performers, but Patinkin asked if he could personally invent voices. “It was remarkable—a tour de force,”157 Sondheim said. Patinkin enhanced the dogs’ representation of class distinction with his tour de force performance—barking, yelping, growling, and sniffing.

“Everybody Loves Louis.” The Act 1 song illustrates Sondheim’s skillful lyric writing for a character. Dot, frustrated with Seurat’s inattention, offers her rationale for taking up with the baker, Louis, seemingly singing his praises. In fact, she is enumerating George’s many shortcomings. Even so, when she tells Seurat that she is going to America with Louis once the baby—George’s child—is born, Dot says, “I don’t think I can have what I really want. Louis is what I think I need.”158

“Finishing the Hat.” The song portrays Seurat’s inner conflict between his desire for Dot and the demanding attraction of his art, which constantly consumes him. Sondheim completed this number just three or four days before the show’s first Broadway preview, once he finally had a clear sense of Patinkin’s portrait of Seurat. The actor knew a number was coming but had become increasingly anxious. When it finally arrived, he had to memorize it rapidly. (In fact, he taped the lyric sheet on the back of Seurat’s sketchpad in the event his memory failed him.) Perhaps Sunday’s most moving song, the number is the one Sondheim turned to twenty-five years later to title his two volumes of lyric studies, Finishing the Hat and Look, I Made a Hat. Those choices suggest his affinity for the themes of the show and the character of the artist. “What I’m doing when I’m writing is acting,” Sondheim explained. “I’m able to infuse myself. So when I’m writing the song ‘Finishing the Hat,’ half of it is writing about what I, Steve, feel, and the other is what Seurat feels. And I’m aware of both going on at the same time. I’m able to get into Seurat’s head because there’s a part of me that knows something about this … I think all writers get attracted to stories that resonate in them.”159

“Sunday.” This number serves as the finale for both acts. Sondheim identified it as one of the few anthems he ever wrote. “I love the sound of a chorus,” he told Mark Horowitz, “but it’s hard for me to justify eighty people singing the same thought. Here, because they’re all figments of George’s imagination, I can justify the fact they’re all singing the same thing.”160 At the show’s end, the orchestra is dropped out for one bar where the chorus takes over on its own, powerfully underscoring the emotion. Sondheim was inspired to do this by Bernstein, who used a similar device at the end of Candide.

“Putting It Together.” This high-speed musical sequence in Act 2 is markedly different from the songs in Act 1, although its music is closely related to “Gossip,” the Act 1 scene when people in the park exchange shallow thoughts about Seurat. The Act 2 song portrays a very different George, one able to relate to people in ways that Seurat, his great-grandfather, never could. But there’s an underlying theme of discontent and distraction, as the twentieth-century artist realizes that his art has been displaced by the need to seek patronage through meaningless cocktail chatter. Sondheim also delivered this number just three or four days before the first preview.161

In 1985 Barbra Streisand had to work to convince Columbia recording executives to record The Broadway Album (CK 40092). That difficult conversation inspired her to include “Putting It Together” as the album’s opener, revising it to reflect the recording business rather than the art business. Sondheim agreed and considerably recast the lyrics for her; Streisand wrote some framing dialogue. The adapted version is reproduced in the album’s liner notes, as well as in Sondheim’s second lyric study volume, Look, I Made a Hat, with his commentary. He also revised the song for the revue Putting It Together, where Julie Andrews sang it in a 1993 off-Broadway production. And once again Sondheim adapted the song in 1994 for the Academy Awards where it was sung by Bernadette Peters and intercut with movie clips.

“Children and Art” and “Lesson #8.” These songs were last-minute compositions by Sondheim; arriving just three days before critics would see the show. Lapine said, “The first night [‘Children and Art’] went in, it was electric. That song is so moving and is so much what the show was about. The piece was 99 percent there, and it was that final one percent that made it all work … it just yanked the whole show together.”162 “Lesson #8” begins the show’s key sequence, when George finally understands what he needs to learn, connecting to his ancestor and to people who love him. The songs complete George’s emotional arc, fleshing out his character and giving him the direction he needs.163

“Move On.” The show’s ardent Act 2 number, sung by Dot and George, brings together musical elements established but not completed in earlier songs: “Sunday in the Park,” “Color and Light,” and “We Do Not Belong Together.” We recognize that George understands the path he needs to follow, and he is finally ready to “move on.”



Reviews and Reactions

Critical reactions to Sunday in the Park with George were decidedly mixed. Lapine observed that many people attend Broadway shows for entertainment, not to work at understanding a complex message. “They come to forget,” he said. “And that’s not what Sunday is about. If you want just to sit back and watch, you’re probably going to get bored. You have to really listen. And you have to think. Not a lot, but you can’t let it wash over you like certain other shows.”164

The competition for Tony Awards in 1984 was essentially between Sunday and Jerry Herman’s La Cage aux Folles. (The other two nominees for Best Musical were Baby and The Tap Dance Kid, neither one a serious contender.) Gay life was becoming more visible and accepted, and La Cage’s story with Jerry Herman’s traditional score had many adherents. The artsy, intellectual Sunday was not a hit with audiences, but it received eleven Tony nominations; La Cage had nine. Nevertheless, Herman’s show came away with six wins, including Best Musical, Best Book of a Musical, Best Original Score, and Best Direction of a Musical. Sunday received just two, scenic and lighting design.

When Herman accepted the Best Score award he said, “This award forever shatters the myth about musical theatre. There’s been a rumor around for a couple of years, that the simple, hummable show tune was no longer welcome on Broadway. Well, it’s alive and well at the Palace!” Sondheim took this as a snarky judgment about Sunday, even though it could just as well have been Herman’s opinion as to how several of his recent shows had been ignored.

Sunday’s coproducer, Bernard Jacobs, called those Tony Awards, “one of the most frustrating evenings of my life.” He strenuously objected to the remarks about hummable music: “Like Steve’s music’s not hummable. Steve is not only melodious, but he understands word structure in a way that nobody does. … He is one of the great poets in the history of the English language.”165

The traditionalists won in 1984, but there were plenty of positive opinions about Sunday. Writing for Newsweek, Jack Kroll exclaimed, “To say that this show breaks new ground is not enough: it also breaks new sky, new water, new flesh and new spirit … That harmless sounding title masks more daring and surprise than the American Musical has seen in a long time.”166

The Booth Theatre is one of Broadway’s smaller houses with 766 seats, but even there tickets for Sunday were never hard to obtain. When the show closed after 540 performances, it had earned back three-quarters of its $2.4 million investment. Producer Bernard Jacobs felt that was a reasonable return for a show that would never have broad appeal. It’s hard to imagine a musical as experimental as Sunday in the Park with George would succeed on Broadway in the twenty-first century.

Frank Rich championed Sunday in the New York Times throughout 1984. “As I’ve discovered since the opening,” he wrote, “the show reveals more with each viewing. Does this mean that everyone will love this musical? Maybe not. Seurat’s work, after all, was mostly ridiculed by his contemporaries.”167 Many criticized Rich’s advocacy, suggesting that he was virtually a press agent for the show. Other producers, bitter about Rich’s ongoing coverage, cynically dubbed the show “Sunday in the Times with George.”168

Sondheim had a telling insight: “It’s wonderful to be intrigued in the theater,” he observed. “It’s just awful to feel baffled.”169 And there were surely those who were baffled by Sunday, including many who simply didn’t grasp the meaning of the second act.

“‘Connect, George, connect,’ George tells himself—and that’s what he and Sondheim finally do,”170 Rich wrote in October 1984, demonstrating that he, too, connected with the show’s message. “Sunday allows Sondheim at last to channel his own passion into a musical that is … about what matters to him—art itself, and his own predicament as a driven artist whose austere vision, like Seurat’s, is often incorrectly judged as heartless. … The show’s entire fabric argues, by example, that just as much heart can go into the making of cerebral modern art as into romantic art (whether that romantic art be representational paintings or conventional, sentimental musicals).”

Other Significant Productions


Playwrights Horizons Workshop (July 6–31, 1983). Lapine directed a staging of the first act with many of the actors who eventually performed the Broadway production. The final three performances included portions of the unfinished Act 2 with several musical numbers—“It’s Hot Up Here,” “Performance Art Piece,” “Have to Keep Them Humming” [eventually cut], and “Sunday.”

Original London Production presented by the Royal National Theatre at the Lyttleton Theatre (March 15–June 16, 1990, in repertory for a limited engagement of 117 performances). Scott Pimlott directed; Philip Quast played George and Maria Friedman was Dot/Marie.

Benefit at St. James Theatre (May 15, 1994). One-night benefit in support of Friends in Deed. Reunited most of the original cast, with Lapine directing.

Arena Stage/Signature Theatre Production, Washington, DC (April 20–June 15, 1997). Eric Schaeffer directed; Sal Viviano was George; Liz Larsen was Dot/Marie. The production used the original costumes purchased by Signature Theatre from the Broadway production, including the remote-controlled dress that opened to allow an actress playing Dot to step out and sing part of “Sunday in the Park with George.”

Sondheim Celebration in the Eisenhower Theater at Washington, DC’s Kennedy Center (May 31–June 28, 2002, after a limited engagement of 16 performances). Directed by Eric Schaeffer (who previously staged the show for Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia), the production featured Raúl Esparza as George and Melissa Errico as Dot/Marie. Cris Groenendaal reprised his role as Jules from the original 1984 production.

Ravinia Festival (September 3–4, 2004) in Chicago. Directed by Lonny Price, with Michael Cerveris playing George, Audra McDonald as Dot/Marie, and Patti LuPone as Yvonne/Blair Daniels. Paul Gemignani conducted the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.

Menier Chocolate Factory, an intimate 170-seat venue in London (November 14, 2005–March 17, 2006), presented a production directed by Sam Buntrock. It used still and moving projections designed by Timothy Bird, creative director of Knifedge, to show the painting’s evolution. (Sondheim attended and was impressed with the technology.) Daniel Evans played George; Anna Jane Casey was Dot/Marie. The production, using a five-musician band (reorchestrated by Jason Carr and music directed by Caroline Humphris), moved from the intimate Menier stage to Wyndham’s Theatre in London’s West End (May 23–September 2, 2006); Jenna Russell took over the Dot/Marie role at Wyndham’s. This production traveled to New York City to become Sunday’s First Broadway Revival, presented at Studio 54 by the Roundabout Theatre Company (February 21–June 29, 2008, 149 performances). Evans and Russell continued the roles they played in London. Although it was not a winner, the production was nominated for nine 2008 Tony Awards. It received two 2008 Drama Desk Awards (Outstanding Orchestrations for Jason Carr; Outstanding Projection and Video Design for Timothy Bird and the Knifedge Creative Network). Russell received a 2008 Theatre World Award.

Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, France (April 10–25, 2013), directed by Lee Blakeley. David Charles Abell conducted the Orchestra Philharmonique de Radio France, using new orchestrations by Michael Starobin. The show’s first performance in France was presented in English with French surtitles. Julian Ovenden played George, and Sophie-Louise Dann was Dot/Marie.

2017 Broadway Revival at Hudson Theatre in New York City (February 23–April 23, 2017; 61 performances). The production (first presented at New York City Center, October 24–26, 2016) was staged by Sarna Lapine (niece of James Lapine); Chris Fenwick was the music director. Well-known film actor Jake Gyllenhaal was warmly received as George; Annaleigh Ashford played Dot/Marie; the production featured seven Tony Award nominees, including three winners: Robert Sean Leonard was Jules/Bob; Erin Davie was Yvonne/Naomi; and Penny Fuller played George’s mother and the art critic Blair Daniels.



Recordings


Original Broadway Cast, 1984. Digitally recorded on May 27 and 29, 1984 at RCA’s Studio A in New York City [RCA 5042), produced by Thomas Z. Shepard. Liner notes and synopsis by Robert Kimball. A 1985 Grammy Award winner for Best Original Cast Show Album.

Video, 1985. Recorded October 21–25, 1985, shortly after the production closed at the Booth Theatre. Iris Merlis was the producer; Terry Hughes was the studio-to-videotape translator. It aired on February 18, 1986, on Broadway on Showtime and on June 16, 1986, on PBS’s American Playhouse. The video was criticized for losing some of the production’s magic, overemphasizing distracting close-ups. One critic likened it to going “too close to the Seurat painting and [finding] only pedestrian red and blue dots instead of the magnificent violets.”171 Nevertheless, the video is a chance to see Patinkin’s and Peters’s performances, Straiges’s Tony Award–winning set, and Ferren’s sci-fi-worthy chromolume. The DVD (Image Entertainment, ID4586MBDVD) includes audio commentary by Sondheim, Lapine, Patinkin, and Peters.

2005 Menier Chocolate Factory London Production was recorded on March 6–7, 2005, at Angel Recording Studios, London. Tommy Krasker produced for PS Classics [PS-640]. This double compact disc also served as the cast recording for the production’s Broadway transfer in 2008. The five-piece band added a few more players to sweeten the sound. It included a bonus track, “The One on the Left,” a sequence between the arrogant Soldier and the two Celestes.

2017 Broadway Cast. Recorded April 15–26, 2017, at Avatar Studios in New York City. Bart Migal was the double-DC album producer; Tyler Hartman was the recording engineer. The accompanying booklet has color production images of Jake Gyllenhaal and Annaleigh Ashford in performance; it also includes an essay by James Lapine and a complete set of lyrics (Arts Music Inc., a Warner Music Group Company, 2–564618).
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SWEENEY TODD: THE DEMON BARBER OF FLEET STREET (1979)


Original Production


Music: Stephen Sondheim

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Book: Hugh Wheeler, based on a version of Sweeney Todd by Christopher Bond

Director: Harold Prince

Producers: Richard Barr, Charles Woodward, Robert Fryer, Mary Lea Johnson, and Martin Richards, in association with Dean and Judy Manos; Associate Producer: Marc Howard

Scenic Designer: Eugene Lee; Costume Designer: Franne Lee; Lighting Designer: Ken Billington; Dance and Movement: Larry Fuller; Orchestrator: Jonathan Tunick; Musical Director: Paul Gemignani; Assistant Musical Director: Les Scott

Original Cast: Sweeney Todd (Len Cariou), Mrs. Lovett (Angela Lansbury), Anthony Hope (Victor Garber), Tobias Rigg (Ken Jennings), Beggar Woman (Merle Louise), Judge Turpin (Edmund Lyndeck), Johanna (Sarah Rice), Pirelli (Joaquin Romaguera), The Beadle (Jack Eric Williams), Jonas Fogg (Robert Ousley)

The original Broadway production of Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street, at the Uris Theatre, began with nineteen previews, starting on February 6, 1979. It opened on March 1, 1979; after 557 performances, it closed on June 29, 1980.

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1979 TONY AWARDS (8): Best Musical; Book of a Musical (Wheeler); Original Score (Sondheim); Direction of a Musical (Prince); Actor in a Musical (Cariou); Actress in a Musical (Lansbury); Scenic Design (Eugene Lee); and Costume Design (Franne Lee). ADDITIONAL NOMINATION: Best Lighting Design (Billington).

1979 DRAMA DESK AWARDS (9): Outstanding Musical; Lyrics (Sondheim); Music (Sondheim); Director (Prince); Book (Wheeler); Actor in a Musical (Cariou); Actress in a Musical (Lansbury); Featured Actor in a Musical (Ken Jennings); Featured Actress in a Musical (Merle Louise). ADDITIONAL DRAMA DESK NOMINATIONS: Choreography (Fuller); Costume Design (Franne Lee); Lighting Design (Billington); and Set Design (Eugene Lee).

1979 OUTER CRITICS CIRCLE AWARD: Best Musical.

1979 THEATRE WORLD AWARDS: Ken Jennings and Sarah Rice.





Overview

Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street was Sondheim’s tenth Broadway production. It is generally acknowledged as his masterpiece, a melodic and theatrically bold work that’s performed in theaters and opera houses. Its original production won numerous Tony Awards, and it has had numerous varied revivals, as well as a cinematic rendition by Tim Burton starring Johnny Depp as Sweeney.

It’s one of the few works that grew from Sondheim’s own inspiration, after seeing the staging of a play about Sweeney Todd by British actor and playwright Christopher Bond. Sondheim called his show “A Musical Thriller.” Asked to categorize it, he suggested “a dark operetta.” But he added that for him it really “is a movie for the stage.”172 His score encompassed more than twenty-five songs but, in fact, the work is almost completely underscored—80 percent of the show is sung, and Sondheim’s melodies play constantly behind the action, especially leitmotifs (basic musical themes) that link characters and events.
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Angela Lansbury (Mrs. Lovett) and Len Cariou (Sweeney Todd) in Sweeney Todd (1979).
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Sondheim imagined staging the show in a small, dark theater and profoundly scaring audiences. He wanted a theater as black as a coffin that would encompass entering audiences, offering no chance to get settled before the lights went out. He wanted the grisly story of a serial killer and meat pies to be relentless, and he created a magnificent score to enhance the disturbing atmosphere. His music for Sweeney Todd, he said, was his homage to twentieth-century composer Bernard Herrmann’s compositions for numerous melodramatic films in the 1940s and 1950s.

For Sweeney Todd’s Broadway debut, producer Harold Prince persuaded Sondheim to expand it into an epic condemnation of dehumanized society crushed by the Industrial Revolution. It did that, but it also had a macabre sense of dark humor. Angela Lansbury, who originated the role of the amoral baker Nellie Lovett, said, “We’re playing the lowest comedy you can imagine in the highest comedy manner.”173

Sweeney Todd’s first production was not what Sondheim had in mind, but numerous revivals and reconsidered productions have proved the show’s exceptional emotional power regardless of the specifics of size, scale, and scope.

Synopsis

Prologue

Accompanied by sepulchral organ music and a jarring factory whistle, the story opens with the citizens of London, a kind of Greek chorus, who invite the audience to witness the gruesome story of the “demon barber” (“The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”).

Act 1

Anthony Hope, a young sailor, and Sweeney Todd arrive at the London docks in 1846. Anthony is happy to be back in the city, but Sweeney, while grateful to the young man for saving his life at sea, is full of grim irony (“No Place Like London”). A ragged Beggar Woman pleads for money and offers sexual favors before they send her away. Sweeney tells Anthony that an immoral judge wrongfully transported him to Australia on petty charges in order to steal Sweeney’s wife (“The Barber and His Wife”). He plans to set up business on Fleet Street.

Sweeney enters Mrs. Lovett’s disgusting, unsanitary pie shop. She offers him one of her wares, acknowledging its lack of appeal (“The Worst Pies in London”). He asks about renting her upstairs room, unwanted since Benjamin Barker was sent to Australia by evil Judge Turpin, who coveted and seduced Lucy, his pretty young wife. The Judge and his Beadle, his court assistant, took her to a party, got her drunk, and raped her during a masked ball (“Poor Thing”). Sweeney’s anguish at hearing this tale reveals his true identity to Mrs. Lovett. She says Lucy took poison and the Judge took their daughter Johanna as his ward. Todd swears vengeance. Mrs. Lovett has stored his razors since his departure; he is manically thrilled to hold them again (“My Friends”).

Anthony sees Johanna in a window at Judge Turpin’s mansion when she calls out to a bird seller (“Green Finch and Linnet Bird”), and he instantly falls in love (“Ah, Miss”). The Beggar Woman warns him about trespassing, but Anthony is smitten and buys a bird for Johanna (“Johanna”). The Judge orders him away, and the Beadle strangles the bird.

The flamboyant barber Pirelli hawks a miracle hair elixir. Toby, a young boy serving as his simple-minded assistant, beats a drum to attract attention (“Pirelli’s Miracle Elixir”). Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett discredit Pirelli and his elixir, and people demand refunds. Then Sweeney bests the arrogant Pirelli in a shaving contest, establishing his credentials (“The Contest”). He begins methodically to plot his revenge (“The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”).

Judge Turpin lusts after his innocent ward (“Johanna”) and plans to marry her. Sweeney is impatient for the Beadle’s arrival, while Mrs. Lovett restrains him (“Wait”). Anthony asks Sweeney to help him free Johanna from the Judge. Pirelli, who was Benjamin Barker’s apprentice, visits and threatens to reveal Sweeney’s true identity. They fight and Sweeney kills him, stuffing his body in a trunk (“Pirelli’s Death”).

Anthony proposes to Johanna (“Kiss Me”). The Beadle urges the Judge to be better groomed to appeal to his intended (“Ladies in Their Sensitivities”), suggesting a visit to Sweeney’s shop. The Judge visits and Sweeney prepares to slit his throat, savoring the moment before his revenge, while the Judge lasciviously imagines his future with Johanna (“Pretty Women”). Anthony bursts in and reveals his planned elopement, causing the Judge to storm out. Enraged at the missed opportunity, Sweeney’s loathing turns to all mankind, pledging to murder indiscriminately (“Epiphany”). Mrs. Lovett proposes a plan to use their bodies for her meat pies. Sweeney admires her genius, and they celebrate with black humor (“A Little Priest”).

Act 2

Mrs. Lovett’s pies are spectacularly popular (“God, That’s Good!”). Sweeney’s elaborate barber chair arrives, able to drop victims down a chute into the bake house where a grinding machine awaits. Sweeney’s pace of murder accelerates. Anthony learns Judge Turpin has locked Johanna away in a lunatic asylum to keep her from him. Mrs. Lovett tries to calm Sweeney with her dream of married life (“By the Sea”). The Beggar Woman is alarmed by strange odors and smoke from the bake house.

Sweeney helps Anthony pose as a wigmaker to gain entrance to the asylum where inmates’ hair is shorn and sold. The barber writes to Judge Turpin that Johanna will soon be hidden at his shop (“The Letter”).

Toby, who is taken in by Mrs. Lovett after Pirelli’s death, is suspicious of Sweeney, and he frets about Mrs. Lovett’s safety (“Not While I’m Around”). When he sees her with Pirelli’s purse and realizes she is guilty, too, she takes him to the cellar to let him grind the meat for pies. She locks him in. The Beadle investigates complaints about foul smells; she offers him a free shave from Sweeney. When his body comes down the chute, Toby’s fears are confirmed.

Anthony’s rescue plan breaks down; Johanna takes his gun and kills the asylum director (“City on Fire”). They come to the barbershop with her disguised as a sailor; he leaves to seek a coach while she hides in Sweeney’s trunk. The Beggar Woman shows up and warns Sweeney about Mrs. Lovett; he murders her and dumps her down the chute.

Having convinced the Judge that Johanna is safe and longing to be reunited, Sweeney offers him a shave. He reveals that he is Benjamin Barker and slits the Judge’s throat (“The Judge’s Return”).

Johanna emerges from the trunk and narrowly escapes Sweeney’s wrath. He descends to the bake house where Mrs. Lovett is trying to extinguish the almost-dead Judge. Sweeney realizes that the Beggar Woman is his wife and that Mrs. Lovett has deceived him. He feigns forgiveness, embracing her, then shoves her into the oven. He cradles Lucy’s body. Toby, his hair gone white from shock, fear, and the mayhem he has witnessed, comes from behind Sweeney with the razor and cuts the barber’s own throat. Constables, Anthony, and Johanna arrive and see the carnage.

Epilogue

The citizens of London sing that revenge begets revenge. Sweeney rises from the grave, glares at the audience malevolently, and then slams the oven door (“The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”).

Source and Book

In 1973 Sondheim was in London for the revival of Gypsy featuring Angela Lansbury. Christopher Bond’s adaptation of Sweeney Todd’s story, derived from lurid tales published in “Penny Dreadfuls” (nineteenth-century versions of contemporary tabloids), was onstage at Joan Littleton’s Stratford East Theatre. Sondheim, a fan of melodrama and farce, attended and was captivated by the show, “played primarily as a comedy, with pub songs interspersed between scenes.”174 British director John Dexter (who staged Sondheim and Richard Rodgers’s Do I Hear a Waltz? in 1965) had urged Sondheim to consider composing a through-sung piece, and Sondheim thought this might be the right subject. Dexter agreed and encouraged him to pursue it.

Sweeney was a legendary character in England, likely rooted in some real crimes from the late eighteenth century, but extremely amplified by sensational stage melodramas, especially George Dibdin Pitt’s The String of Pearls: or The Fiend of Fleet Street (1847). Bond’s 1968 adaptation further embroidered the story: “I crossed Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo with Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy for a plot; added elements of pastiche Shakespeare in a sort of blankish verse for Sweeney, the Judge, and the lovers to talk; borrowed the name of the author of The Prisoner of Zenda [Anthony Hope] for my sailor boy; remembered some market patter I’d learnt as a child; and adopted the wit and wisdom of Brenda, who ran a greengrocer’s shop opposite my house, for Mrs. Lovett’s ruminations upon life, death, and the state of her sex life.”175 He also dreamed up the character of Tobias Ragg—a role that Bond, then a 23-year-old actor, played.

Sondheim’s agent Flora Roberts began negotiations to adapt Bond’s play into a musical. (Sondheim eventually dedicated the show to Roberts and her sister Janet.) Richard Barr and Charles Woodward, a pair of American producers, had already optioned Bond’s script for a potential New York production, but they agreed to hand it over to Sondheim. He was involved with Pacific Overtures at the time, so he did not begin work on Sweeney Todd until the summer of 1977. In the interim, Barr and Woodward were joined by several more producers.

Sondheim’s initial plan was to personally adapt Bond’s script into a libretto. “What I wanted to write was a horror movie. The whole point of the thing is that it’s a background score for a horror film, which is what I intended to do and what it is.”176 But he realized he didn’t know how to reduce the script and recognized that the intricate plot demanded more attention than he could provide. “I was bogged down and Hal came to my rescue, suggesting that British playwright Hugh Wheeler should come on board. Hugh was an ideal choice,”177 Sondheim said. Wheeler wrote the book for A Little Night Music and helped with the libretto for Pacific Overtures. This time his task was to reduce Bond’s script to a manageable length, allowing opportunities for Sondheim’s music. The finished show’s credits list “book by Hugh Wheeler” in addition to “from an adaptation by Christopher Bond.”

Sondheim and director Prince, who had stopped working as a producer to become a full-time director, did not initially see eye-to-eye about how the show should be staged. Prince said, “Sweeney was the one show I was reluctant about. I really did not know what that play was.”178 Sondheim wanted to focus on the issue of obsession, “the annihilating power of vindictive revenge.” His instinct had been to make the show small, dark, intimate, and frightening. Prince steered the production in another direction, wanting to tell the story of people driven to desperation by the dehumanizing impact of the Industrial Revolution on British society.179 They finally agreed that Sweeney was a victim of the class struggle and an oppressive society. But Prince’s epic interpretation held sway for the show’s initial Broadway production in the immense 1,900-seat Uris Theatre (today known as the Gershwin Theatre).180

The original production was not an easy sell to backers. Sondheim participated in more than a dozen failed auditions. Producers Woodward and Barr resorted to an unusual strategy: They advertised in the New York Times, generating capitalization of $900,000 from 271 people. (The production eventually cost just over $1 million.) Many of those investors signed on even while doubting the show’s potential to succeed, and they were surprised by its relatively positive reception, winning eight of its nine Tony nominations—including Best Musical, Best Score, Best Book, Best Direction, Best Actor, and Best Actress. When Sweeney Todd closed in June 1980 after 557 performances, it had repaid 59 percent of its investment.181

Over time, of course, Sweeney Todd became a profitable classic when it was produced repeatedly around the world. Since 1979 Sweeney Todd has been memorably staged in countless configurations and venues—operatic and theatrical, large, small, and smaller (including a London and off-Broadway Pie-and-Mash Shop)—proving its versatility. Each production has revealed new dimensions and facets of Sweeney’s tragic story and Sondheim’s remarkable creativity.

Cast and Characters

Harold Prince said Sweeney Todd called for “big, classical, bravura acting,”182 and he and Sondheim assembled a stellar cast that brought oversized talent to the production. In 1975 when Len Cariou was invited to fill the title role, he was all but convinced that Prince and Sondheim “had both lost their minds. How are they going to make a musical out of that?” he wondered.183 But he was certainly intrigued.

Cariou was cast as Fredrik Egerman in Prince’s film of A Little Night Music, shot in mid-1976, when everyone wondered if Sweeney would ever come together, but he was increasingly excited by the material even though he was shocked at some of Sondheim’s lyrics: “At the end of my opening number when the character sings about the world ‘filled with people who are filled with shit’ … I mean, theatrically speaking, I thought it was superb … but I thought, ‘Well, we aren’t endearing [audiences] to us, are we?’”184 Once rehearsals began, Cariou recalled: “Most of our time was spent discovering just how to walk that tightrope between broad farce and melodrama. I was mostly thankful that I had done Shakespeare because I needed that kind of energy for my performance.”185

Cariou’s Sweeney rose from a grave at the show’s beginning, died, and frighteningly rose from it again at the end. From start to finish he was made up and lit to resemble a corpse. His role and performance could be called operatic, while Angela Lansbury’s take on Mrs. Lovett was thoroughly musical comedy. Ethan Mordden described the show as “a compound of discrepancies.”186 Lansbury understood the contrast of their characters and worked to keep it “sudden and sharp—Todd, the brooding, totally involved, obsessive man, and Mrs. Lovett, the cheerful, totally amoral, practical, chatty lady.”187 She zeroed in on what was required: “I certainly approached it with a good deal of seriousness of purpose, realizing that to be very funny, you sometimes have to be frightfully serious.”

Although Lansbury hailed from England, she didn’t know much about the story: “One grows up knowing the name Sweeney Todd, and one is immediately frightened.” She was in her kitchen in Ireland when she received a wire from Prince and Sondheim asking her to consider the role. She hesitated because it wasn’t the title role. But before long “it became clear to me that the part was a key role, and it also represented the only relief in the whole piece. It had the kind of comedic moments which appealed to me because I knew I understood the background of the piece really well.”188

For Sondheim, casting Lansbury—with whom he had worked on Anyone Can Whistle fifteen years earlier—made the task of writing more straightforward. “It wasn’t a matter of writing for Angela Lansbury, it was a matter of writing for Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett. Len Cariou was cast very early, and again it was a matter of writing for Len as Sweeney, not just Len. That’s the best kind of collaboration.”189 Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett’s relationship came from Bond’s play: In earlier versions of the story, she was little more than an opportunist. Now her love for Sweeney became a driving force. She had, after all, kept his valuable razors safe for fifteen years when she could have sold them to support her meager income.

Lansbury gave the role an iconic vitality that has colored all subsequent acting performances. In his New York Times review, Richard Eder wrote, “Her songs, many of them rapid patter songs with awkward musical intervals; and having to be sung while doing five or ten other things at once, are awesomely difficult, and she does them awesomely well. Her voice is a visible voice; you can follow it amid any confusion; it is not piercing but piping. Her face is a comic face; her eyes revolve three times to announce the arrival of an idea; but there is a blue sadness blinking behind them.” Indeed, Lansbury put her formidable permanent stamp on Nellie Lovett.190

Creative Team

Prince needed a new production staff in the late 1970s. Boris Aronson retired in 1976 after Pacific Overtures; he died in 1980. Prince turned to Eugene Lee for Sweeney Todd’s set design: the interior of a factory with a drop behind it of a London wharf. It looked like “a gigantic machine, part prison, part factory, part cathedral,”191 and was, in fact, pieces of an iron foundry that Lee found in Rhode Island, disassembled, and moved to New York City. An overhead walkway was frequently populated with chorus members. The centerpiece of the stage was a revolving platform with Mrs. Lovett’s flat and shop beneath Sweeney’s barbershop. Altogether, these pieces created the production’s epic and foreboding landscape. Critic Jack Kroll wrote, “It showed the Industrial Revolution as something that had dwarfed and degraded whatever it touched.”192

An historic period illustration of the “British Beehive” hung above the stage, an idealistic—and in the case of Sweeney Todd, ironic—symbol of industry and harmony. From the royal family at the top through layers of people and institutions, spiraling down to tradesmen and laborers, it illustrated how government, religion, and social mores dwarfed and overwhelmed everyday people. Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett were have-nots with little chance to rise without resorting to extreme measures. Prince was frequently asked what was manufactured in the show’s factory. His regular reply: “They make Sweeney Todds.”193

Lee’s production design for Sweeney Todd was so massive that there was no opportunity for a Boston tryout. Instead, the company had just four-and-a-half weeks of rehearsals and only nineteen previews before it opened. Putting together by far the largest physical production of all the Sondheim–Prince collaborations was no small task. Franne Lee (she and Eugene were married, and both worked on NBC-TV’s Saturday Night Live) crafted the exaggerated Victorian costumes. Ken Billington lit the production. Jonathan Tunick assembled all of the show’s orchestrations in a month, a remarkable feat according to Sondheim.194


Musical Numbers

Prologue


	“The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”—Company



Act 1


	“No Place Like London”—Anthony, Sweeney Todd, and the Beggar Woman

	“The Barber and His Wife”—Sweeney Todd

	“The Worst Pies in London”—Mrs. Lovett

	“Poor Thing”—Mrs. Lovett

	“My Friends”—Sweeney Todd and Mrs. Lovett

	“Green Finch and Linnet Bird”—Johanna

	“Ah, Miss”—Anthony and the Beggar Woman

	“Johanna”—Anthony

	“Pirelli's Miracle Elixir”—Tobias, Sweeney, Mrs. Lovett, and Company

	“The Contest”—Pirelli

	“Wait”—Mrs. Lovett

	“Kiss Me”—Johanna and Anthony

	“Ladies in Their Sensitivities”—The Beadle

	“Kiss Me/Ladies in Their Sensitivities [Quartet]”—Johanna, Anthony, the Beadle, and Judge Turpin

	“Pretty Women”—Sweeney Todd and Judge Turpin

	“Epiphany”—Sweeney Todd

	“A Little Priest”—Sweeney Todd and Mrs. Lovett



Act 2


	“God, That's Good”—Tobias, Mrs. Lovett, Sweeney Todd, the Beggar Woman, and Company

	“Johanna”—Anthony, Sweeney Todd, Johanna, and the Beggar Woman

	“By the Sea”—Mrs. Lovett

	Wigmaker Sequence—Sweeney Todd, Anthony, and Company

	“The Letter”—Sweeney Todd and Company

	“Not While I'm Around”—Tobias and Mrs. Lovett

	“Parlor Songs”—The Beadle, Mrs. Lovett, and Tobias

	“City on Fire!”—Lunatics, Johanna, and Anthony

	“Searching”—Mrs. Lovett, Sweeney Todd, the Beggar Woman, Anthony, and Johanna

	“The Judge's Return”—Sweeney Todd, the Beggar Woman, and Judge Turpin

	Final Scene—Mrs. Lovett, Sweeney Todd, and Tobias





Score

Sweeney Todd’s score is generally considered Sondheim’s greatest compositional feat. Martin Gottfried termed it “the most abundant, most assertive, most passionate music of his life.”195 It grew out of his love of movie music, an ardor that began when he was an adolescent. “I liked theater,” Sondheim wrote, “but I loved movies, and movies of every kind: dramas, comedies, short subjects, and especially thrillers—everything in fact except musicals, which with the exception of The Wizard of Oz I either tolerated if I enjoyed the songs or was bored by if I didn’t.”196

At the age of 15, he was especially entranced by Hangover Square, a 1945 thriller directed by John Brahm about a gifted composer who becomes a serial killer when he hears a high-pitched sound—very much like Sweeney Todd’s jarring factory whistle. Bernard Herrmann was the composer of what Sondheim called “an astonishing score, not just for the mood of suspense it maintains but for the fact that the climax of the story is at a concert where the composer premieres his avant-garde piano concerto, has a mental breakdown, goes berserk, sets fire to the concert hall and still manages to finish playing the piece before dying in flames.”197 The fascinated teenaged film buff sat through the movie several times in order to memorize the first page of the concerto’s score: “It was imprinted into my DNA,” Sondheim said. “I can play it still.”198 It’s likely that it seeped back into his mind when he composed Sweeney Todd more than thirty years later.

Herrmann’s influence was pervasive in a score that never let up. Sondheim used music to sustain constant tension: “Even if they’re talking, there’s music going on in the pit.” His score’s entire harmonic structure, including electronic sounds and the funereal organ, created the Gothic feeling he sought. He intended for the music to be “unsettling, scary, and very romantic. In fact, there’s a chord I kept using throughout, which is sort of a personal joke, because it’s a chord that occurred in every Bernard Herrmann score.”199

Despite the serious intentions behind his composition of Sweeney Todd’s score, Sondheim has forthrightly explained, “Given my antipathy toward opera—impatience with it, really—I was determined that the piece would be constructed mainly of song forms, something between a musical and a ballad opera, like Carmen, only with less recitative, if any. … I trusted that a steady stream of moody, churning background music would do the trick, just as it had for Hitchcock’s films, many of which Herrmann had scored.”200

Sondheim assembled most of the score by the time rehearsals began; he had only one more number to write, plus the twenty-minute finale. “I wrote the last twenty minutes of Sweeney Todd while we were in rehearsal. Even Hal wasn’t upset that I lacked the last twenty minutes because it seemed inevitable. All the homework and all the groundwork had been done. In fact, I had the best time writing the last twenty minutes of anything I’ve done since the background music for Stavisky. It was just a matter of ‘O.K., let’s scare them here.’ It was all just kids putting on a show, very easy.”201

Sondheim’s music for the chorus was challenging. The singers were onstage from the very first moment to perform the fearful “Ballad of Sweeney Todd,” and they returned frequently. Music Director Paul Gemignani said, “My biggest job was to try to get variety in who was singing … in harmonization. I literally memorized the color of everybody’s voice and then when I came up to another section of the ‘Ballad of Sweeney Todd,’ I’d completely turn it upside down, and we never used the same person twice for solo lines. So over the course of the evening, the same tune sounded just a little different each time you heard it.”202

Another musical theme threaded through Sweeney Todd is Sondheim’s use of the Dies Irae from the Catholic requiem mass for the dead, a set of musical notes he described as “moving and scary at the same time.”203 It derives from a thirteenth-century Gregorian chant in Latin meaning “Day of Wrath” or “Judgment Day.” In his liner notes for the show’s original cast recording, Robert Kimball said the Dies Irae “evokes the grotesque, parodistic world of the finale of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique,”204 one of numerous composers using it to signify Judgment Day.

The Dies Irae is certainly an appropriate and fearsome signpost for Sweeney Todd. The phrase “Swing your razor wide, Sweeney”—just before Sweeney makes his first appearance—is set on these notes (actually slightly modified: shifted up a third to change the harmonic relationship of the notes), and they recur frequently throughout the score. It comes crashing through at the end of “Epiphany” and enters again just after Johanna slips free, nearly murdered by Sweeney. The company sings “Lift your razor high, Sweeney!/Hear it singing, ‘Yes!’/Sink it in the rosy skin/Of righteousness!”205 subtly invoking the theme again. As the finale unspools, “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd” is repeated, but it includes “Swing your razor high, Sweeney!”206 again employing the Dies Irae theme.

Sondheim used such motifs throughout Sweeney Todd. The Beggar Woman who solicits “Alms! Alms!” from Sweeney in the first scene does so with a brief melody that we hear again when he finally—too late—recognizes her and cries her name, “Lucy,” to the same motif. Anthony’s excitement on arriving in London uses the same melody as his excitement for Johanna.207

The shaving contest with Pirelli demonstrates Sondheim’s ability to combine music, lyrics, and dialogue to create a long dramatic scene. But “Epiphany,” late in the first act, is truly “a full-blown play-within-one-musical number” that can be compared to Billy Bigelow’s “Soliloquy” in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Carousel or “Rose’s Turn” in Sondheim’s own lyrics for Gypsy. The audience must see and understand that Sweeney’s mind is cracking and witness his dawning attraction to mass murder. “Epiphany” is the turning point for Sweeney’s madness as he turns from seeking vengeance on Judge Turpin to taking out his grievances on all of humanity.

It took Sondheim a month to craft this complex number that offers the motivation for Sweeney’s murderous rampage: “By turns frenzied, piteously despairing, bitter, frantic, and demonic, Todd’s final declaration that ‘the world waits./I’m alive at last/And I’m full of joy!’ has to be the one of the most chilling moments in modern theatre.”208 The scarcely rhymed lyrics, delivered directly and fiercely to the audience, are vicious, frightening, and ice cold: “You, sir, too, sir—/Welcome to the grave./I will have vengeance,/I will have salvation!/Who, sir? You, sir?/No one’s in the chair—/Come on, come on,/Sweeney’s waiting!”209

Following the horrifying revelation of “Epiphany,” Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett hatch the gruesome plan to dispose of Pirelli’s body (as well as future victims) through the pie shop. “A Little Priest,” a brilliant piece of comic lyric writing, lets the steam out in a darkly humorous manner.

The rollicking “God, That’s Good” sequence that begins the second act—in which it becomes apparent that Mrs. Lovett’s pies’ popularity is fueled by Sweeney’s carnage—is a complex piece of writing, portraying the pie shop’s success and the arrival of Sweeney’s new barber chair. Martin Gottfried likened the scene of various characters relating to Mrs. Lovett to “a stage version of a Breughel painting, overflowing with provincials of exaggerated complexion, shape and feature, each engaged in a private activity that is part of a boisterous and rousing tapestry.”210

Toby’s frightened warning to Mrs. Lovett, “Not While I’m Around,” is a simple number that follows a lengthy amount of choral music, arias, musicalized dialogue, snatches of song, jolly and tragic pieces, reprises, and developments. Its simplicity has dramatic power but also an ironic undertow, since it’s evident to Mrs. Lovett that Toby must be disposed of because he knows too much. Gottfried called the song not merely “a moment of eerie comfort” but “a song worthy of Franz Schubert.”211

Opera or Musical?

Sweeney Todd is often described as operatic. Sondheim has demurred from calling it an opera, even though fully 80 percent of the show is sung.212 Although it’s a very serious piece of composing that imposes significant demands on performers, there can be no dispute that Sondheim wrote it as a piece of musical theater intended for Broadway.

Following its opening Broadway performance in March 1979, Harold Clurman, esteemed drama critic for The Nation, approached Schuyler Chapin, then general manager of the Metropolitan Opera. Clurman asked, “Why didn’t you put this on at the Met?” Chapin replied: “I would have put it on like a shot, if I’d had the opportunity.” When he was interviewed by biographer Meryle Secrest he added, “And I would have. There would have been screams and yells and I wouldn’t have given a damn. Because it is an opera. A modern American opera.”213 Martin Gottfried had a different opinion. “Sweeney Todd has its occasional operatic moments,” he observed, “but its music overall has the chest tones, the harmonic language, the muscularity, and the edge of Broadway theater.”214

Not long after its debut Sweeney Todd began to be presented by opera companies. First and foremost, in 1984 Houston Grand Opera and New York City Opera presented Sweeney Todd for opera audiences, staged by Prince, its original Broadway director. This prompted more discussion about how to categorize the show. In a lengthy New York Times feature, “Why Can’t Verdi Voices Handle Sondheim?” Donal Henahan observed that “… the attempt to actually sing the Sondheim score, which relies heavily on a dramatic parlando or speaking style, mainly showed how far from the operatic focal tradition the work lies. The score, effective enough in its own way, demanded things of the opera singers that opera singers as a class are reluctant to produce.”215

Henahan distinguished this style from “belting”—the technique exemplified by Ethel Merman—and described instead a “pushed tone production … used by [musical theater] actors and singers in putting across spoken lines and recitative.” He suggested that it was a style “implicit in the vocal writing of virtually all Broadway composers” but missing in most operatic productions.216

Orchestrator Jonathan Tunick offered an important distinction in response to the New York Philharmonic’s concert presentation of the show in 2000: “Opera is associated with classical music and its style of singing, where the voice and the notes are more important than the text.”217 He continued, “Opera is generally defined as sung throughout, and it is generally driven by the music. The attitude on casting in opera is you look for someone who can sing.” On the other hand, in a musical, the search is for an actor “who can best play the role and, if the music needs adjusting, that will be done. The cast of an opera is chosen for the voice. The cast of a musical is chosen for acting and voice.” Tunick’s conclusion: “By no definition is Sweeney Todd an opera. It is not sung throughout. It is driven by the drama, and it is cast by dramatic type. With Sweeney Todd, Stephen Sondheim has achieved what many have attempted and failed: a successful American musical drama.”218

In their 2015 overview of Sondheim’s “almost-operas” for the Sondheim Review, scholars Raymond Knapp and Samuel Baltimore suggested, “Ultimately Sweeney Todd’s reputation as an opera seems less securely tied to its musical continuities than to its original grandiose presentation—and its timing, coming at the end of a decade that saw Andrew Lloyd Webber develop his version of the operatic musical.”219

Perhaps it’s best to simply agree that Sweeney Todd is a true masterwork of American musical theater. Sondheim maintained that when the show is staged for a theater audience, then it’s a work of musical theater; when an opera company presents it, it’s an opera. “I’m flattered beyond belief that people take this stuff seriously,” he said. “Opera, for all my objections to it as an art form, takes music seriously, and Broadway doesn’t. Very few of the journalistic critics on Broadway know anything whatsoever about music. Whereas people connected with an opera company know what music is supposed to do and what it can do.”220

Reviews and Reactions

Sweeney Todd took some getting used to by both critics and audiences. Some recognized Sondheim, Prince, and Wheeler’s accomplishments—but many were bemused by a show focused on a serial killer and prominently featuring unwitting cannibalism. Sondheim once cited Lillian Hellman’s theory that audiences prefer stories about nice people solving pleasant problems. That, he said, “is what most musicals provide. Can I get away from the Nazis and be a nun and still marry the richest man in the country?”—a simple explanation of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music.221 Sweeney Todd features unsavory people performing vile acts, and that kept people from attending.

Nevertheless, Sweeney’s original Broadway production received critical acclaim and eight Tony awards. In the New York Times, Richard Eder wrote, “There is more of artistic, energy, creative personality, and plain excitement in Sweeney Todd than in a dozen average musicals … Mr. Sondheim has composed an endlessly inventive, highly expressive score that works indivisibly from his brilliant and abrasive lyrics.”222

The show was by no means a blockbuster: It ran for not quite a year-and-a-half. Its London transfer was onstage less than five months, a disappointment to Sondheim, “particularly disheartening … to me, since I had written the show as a love letter to London, a city I treasure above all except for New York.”223

Within a few years, however, Sweeney Todd became what Martin Gottfried called “a repertory hit, a staple of opera companies around the world, and an acknowledged classic. Had he composed nothing else, this would have established Sondheim as a giant of the American stage.”224 Angela Lansbury summed it up, suggesting that early audiences that were put off “were told to pull up their socks, open their eyes and their ears, and receive this extraordinary piece of work and give it the attention it deserved. And thank goodness they did … because, you know, sometimes you just have to educate an audience.”225

The question of whether the show is a Broadway musical or an opera continues to be debated. Eventually the show’s morality—or immorality—was accepted as part of a thrillingly scary story. And most everyone agreed that “the score was Sondheim’s most romantic and the production was a triumph of Prince’s directing skills.”226 Sondheim especially appreciated the assessment by Jule Styne, with whom he’d worked on Gypsy: “I think the most unbelievable job of music writing, and I say this with deep reverence and envy … is Sweeney Todd.”227

Sondheim is grateful for Sweeney’s eventual success. It’s proof, he believes, that “if you give an audience a good story, especially an extravagant one, they’ll accept it with pleasure, no matter how bizarre and idiosyncratic it may be.”228

Other Significant Productions


Original London Production, 1980. London’s first Sweeney Todd production opened on July 2, 1980, at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane and closed on November 15, 1980. Prince staged this remount of his original Broadway production; Denis Quilley was Sweeney, and Sheila Hancock was Mrs. Lovett. It was not warmly received, running for just 157 performances, a significant disappointment to Sondheim.

North American Tour, 1980–1981. Sweeney Todd’s first North American tour ran from October 1980 through August 1981. It featured George Hearn as Sweeney and Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett. It performed weakly on the road. Taped in Los Angeles at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion near the end of the tour, it aired on the Entertainment Channel on September 12, 1982. Ellen M. Krass and Archer King were the producers. It won Emmys for Terry Hughes’s direction and George Hearn’s performance as Sweeney. The 139-minute video recording is available on DVD from Warner Home Video (T6750).

Opera Production, 1984. The first opera house production of Sweeney Todd happened at Houston Grand Opera (June 14–24, 1984). Directed by Prince, the cast featured Timothy Nolen as Sweeney and Joyce Castle as Mrs. Lovett. Later in the year the production was remounted at New York City Opera (October 11–November 18, 1984; thirteen performances) where General Director Beverly Sills had championed it. Prince again directed, and Nolen returned as Sweeney; Rosalind Elias played Mrs. Lovett. Two decades later (2003, 2004) Prince staged more performances for New York City Opera.

York Theatre Company, 1989–1990. A production satirized as “Teeny Todd” by Forbidden Broadway’s Gerard Allessandrini was presented at the ninety-nine-seat York Theatre Company, in a converted church on New York’s Upper East Side (March 31–April 29, 1989, twenty-four performances). Staged by Susan H. Schulman, it transferred to Broadway’s Circle in the Square (September 14, 1989–February 25, 1990, 189 performances). It actually proved that the show worked well in a small venue—as Sondheim had originally envisioned. Bob Gunton and Beth Fowler played Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett; Jim Walton was Anthony Hope.

Royal National Theatre, 1993–1994. Declan Donnellan staged an intimate, audience-involving London production of Sweeney for the Royal National Theatre at the 400-seat Cottesloe Theatre (June 2–October 19, 1993); it continued in repertory at the Lyttelton Theatre (December 16, 1993–June 1, 1994). Sondheim praised it, saying it was “much scarier” than the original. Julia McKenzie and Alun Armstrong were the leads; Denis Quilley replaced Armstrong for the Lyttelton transfer. Adrian Lester played Anthony Hope. The production (with Quilley as Sweeney) was recorded by the BBC for broadcast in July 1994.

Broadway’s Best (Los Angeles), 1999. Christine Baranski and Kelsey Grammer played Mrs. Lovett and Sweeney in a Los Angeles performance of Sweeney Todd for Reprise! Broadway’s Best in Concert (March 12–14, 1999). Neil Patrick Harris was Toby, Melissa Manchester was the Beggar Woman, and Ken Howard played Judge Turpin.

Concert Performances, 2000–2001. A concert performance of Sweeney by the New York Philharmonic (May 4–6, 2000) was also presented by the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra (July 19–21, 2001 at Davies Symphony Hall) and Chicago’s Ravinia Festival (August 24, 2001). Directed by Lonny Price, all three presentations featured Patti LuPone as Mrs. Lovett (her blunt, sly style was praised) and George Hearn as Sweeney; Davis Gaines was Anthony, and Neil Patrick Harris played Toby. The New York Choral Artists’ chorus of forty voices also participated in the May event. The Beggar Woman’s role was filled by three different singers: Audra McDonald (New York), Victoria Clark (San Francisco), and Hollis Resnik (Chicago).

Sondheim Celebration, 2002. A production of Sweeney Todd opened the Kennedy Center Sondheim Celebration (May 10–June 30, 2002, sixteen sold-out performances). It was staged by Christopher Ashley and conducted by Larry Blank. Brian Stokes Mitchell as Sweeney and Christine Baranski as Mrs. Lovett ably sang and acted their roles. It was a funnier and sexier production than the original, according to Mark Eden Horowitz, that was also more human and less melodramatic.

Lyric Opera of Chicago, 2002. Paul Gemignani was in Chicago to conduct the Lyric Opera’s first production of Sweeney Todd (November 18–December 22, 2002, twelve performances). Stage director was Neil Armfield. Bryn Terfel played Sweeney, Judith Christin was Mrs. Lovett, Nathan Gunn was Anthony, and Timothy Nolen was Judge Turpin.

Actor/Musician Production, 2004 and beyond. John Doyle’s highly distilled and elemental actor/musician production first appeared in a month-long run (February 24–March 27, 2004) at the 220-seat Watermill Playhouse, where budget limitations necessitated a pared-down cast. Although it initially met with mixed reviews, Doyle’s “reduction” gained traction through a series of weeklong engagements across England (Bath, Liverpool, Huddersfield, Exeter, Guildford, and Salford, between April 20 and May 29, 2004). Enough enthusiasm was generated to remount it at the 400-seat Whitehall Theatre at Trafalgar Square in London (July 27–October 9, 2004). It subsequently transferred to the West End’s New Ambassadors Theatre, with 444 seats (October 13, 2004–February 5, 2005).

Directed and designed by Doyle, the production used arrangements by musical director Sarah Travis. After its success in London, Doyle brought a remounted production to Broadway’s 1,100-seat Eugene O’Neill Theatre. Previews began on October 3, 2004; it opened on November 3, 2005, and closed on September 3, 2006, after 349 performances. Patti LuPone was Mrs. Lovett (playing the tuba, triangle, and glockenspiel); Michael Cerveris was Sweeney (bass guitar). Following the Broadway closing a twenty-city North American tour began August 30, 2007, and continued through June 29, 2008. On tour David Hess played Sweeney and Judy Kaye was Mrs. Lovett; several actors from the Broadway production also were on the tour.

The stripped-down, production was called everything from “thrilling,” “radical,” and “triumphant” to “barren,” “disappointing,” and “eccentric.” Many critics suggested that Doyle’s all-but Brechtian concept—Sweeney’s tale is surreally recalled by Toby as an inmate in an asylum, featuring blood poured into buckets rather than dripping from slit throats and Sweeney carrying a miniature coffin—would be most meaningful to theater fans already acquainted with the show. Nevertheless, the production recouped its initial $3.5 million investment in nineteen weeks, and Doyle was recognized with a 2006 Tony Award for Best Direction of a Musical. Travis received a Tony for Best Orchestrations. Cerveris, LuPone, and Manoel Felciano (who played Toby) earned Tony nominations, and the production was nominated for Best Revival of a Musical. Doyle and Travis also received Drama Desk recognition, and the production won the 2006 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Revival of a Musical.

London Revival, 2012. British theater veterans Michael Ball and Imelda Staunton starred in a production (March 20–September 22, 2012, 207 performances) at London’s Adelphi Theatre. It was directed by Jonathan Kent, based on his 2011 Chichester Festival Production (October 6–November 5, 2011).

Pie-and-Mash Shop, 2014 and beyond. London’s Tooting Arts Club staged Sweeney Todd in the winter of 2014–2015 at Harrington’s, the city’s oldest pie-and-mash shop. Even smaller and more constricted than John Doyle’s actor/musician production, this one, directed by Bill Buckhurst with music direction by Benjamin Cox, was partially crowd-funded. The fully immersive production used just eight actors and three musicians. The performers mingled with the audience (maximum of thirty-two) and sang and danced between and on top of tables. Sondheim saw the final performance of the initial run and recommended it enthusiastically to Sir Cameron Mackintosh, who offered a vacant space on central London’s Shaftesbury Avenue where the pie shop was rebuilt in the spring of 2015. The set was subsequently transported to New York City and installed at the 130-seat Barrow Street Theatre in the West Village. Pie-and-mash meals—actually chicken pot pie, vegetarian pot pie, or Beef Wellington—could be ordered with tickets. The New York production (March 2, 2017–August 26, 2018) initially featured Jeremy Secomb and Siobhán McCarthy, who played Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett in London; Broadway regulars Carolee Carmello and Norm Lewis took over the roles on April 11, 2017; Thom Sesma and Sally Ann Triplett replaced them in February 2018 for the balance of the run.



Film

The video of a 1980 performance from Sweeney’s first North American tour, featuring Lansbury and Hearn in a Los Angeles performance, is a favorite of many Sondheim fans, but Tim Burton’s 2007 film starring Johnny Depp certainly reached the broadest audience, with its heavily promoted release (jointly by DreamWorks Pictures and Warner Brothers, 116 minutes) in December 2006. Burton used a screenplay by John Logan (a Tony Award winner for his play Red and frequent Academy Awards nominee for Gladiator and The Aviator), who worked closely with Sondheim. In fact, Sondheim has called it “the first musical that has ever transferred successfully to the screen.”229

Burton’s reputation for dark, often macabre films was well suited to Sweeney Todd. Its credibility was furthered by new orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick, performed by seventy-eight musicians conducted by Paul Gemignani. To keep the movie under two hours (onstage it takes about three), fewer than twenty of the show’s twenty-seven songs remained intact; some songs were omitted, and those that stayed were frequently trimmed by at least twenty percent. (Sondheim’s contract stipulated his approval of every change.) Most of the choral singing, in particular “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd,” was eliminated. Its melody remains behind the opening credits.

Sondheim explained, “Onstage you can sit and listen to a song being sung for three, four, five minutes because that’s the convention and you can enjoy it because it’s taking a moment and expanding on it. … But on the screen, at least I as a movie fan—I want the story to be told and I want it to go swiftly. So that meant we had to excise certain parts of the songs and excise certain songs.”230

Many questioned casting Depp as Sweeney, but his tormented, anguished, even poetic performance was largely praised, despite his lack of singing experience. Ultimately his edgy tenor enhanced the character’s tragic and romantic dimensions. He employed a flawless Cockney accent and provided an abundance of sex appeal. Helena Bonham Carter’s Mrs. Lovett received mixed reviews, especially her limited-range singing voice, but she gave a “darkly delicious”231 interpretation, according to Peter Travers of Rolling Stone. Alan Rickman played Judge Turpin with an especially sinister and lascivious air.

Conductor Gemignani offered an insight: “Those actors couldn’t sing it in the theater eight times per week, but that’s not the point. We could have pushed them to sing theatrically: but singers should sing where they speak and feel comfortable. If we had big operatic singers or singing actors like Len [Cariou] and Angela [Lansbury] performing like they did onstage, it would have looked and sounded stupid. In a movie, it’s all internalized.”232

Burton had envisioned filming Sweeney Todd since seeing the show on consecutive nights when he was a student in London in 1980; he approached Sondheim about making a film later in the 1980s. That didn’t happen. Stage and film director Sam Mendes began to work on a version with screenwriter Logan, but when his intended casting didn’t come together, he abandoned the project.

Burton came on board in 2006 and worked with Logan to make a highly cinematic version, financed at $50 million. In particular, it featured memorable production design by Dante Ferretti. Some critics were turned off by the abundance of spurting blood as Sweeney dispatched his victims, but no one claimed it was inappropriate. (In fact, it was expected in a movie by Burton.)

Rotten Tomatoes gave the film an 86 percent positive rating; it appeared on many critics’ top ten lists of films for 2007. The film grossed more than $150 million worldwide. It was nominated for three 2008 Academy Awards: Depp as Best Actor in a Leading Role, Colleen Atwood’s costume designs, and Ferretti’s art direction, which was a winner. It won 2008 Golden Globes for Best Motion Picture–Musical or Comedy, as well Johnny Depp as Best Actor–Motion Picture Musical or Comedy.

The DVD of the film was released for home video on April 1, 2008, and has sold more than 2 million copies, generating more than $40 million in revenue.

Recordings


Original Cast, 1979. Recorded on March 12–13, 1979, at RCA’s Studio A in New York City. Thomas Z. Shepard was the producer, with Jay David Saks as associate producer. Robert Kimball provided liner notes. The RCA release in 1979 (RCA 3379) was initially a double LP (107 minutes) and a double cassette (100 minutes). It won two Grammy Awards in 1979 for Best Original Cast Show Album and the Best Engineered Recording, Classical (recognizing recording engineer Anthony Salvatore). A compact disc of highlights was issued in 1984 (RCD1-5033, 73:00). A double compact disc release (RCA 3379-2-RC, 106:22) came out in 1987. In 2014 the Library of Congress named this recording to its National Recording Registry. The first national tour of Sweeney Todd with Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett and George Hearn as Sweeney was taped in Los Angeles and televised on September 12, 1982 (Entertainment Channel), March 11, 1984 (Showtime), and May 3, 1985 (Great Performances on PBS). It’s available from Warner Home Video (T6750, 139 minutes).

Sweeney Todd: Live at the New York Philharmonic, 2000. The staged concert was recorded live on May 4–6, 2000, and subsequently produced by Tommy Krasker, Lawrence Rock, Barbara Haws, and mixer Joel Ross, as a “New York Philharmonic Special Edition” recording [NYP 2001/2002]. Directed by Lonny Price, the concert sought to use both opera singers (Sweeney was to be played by baritone Bryn Terfel, but for health reasons he withdrew at the last minute and was replaced by George Hearn, then 66 years old) and musical theater performers (Patti LuPone’s first outing as Mrs. Lovett). Liner notes were by Sondheim and Price, as well as Music Director Kurt Masur. A video of this production (Image 1529, 132 minutes) aired on PBS October 31, 2001, made during live performances with the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra on July 19–21, 2001.

Broadway Revival, 2005. John Doyle’s production used actors who provided their own musical accompaniment; the recording of their performance was released in 2006 as a double compact disc (Nonesuch 79946, 88:43). Tommy Krasker was the producer; Tom Lazarus was the recording engineer. The recording was packaged with a booklet featuring liner notes by Jeremy Sams and Sarah Travis and a synopsis by Sean Patrick Flahaven. Reviewer Donald Rosenberg praised this recording in the Sondheim Review: “As captured in Doyle’s production and on this recording, Sweeney Todd has been transformed into lean Sondheim cuisine—and the new flavors are utterly delicious.”

Motion Picture Soundtrack, 2007. The “deluxe” sound recording of Tim Burton’s movie on compact disc was released in December 2007 (Nonesuch 368572–2, 71:50), simultaneously with the film’s initial distribution. It included a booklet with lyrics of the songs used in the film, as well as numerous color photos from the movie. Mike Higham produced the recording. The orchestra, playing orchestrations by Jonathan Tunick and conducted by Paul Gemignani, was recorded by Jake Jackson and Geoff Foster at Air Lyndhurst Studios in London. A highlights recording (55:21 minutes) was released at the same time.

London Revival, 2012. Jonathan Kent’s production (based on one at the 2011 Chichester Festival) was recorded at Angel Studios in London for a February 2012 release (First Night Record CASTCD 113). The producers were Nigel Wright and Michael Ball, who played Sweeney Todd; Imelda Staunton was Mrs. Lovett.

New York Philharmonic, 2014. The presented a modern-dress concert production of (March 5–8, 2014) featuring Bryn Terfel and Emma Thompson. The feisty New York staging aired on Live from Lincoln Center on PBS (September 26, 2014). Terfel and Thompson reprised these roles with The English National Opera in London (March 30–April 12, 2015).



References

Hilton Als, “A wondrous production of Sweeney Todd,” New Yorker, March 13, 2017; Stephen Banfield, Sondheim’s Broadway Musicals (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993); Robert Berkvist, “Stephen Sondheim takes a stab at grand Guignol,” New York Times, February 25, 1979; Jackson R. Bryer and Richard A. Davison, eds. The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Richard Eder, “Stage: Introducing Sweeney Todd,” New York Times, March 2, 1979; Paul Fischer, “A rare audience with Stephen Sondheim,” FilmMonthly.com, December 7, 2007; Sean Patrick Flahaven, “The sounds of Sweeney: Adapting the music from stage to film was an exciting challenge,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2008; Lyn Gardner, “The amazing Mr. Musicals: John Doyle has evolved from a Newbury chip shop to Broadway and beyond,” The Guardian, January 24, 2008; Sandor Goodhart, Reading Stephen Sondheim: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Garland, 2000); Joanne Gordon, Art Isn’t Easy: The Theater of Stephen Sondheim (New York: Da Capo Press, 1990); Martin Gottfried, Sondheim (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993); Jesse Green, “Slashing the score” and “No remorse,” New York Times, December 16, 2007; Mel Gussow, “Sweeney Todd: A little nightmare music,” New York Times, February 1, 1979; Donal Henahan, “Music view: Why can’t Verdi voices handle Sondheim?” New York Times, October 21, 1984; Mark Eden Horowitz, “A strong Sweeney opens Kennedy festival,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2002, 6;———, Sondheim on Music: Minor Details and Major Decisions (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003); Walter Kerr, “Is Sweeney on target?” New York Times, March 11, 1979; Robert Kimball, liner notes for Sweeney Todd: Highlights–Original Cast, RCD1-5033. New York: RCA Records, 1979; Raymond Knapp and Samuel Baltimore, “Sondheim’s almost-operas,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2014, 10–11; Norman Lebrecht, “Sweeney Todd: When a movie outshines the outstanding original,” La Scena Musicale, February 12, 2008; George Martin, “On the verge of opera: Stephen Sondheim,” Opera Quarterly, Spring 1989, 79–80; Ethan Mordden, On Sondheim: An Opinionated Guide (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); “Musical or opera: Which is it?” New York Times, April 30, 2000; Rick Pender, “A fearful nightmare: Doyle’s inventive revival of Sweeney is more distilled, more elemental,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2007, 10–11; Kim Philpotts, “His dark material: Tim Burton remakes Sweeney Todd to his own vision,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2008, 15; Roger Pines, interview with Stephen Sondheim for Lyric Opera of Chicago, 2002–2003 program, 26; Michael Portantiere, “Sondheim on film and video: Sweeny x 3,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2011, 34–35; Harold Prince, Sense of Occasion (Milwaukee, WI: Applause Books, 2017); Terri Roberts, “The work of a fan: Screenwriter John Logan talks about adapting Sweeney for the screen,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2008, 13–15; Mark Salisbury, Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street, with extracts of John Logan’s screenplay and a foreword by Tim Burton (London: Titan Books, 2007); Judith Schlesinger, “Psychology, evil, and Sweeney Todd or, ‘Don’t I Know You, Mister?’” in Joanne Gordon, ed. Stephen Sondheim: A Casebook (New York: Garland, 1997); Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Random House, 1998); Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010); Stephen Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011); Mark Stryker, “Composer Stephen Sondheim discusses musical influences, opera and A Little Night Music,” Detroit Free Press, November 8, 2009; Millie Taylor, “Sweeney Todd: From melodrama to musical tragedy,” in Robert Gordon, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Sondheim Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Michael White, “Monster at the opera,” Sunday Telegraph (London), December 2003, November 30, 2003; Craig Zadan, Sondheim & Company (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994); Jonathan Zipper, “Sondheim traces Sweeney’s bloody trail on stage and screen,” Hollywood Today, December 12, 2007. See also CHRISTOPHER BOND, TIM BURTON, LEN CARIOU, MICHAEL CERVERIS, JOHNNY DEPP, JOHN DOYLE, ANGELA LANSBURY, EUGENE & FRANNE LEE, OPERA, HAROLD PRINCE, JONATHAN TUNICK, HUGH WHEELER.





1 Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 4.

2 Craig Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994), 9.

3 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 21–22.

4 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 12.

5 Frank Rich, “Conversations with Sondheim,” New York Times Magazine, March 12, 2000.

6 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 9.

7 Martin Gottfried, Sondheim (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2000), 44.

8 Ethan Mordden, On Sondheim: An Opinionated Guide (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 36.

9 Meryle Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 106.

10 Mordden, On Sondheim, 34.

11 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 109.

12 Ibid.

13 Martin Gottfried, “What you didn’t get when you read Sondheim,” Sondheim Review, Spring 1995, 17.

14 Scott Ross, “Saturday Night CD released in the U.K,” Sondheim Review, Summer 1998, 14.

15 Paul Taylor, “Surprise, surprise by Sondheim,” The Independent, December 22, 1997.

16 Mary Carole McCauley, “Saturday Night in Chicago: A review,” Sondheim Review, Summer 1999, 4.

17 “Saturday Night to be released everywhere,” Sondheim Review, Spring 1998, 6.

18 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 110.

19 Mordden, On Sondheim, 35.

20 Matt Wolf, “Review: Saturday Night,” Variety, January 5, 1998.

21 “Saturday Night’s U.S. premiere: Chicago,” Sondheim Review, Summer 1998, 5.

22 Ibid.

23 McCauley, “Saturday Night in Chicago,” 5.

24 John Olson, “All the nights before Saturday Night,” Sondheim Review, Summer 1999, 8.

25 McCauley, “Saturday Night in Chicago,” 4.

26 Peter Marks, “Early notes by a young, still undiscovered Sondheim,” New York Times, June 1, 1999.

27 Paul Salsini, “Capturing Saturday Night’s innocence,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2000, 13.

28 Eric Grote, “Up-tempo Saturday Night makes it to N.Y.,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2000, 12.

29 Ben Brantley, “Flatbush roots, Manhattan dreams,” New York Times, February 18, 2000.

30 David Patrick Stearns, “Delayed Night with Sondheim worth a wait,“ USA Today, February 18, 2000.

31 Ross, “Saturday Night CD released,” 14.

32 Robert Simonson, “Q&A: Meryle Secrest, author of Stephen Sondheim: A life,” Playbill.com, June 3, 1998.

33 Meryle Secrest, Shoot the Widow: Adventures of a Biographer in Search of Her Subject (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007), 194.

34 Simonson, “Q&A: Meryle Secrest.”

35 Secrest, Shoot the Widow, 206–209.

36 Simonson, “Q&A: Meryle Secrest.”

37 Secrest, Shoot the Widow, 210.

38 All original ideas and other cited comments are from Sondheim’s personal notes, provided to Mark Eden Horowitz for his “Biography of a song” article about “Send in the Clowns” in Sondheim Review, Spring 2005, 15–20.

39 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 176.

40 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 346–349.

41 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 177–178.

42 Ibid., 174.

43 William Grimes, “Singing of toilets, instead of Tonys,” New York Times, January 29, 2014.

44 John Guare, “Savoring a moment: A conversation with Stephen Sondheim,” Lincoln Center Theater Review, Summer 2004.

45 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 68.

46 Carol Lawson, “Burt Shevelove, 66, writer and director, dies,” New York Times, April 9, 1982.

47 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 368.

48 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 356.

49 Ibid.

50 Mordden, On Sondheim (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 10.

51 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 286.

52 Mark Shenton, “A backward glance at side by side by Sondheim,” Sondheim Review, Fall 2005, 9.

53 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 357.

54 Clive Barnes, “Theater: ‘Side by Side by Sondheim’ is a dream,” New York Times, April 19, 1977.

55 Doug Rule, “Signature achievement: Eric Schaeffer celebrates 30 years of groundbreaking theater in Virginia,” Metro Weekly, June 20, 2019.

56 Sondheim Review, “Signature and Sondheim are synonymous,” Winter 1995, 18.

57 News release from Signature Theatre dated October 6, 2008.

58 Robin Pogrebin, “Send in the cameras: Sondheim on TV,” New York Times, December 6, 2013.

59 Scott Ryan, “A real portrait: Editor Miky Wolf spent two years assembling Six by Sondheim,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2014, 9.

60 Pogrebin, “Send in the cameras.”

61 Ted Chapin, Everything Was Possible: The Birth of the Musical Follies (New York: Applause Theatre and Cinema Books, 2003), 59.

62 Dave Itzkoff, “Lapine on ‘Sondheim on Sondheim,” New York Times, October 1, 2009.

63 Ben Brantley, “Hymn to himself: Something hummable,” New York Times, April 22, 2010.

64 Elisabeth Vincentelli, “Revue’s a little disappointing night music,” New York Post, April 23, 2010.

65 Rob Weinert-Kendt, “Sondheim on Sondheim: Desultory revue displayed glimmer genius in mottled light,” Sondheim Review, Fall 2010, 53.

66 Stephen Sondheim, cited in the liner notes by Peter E. Jones, accompanying the recording Sondheim Sings, Volume 1, 1962–72 (Bronxville, NY: PS Classics, March 2005).

67 Jones, liner notes, Sondheim Sings, Volume I, 1962–72.

68 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 52.

69 Alex Heuer, “Stephen Sondheim talks childhood, staying ‘Step Ahead’ of audiences and more ahead of SLU Award,” St. Louis on the Air/KWMU, St. Louis Public Radio, October 4, 2018.

70 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 80–82.

71 Ibid., 86

72 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 111.

73 Ibid., 141.

74 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 233.

75 Ibid., 303–306.

76 Ibid., 341.

77 Jim Cash and Jack Epps Jr., Screenwriters; Warren Beatty, director; Dick Tracy (Touchstone Pictures, 1990).

78 Stephen Sondheim, “Sooner or later,” Look, I Made a Hat (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011), 346. All finished lyric citations are from this source.

79 All original ideas and other cited comments are from Sondheim’s personal notes, provided to Mark Eden Horowitz for his “Biography of a song” article about “Sooner or later” in Sondheim Review, Spring 2007, 27–33.

80 Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat, 348.

81 Sean Patrick Flahaven, “Starobin talks about Sunday, Assassins,” Sondheim Review, Fall 1998, 21.

82 Ibid.

83 Ibid.

84 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 310.

85 Michael Starobin, “The possibility of growth,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2004, 12.

86 Mark Eden Horowitz, Sondheim on Music: Minor Details and Major Decisions (The Less Is More Edition) (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2019), 61.

87 Starobin, “The possibility of growth,” 12.

88 Ibid., 12–14.

89 Flahaven, “Starobin talks about Sunday, Assassins,” 22.

90 Suzanne Bixby, “Emotional connections: Starobin and Sondheim collaborate on music for King Lear,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2007, 35.

91 Nathan Matthews, “Orchestrators in their own words,” The Oxford Handbook of Sondheim Studies, Robert Gordon, ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 155.

92 Olga Craig, “Imelda Staunton: My career is not about looks,” The Telegraph, December 8, 2008.

93 Craig, “Imelda Staunton.”

94 Stuart Jeffries, “Imelda Staunton: ‘It’s in my DNA to duck and dive,’” The Guardian, April 24, 2014.

95 Mark Shenton, “The big interview: Imelda Staunton,” The Stage, March 8, 2015.

96 Daria Begley, “Gypsy: Imelda’s turn,” Sondheim the Magazine, July 2015.

97 Jeffries, “Imelda Staunton.”

98 Jeremy Stoller, “Set designer Tony Straiges on the original Into the Woods, Sunday in the Park, and his current projects,” TheaterMania.com, July 10, 2013.

99 Stoller, “Set designer Tony Straiges.”

100 Ibid.

101 Ibid.

102 Frank Rich, “Stage: Into the Woods, from Sondheim,” New York Times, November 6, 1987.

103 Stephen Holden, “Barbra Streisand: ‘This is the music I love. It is my roots,’” New York Times, November 10, 1985.

104 Bruce Weber and Robert Berkvist, “Elaine Stritch, tart-tongued Broadway actress and singer, is dead at 89,” New York Times, July 17, 2014.

105 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 193.

106 Paul Willistein, “Stage star Elaine Stritch wrapped up in a new career,” mcall.com, December 3, 1988.

107 Mel Gussow, “Songwriter Jule Styne, the great collaborator,” New York Times, March 5, 1987.

108 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 39.

109 Larry Stempel, Showtime: A History of the Broadway Musical Theater (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2010), 413.

110 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 39–40.

111 Ibid. 41.

112 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 64.

113 Theodore Taylor, Jule: The Story of Composer Jule Styne (New York: Random House, 1979), 202.

114 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 57.

115 Ibid., 77.

116 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 325.

117 Gottfried, Sondheim, 153.

118 Edward T. Bonahue Jr., “Portraits of the artist: Sunday in the Park with George as ‘Postmodern’ Drama,” in Stephen Sondheim: A Casebook, Joanne Gordon, ed. (New York: Garland, 1997), 183.

119 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 329.

120 Michiko Kakutani, “How two artists shaped an innovative musical,” New Yorker, June 10, 1984.

121 Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat, 37.

122 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 326–327.

123 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 296.

124 Ibid.

125 Frank Rich, “Stage: ‘Sunday in the Park with George,’” New York Times, May 3, 1984.

126 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 328.

127 Gottfried, Sondheim, 156.

128 Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine, Sunday in the Park with George (New York: Applause Theatre Books, 1991), 154.

129 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 339.

130 Edwin Wilson, “Portrait of an artist, misbegotten ‘Moon,’” Wall Street Journal, May 4, 1984.

131 Jack Kroll, “Sondheim paints a picture,” Newsweek, May 14, 1984.

132 Rich, “Stage: ‘Sunday in the Park with George.’”

133 Leonard Jacobs, “Sondheim 101: Sunday in the Park with George,” Sondheim Review, Spring 2008, 11.

134 Mordden, On Sondheim, 120.

135 Scott Miller, Deconstructing Harold Hill: An Insider’s Guide to Musical Theatre (Portsmouth, NH: Heineman/Reed Elsevier, 2000), 181.

136 Frank Rich, “A musical theatre breakthrough,” New York Times Magazine, October 21, 1984.

137 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 317.

138 Sondheim and Lapine, Sunday in the Park with George, 72.

139 Kakutani, “How two artists shaped an innovative musical.”

140 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 329.

141 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 309.

142 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 335.

143 Steve Pollock, “Sunday in the Park with George: An artists’ collaboration brings Seurat to Broadway,” Theatre Craft, August–September 1984.

144 Pollock, “Sunday in the Park with George: An artists’ collaboration brings Seurat to Broadway.”

145 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 299.

146 Ibid., 308.

147 Rich, “Stage: ‘Sunday in the Park with George.’”

148 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 335.

149 Ibid.

150 Ibid., 336.

151 Gottfried, Sondheim, 156.

152 Miller, Deconstructing Harold Hill, 164.

153 Kakutani, “How two artists shaped an innovative musical.”

154 Ibid.

155 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 303.

156 Ibid., 310.

157 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 334.

158 Sondheim and Lapine, Sunday in the Park with George, 69.

159 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 333.

160 Horowitz, Sondheim on Music, 106.

161 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 338.

162 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 312.

163 Kakutani, “How two artists shaped an innovative musical.”

164 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 314.

165 Ibid.

166 Kroll, “Sondheim paints a picture.”

167 Rich, “A musical theatre breakthrough.”

168 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 315.

169 Kakutani, “How two artists shaped an innovative musical.”

170 Rich, “A musical theatre breakthrough.”

171 John J. O’Connor, “Sunday in the Park, presented on Showtime,” New York Times, January 18, 1986.

172 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 332.

173 Mel Gussow, “Sweeney Todd: A little nightmare music,” New York Times, February 1, 1979.

174 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 332.

175 Christopher Bond, “Introduction,” Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street by Stephen Sondheim and Hugh Wheeler (New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 1991), 4.

176 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 246.

177 Jackson R. Bryer and Richard A. Davison, eds. The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 361.

178 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 245.

179 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 295–296.

180 Robert Kimball, liner notes for Sweeney Todd: Highlights–Original Cast, RCD1-5033. New York: RCA Records, 1979.

181 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 260.

182 Gussow, “Sweeney Todd: A little nightmare music.”

183 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 299.

184 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 249.

185 Ibid., 254.

186 Mordden, On Sondheim, 108.

187 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 249.

188 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 248.

189 Bryer and Davison, The Art of the American Musical: Conversations with the Creators, 367.

190 Richard Eder, “Stage: Introducing Sweeney Todd,” New York Times, March 2, 1979.

191 Jack Kroll, “Review: Sweeney Todd,” Newsweek, March 12, 1979.

192 Ibid.

193 Gottfried, Sondheim, 127.

194 Roger Pines, interview with Stephen Sondheim for Lyric Opera of Chicago, 2002–2003 Program, 26.

195 Gottfried, Sondheim, 125.

196 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 331.

197 Ibid.

198 Ibid.

199 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 246, 248.

200 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 332.

201 Bryer and Davison. The Art of the American Musical, 365.

202 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 252.

203 Ibid. 248.

204 Kimball, liner notes for Sweeney Todd: Highlights–Original Cast.

205 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 374.

206 Ibid., 375.

207 George Martin, “On the verge of opera: Stephen Sondheim,” Opera Quarterly, Spring 1989, 79.

208 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 294.

209 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 355.

210 Gottfried, Sondheim, 138.

211 Ibid., 141.

212 Michael White, “Monster at the opera,” Sunday Telegraph (London), December 2003, November 30, 2003.

213 Secrest, Finishing the Hat, 301.

214 Gottfried, Sondheim, 125.

215 Donal Henahan, “Music view: Why can’t Verdi voices handle Sondheim?” New York Times, October 21, 1984.

216 Ibid.

217 “Musical or opera: Which is it?” New York Times, April 30, 2000.

218 Ibid.

219 Raymond Knapp and Samuel Baltimore, “Sondheim’s almost-operas,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2014, 10.

220 Mark Stryker, “Composer Stephen Sondheim discusses musical influences, opera and A Little Night Music,” Detroit Free Press, November 8, 2009.

221 White, “Monster at the opera.”

222 Richard Eder, “Stage: Introducing Sweeney Todd,” New York Times, March 2, 1979.

223 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 376.

224 Gottfried, Sondheim, 146.

225 Zadan, Sondheim & Company, 2nd ed., 261.

226 Ibid., 256.

227 Secrest, Stephen Sondheim: A Life, 302.

228 Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, 376.

229 Norman Lebrecht, “Sweeney Todd: When a movie outshines the outstanding original,” La Scena Musicale, February 12, 2008.

230 Paul Fischer, “A rare audience with Stephen Sondheim,” FilmMonthly.com, December 7, 2007.

231 Peter Travers, “Sweeney Todd,” Rolling Stone, December 13, 2007.

232 Sean Patrick Flahaven, “The sounds of Sweeney: Adapting the music from stage to film was an exciting challenge,” Sondheim Review, Summer 2008, 16.




-T-

TOPPER (1953–1955)

Before he began writing musicals for Broadway, Sondheim had a sojourn in Hollywood. In the summer of 1953, Oscar Hammerstein II introduced Sondheim, age 23, to George Oppenheimer at a dinner party. The well-known playwright and screenwriter had recently sold a series pilot for Topper, to the CBS television network, and he needed an assistant writer.

Sondheim had finished his fellowship with composer Milton Babbitt and was seeking a job, hoping to earn enough to afford a New York apartment. He had taken a stab at writing a few screenplays, but he had never written a professional script. Despite his inexperience, Oppenheimer hired him for $300 a week. The fact that he and Oppenheimer were both Williams College alumni likely played a part in that decision. Sondheim moved to Los Angeles for approximately six months.

Oppenheimer and Sondheim generated scripts based on Thorne Smith’s humorous supernatural novels, The Jovial Ghosts (1926) and Topper Takes a Trip (1932) about a stuffy banker, Cosmo Topper, haunted by ghosts of an elegant rich couple who are invisible to everyone else. A 1937 film featured Roland Young as Cosmo and Cary Grant as George Kerby, one of the ghosts; Young appeared in film sequels in 1939 and 1941 and reprised the role in a summer radio series on NBC in 1945.

The television cast had Leo G. Carroll as Topper, and Lee Patrick was his dotty wife Henrietta. They lived in the home previously owned by George and Marion Kerby, who were swept away by an avalanche with their St. Bernard dog, Neil. Their ghosts, who are seen only by Topper, were played by Robert Sterling and Anne Jeffreys (who were married in real life). The Kerbys tried to get henpecked and uptight Cosmo to relax and enjoy life, but more often than not they made him more nervous.

Oppenheimer was under contract to generate twenty-nine scripts in short order for the first season. Sondheim wrote eleven episodes on his own and others with Oppenheimer, who had manic mood swings. Sondheim worked hard, but Oppenheimer needed constant encouragement. Sondheim decided that this kind of writing would not be his life’s work.

Topper premiered on October 9, 1953. As soon as Sondheim saved enough money, he returned to New York City to rent his first apartment. The last of the Topper episodes he wrote aired on July 2, 1954. Oppenheimer parted company with the series before its second and final season to return to New York and serve as a daily drama critic for Newsday. Repeats of the show aired on ABC-TV in 1955 and NBC-TV in 1956.

Sondheim donated his Topper scripts to the Wisconsin Center for Film and Theatre Research: Their titles and air dates are The Movers (October 16, 1953); Hiring the Maid (October 16, 1953); Burglar (December 4, 1953); The Car Story (December 18, 1953); The Socialite (January 15, 1954); Decorating (January 29, 1954); Astrology (February 5, 1954); Trip to Lisbon (February 12, 1954); Preparations for Europe (June 11, 1954); Theatricals (June 25, 1954); and George’s Old Flame (July 2, 1954).
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TUNICK, JONATHAN (1938–)

Born April 19, 1938, in New York City, Jonathan Tunick showed musical promise as a child. “When I was eight or nine, our teacher would play records like Tubby the Tuba and Peter and the Wolf in class, and this first gave me the idea that instruments could portray characters and tell stories. This exposure to musical instruments and the orchestra created a passion for them that has dominated my life.”1

Tunick graduated from New York’s High School of Music and Art (now Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music and Performing Arts) in 1954, where he assembled a dance band in which he played clarinet, his major instrument. He termed his piano playing as “sloppy, but serviceable.”2 At Bard College his interest in music theory and harmony led him to major in composition; he also wrote music for college theater productions. He received his master’s degree from Juilliard in 1960, where he majored in composition under Vittorio Giannini, with a minor in conducting.

While in college, Tunick composed songs for Take Five (1957), a cabaret revue by impresario Julius Monk, whose shows were a primary outlet for young writers and composers. “I started out to be a composer,” he said in a 1996 interview. “The fact that I never was able to team up with the right lyricist was the reason I didn’t become a theater songwriter. It’s so important to have the right lyricist, and there are so few. Since I had other skills, I naturally used them. I became a conductor and orchestrator.”3

While still a graduate student at Juilliard, he worked as arranger at Tamiment, a Poconos resort with a legendary summer theater that presented an original revue every week. Over subsequent summers, he conducted more than fifty musicals in summer stock.

Early on, Tunick, a youthful jazz enthusiast, had thought Broadway musicals were “nice but a little stodgy,” but his opinion changed when he saw Bye Bye Birdie in 1960 with his family. Struck by the modernity and with its orchestrations, Tunick saw in the Playbill credits that they were by Robert “Red” Ginzler, who had previously handled the orchestrations, with Sid Ramin, for Gypsy. Tunick thought that if a Broadway pit orchestra could sound like that, then Broadway was where he wanted to be.

“Don’t you know someone named Ginzler?” Tunick asked his father. Indeed, Walter Ginzler, a lawyer acquaintance of his father, was one of Red’s brothers. An introduction was arranged, and Red offered to have the young musician study his scores and observe his methods, beginning an informal apprenticeship that lasted until Ginzler’s untimely death. The veteran orchestrator invited Tunick to assist him on Hot Spot (1963) but died unexpectedly from a heart attack just before the show began rehearsals. Tunick still considers Ginzler “the greatest of all theater orchestrators.” Another legendary orchestrator, Robert Russell Bennett, gave Tunick a chance to have a hand in the revival of Show Boat (1966) and recommended him for his first musical opportunity, Claibe Richardson’s The Grass Harp, in a pre-Broadway production, (1966). His first major professional break was orchestrating Burt Bacharach’s Promises, Promises (1968).

A friend of Tunick shared with him the cast album for A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. Tunick asked, “Oh, Stephen Sondheim. Isn’t he the guy who wrote the lyrics for West Side Story? Does he write music as well?” The first notes of Forum’s overture convinced him that not only did Sondheim write music, but that he was the most exciting theater composer of his time.4

Composer David Shire, a close friend, knew Sondheim and offered to make the connection when Tunick expressed an interest in orchestrating Company. “I unhesitatingly recommended Jonathan. Because Steve’s music is written with Ravelian transparency; if it gets thickened too much, it loses the wonderful interplay of lines. Jonathan makes it come out orchestrally with the same texture, feeling and sensibility of Steve playing it on the piano.”5

It was a fortuitous match: Tunick became Sondheim’s go-to orchestrator for the vast majority of his productions: Company (1970), Follies (1971), A Little Night Music (1973), The Frogs (1975), Pacific Overtures (1976), Sweeney Todd (1979), Merrily We Roll Along (1981), Into the Woods (1987), Passion (1994), the 1999 production of Putting It Together, Saturday Night (1999), and Wise Guys (1999)/Bounce (2003)/Road Show (2008). He reorchestrated the revivals of many of these and other Sondheim shows, including Forum (1996).

He adapted scores and provided new orchestrations for three cinematic renditions of works by Sondheim: A Little Night Music (1977), for which he won an Academy Award (he played a role in the movie as an orchestra conductor), as well as Tim Burton’s Sweeney Todd (2007) and Rob Marshall’s Into the Woods (2014). He arranged music by Sondheim for two movies: Alain Resnais’s Stavisky (1974) and Warren Beatty’s Reds (1991).

He was the musical coordinator and provided special arrangements for the earliest celebration of Sondheim’s creativity, Sondheim: A Musical Tribute (March 1973). Additionally, he orchestrated Sondheim: A Celebration at Carnegie Hall (June 1992; televised 1993) and the New York Philharmonic’s concert production of Company (2011).

Sondheim created a piano score as he composed songs and accompaniment for shows. Tunick translated that material into a full-fledged score for a more comprehensive set of musical instruments. He saw orchestration as providing subtext and color.

Once most of the score for a particular show was written, Tunick and Sondheim would come together at Sondheim’s home. “I’ll sit on the piano bench with him,” Tunick said, “and he’ll play and sing the whole thing for me. He’ll play through it and familiarize me with it to get some idea of the style and color of the score, and I’ll have some basic questions about style and we go through that exercise, which is fairly lengthy—it’ll take at least a full day to get through everything.”6

Tunick liked to observe the staging of numbers during rehearsal: “Seeing it tells me what I need to know to orchestrate it.” In fact, he defined orchestration as “lighting for the ears.”7 Sondheim describes Tunick’s preparation: “… he always hangs around rehearsals (which orchestrators almost never do) … just soaking in atmosphere, soaking in dialogue, soaking in what the director is doing. From that he’s able to go home and do very specific coloristic work.”8

Tunick preferred to work away from a piano or a computer keyboard. This helps to avoid being drawn “into the piano idiom [which] places a wall between myself and the music.”9 Orchestrating an entire Sondheim show typically took Tunick five or six weeks, although the work was sometimes done in far less time. Sweeney Todd was orchestrated in three-and-a-half weeks.

During the course of planning A Little Night Music with Tunick, Sondheim said he imagined “the atmosphere to be perfumed—of musk in the air.” Tunick knew instantly that this meant for him “plenty of strings.”10 Martin Gottfried observed, “When Sondheim’s diaphanous, rippling accompaniment is filled out with Jonathan Tunick’s voluptuous orchestration, rich with harp and cello, the piece takes on the quality of sensual reason—which is exactly what it is all about.”11

Tunick once compared his process with Sondheim’s full piano accompaniment to “… making deviled eggs: You mash it up, add some ingredients, mix it, and put it back together again.” He would listen to how a song sounds on the piano, reduce it to its basic harmony, and then reconstruct it orchestrally. “The notes on the orchestral score may be very different from the notes on the piano page and yet sound the same. There are profound differences between the piano and the orchestra idioms.”12

“There’s a maximum of subtlety in [Sondheim’s] writing, dramatic subtlety and some expression of character,” Tunick observed. “And it’s to be found in the lyrics as well as in the music. I examine the lyrics very closely when I work, and I’m often given ideas for an orchestration by the lyrics as much as the notes. I would say more than most composers Sondheim was the most intense in his … dramaturgy.”13

Tunick faced many challenges orchestrating Sondheim’s shows. “Company was especially difficult because every song had to have a new orchestral style created for it. You could not pick a song and categorize it, say as a big ballad or a Twenties number. It was impossible to resort to clichés.”14

Despite such challenges with the orchestration of Company, Tunick fondly remembers his first production with Sondheim. It “was a groundbreaking show. It had a sound and a look that was fresh, original, and exciting. Audiences had never heard anything like it before. And with the exception of one or two deliberate pastiche numbers, each song had its own style and had to have its own sound in the orchestra.”15

He felt he made a significant contribution to Company’s title song. “The biggest issue with it was getting it to build momentum, and I wanted to help in pointing out where sections ended and where new sections began. I tried to bring in new rhythmic elements starting with a quarter-note pattern, which, at a certain point, began to skip, then an eighth-note pattern would come in over it. It slowly built to the chorus, which I think turned out to be rather exciting.’”16

He gave Company’s “Another Hundred People” a restless energy by orchestrating it in several layers. “The first was a keyboard pattern, which is based on Steve’s own piano accompaniment, the keyboard pattern. Then as the song built in intensity, I brought in some of the jabbing sounds. When it reached the chorus, the orchestra became very busy with soaring violins and chattering woodwinds. I also introduced the ‘Bobby Baby’ theme as a sort of Wagnerian leitmotif in the trumpets.”17

Tunick enhanced “Being Alive,” adding the underscoring of “Someone Is Waiting,” beneath the lyric about crowding someone with love. It was quite a liberty to take: “The song was written out of town, it was rehearsal in the pit an hour before the show, and the orchestration was being played for the first time. I was half expecting Steve to reject the idea and say, ‘Get that out.’ … he got up and began walking toward me. He had this Charlie Brown grin on his face, and he was nodding his head up and down. … He was very pleased.”18

When Company was revived in 1996 by the Roundabout Theatre Company, there was a concern that the orchestration might sound dated. “I had to reduce the orchestration to just nine pieces, so while I was at it and changed some of the phrasing so that it wasn’t quite so exaggerated in the Bacharach/Tijuana Brass style that seemed so up-to-date in 1970.”19

He conducted the production of Company for the Kennedy Center Sondheim Celebration (May 17–June 29, 2002). The six-show event gave him an opportunity to revisit his orchestrations for the show (as well as Sweeney Todd, Merrily We Roll Along, Passion, and A Little Night Music) and to make minor corrections. He characterized his efforts as “a 50,000-mile checkup.”20

The original production of Follies was a milestone in Tunick’s mind. “I’ve never seen anything so extraordinary. It was awash in the mystery and the magic, saturated with the characters’ foolish regret and nostalgia. I told people at the time who didn’t like musicals that if they missed it, they’d never get another chance—you’ll never see that kind of staging again.”21

Tunick admirably dressed Sondheim’s numbers for Follies: “The mellow trombones, the crisp trumpets, the clarinet quartet, and that ever-present bass clarinet, which provides exactly the right textural skeleton. The combination approaches the sublime, as on so many of the Sondheim-Tunick joint adventures: the in-theatre sound of the orchestras of A Little Night Music, Sweeney Todd, and the others is just about as rich as it gets.”22 In 1998 he conducted and coproduced the recording of the Paper Mill Playhouse production of Follies.

Pacific Overtures was a singular challenge. “Steve, Boris Aronson [the designer], me, all of us, were all dragged into this kicking and screaming. We didn’t want to do a Japanese musical, we didn’t feel we knew anything about Japanese culture,” Tunick said, adding that they felt ignorant and unworthy. “But the challenge was so powerful that it really brought the best out of all of us.”23

Sondheim and Tunick—sometimes portrayed as alter egos—profoundly admire one another. More than once, accepting a Tony Award, the composer gave credit to his orchestrator. Tunick called his colleague “our theater’s preeminent musical dramatist” when he wrote a note for a concert marking Sondheim’s seventieth birthday. Tunick added, “Steve’s graciousness towards me is of long standing—to him I owe a career, my sanity, and an appreciation of his ability to observe with a knowing chuckle, the human condition. Thanks for all that, Steve, and for always treating me as an Old Friend.”24

Tunick was cited as possibly the finest orchestrator in musical theater history by many observers. Craig Zadan praised his “ingenious and sympathetic instrumental combinations [that] bring out Sondheim’s inner voices, his fresh turns of harmony, his inventive meters and surprising inner voices. Sondheim’s music is modern even when it is nostalgic, and Tunick understands this.”25

Tunick’s work as an orchestrator was not limited to Sondheim shows. He also was part of the creative team for other important musicals including The Grass Harp (1971), A Chorus Line (1975), Ballroom (1978), Nine (1982), Nick & Nora (1991), The Color Purple (2005), and A Gentleman’s Guide to Love & Murder (2016). He orchestrated the 2001 Tony Award winning one-woman show, Elaine Stritch at Liberty.

In 1997 Tunick won the first-ever Tony Award for Best Orchestrations for his arrangements of Titanic. Already holding an Emmy, Grammy, and Oscar, this elevated him to “EGOT” status, joining the few people holding all four major awards. He was Tony-nominated for Marie Christine (2000), Follies (2001 revival), Nine (2003 revival), Pacific Overtures (2005 revival), A Catered Affair (2007), LoveMusik (2007), and 110 in the Shade (2007 revival). He was inducted into the Theater Hall of Fame in 2009.

Beyond musical theater, Tunick composed, orchestrated, or arranged music for more than three-dozen movies, including Blazing Saddles (1974), Young Frankenstein (1974), and Fort Apache: The Bronx (1981). In addition, he was a series composer for Angela Lansbury’s detective show, Murder, She Wrote (1984–1996) and for Steven Spielberg’s Amazing Stories (1985–1987). In his later years Tunick turned once again to serious composition. His orchestral, chamber, vocal, and choral works have been widely performed. (They are published by G. Schirmer and Hal Leonard.) He won a 1982 Emmy for Outstanding Music Direction for his arrangements for the March 8, 1982, broadcast of the Radio City Music Hall Actors Fund benefit, Night of 100 Stars.

Tunick arranged and conducted recordings with Judy Collins, Kiri Te Kanawa, Itzhak Perlman, Plácido Domingo, Johnny Mathis, Barbra Streisand, Paul McCartney, Kate Bush, and Bernadette Peters. He won a 1998 Grammy for an arrangement of “No One Is Alone” for Cleo Laine (1998).

Tunick is married to singer and actress Leigh Beery (she played Roxana in Cyrano on Broadway and was nominated for a 1973 Tony Award for Best Featured Actress in a Musical). They divide their time between New York City’s Upper West Side and their home in the Connecticut Berkshires.
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UNPRODUCED AND ABANDONED PROJECTS

Most creative artists leave behind a trail of endeavors that, for various reasons, were never completed. Sondheim is no exception, especially in the 1950s and 1960s when his career was still taking shape.


The Clock (1953, abandoned). When Sondheim was in Hollywood in 1952 to write scripts for the Topper television series, he befriended Lucy Geringer, an executive secretary at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. At his request, she smuggled a copy of the script for Vincent Minnelli’s movie The Clock out of the studio. The 1945 movie had been directed by Vincente Minnelli and featured his wife Judy Garland in a nonsinging role. Sondheim retyped the script over a weekend, and Geringer returned it. Once he was back in New York City, Sondheim lost interest in adapting it into a stage musical. He wrote just one song, “New York,”1 a veteran resident extolling the virtues of the city to a young sailor. A recording of Sondheim performing the song is included on Sondheim Sings, Volume II, with the title “New York Song” (PS Classics, PS 9529, 2005).

The Legendary Mizners (1953, abandoned). Inspired by Alva Johnston’s biography of the eccentric brothers Addison and Wilson Mizner (Sondheim read an excerpt in the New Yorker while flying back to New York after his year in Hollywood), Sondheim began to work on a stage musical. He wrote an opening number, “Benicia,” then discovered that David Merrick and Irving Berlin had acquired the rights. Sondheim moved on to other things. Years later he learned that Merrick and Berlin had lost interest. In 1993 he proposed the Mizners’ story to his Pacific Overtures and Assassins collaborator John, and they worked on it through a series of incarnations: Wise Guys, Bounce, and finally Road Show.2

The Man with the Squeaky Shoes (1953, unproduced). After Sondheim was involved briefly with the shoot of John Huston’s movie Beat the Devil (1953), he wrote a spy script in the style of Alfred Hitchcock. He envisioned it as a vehicle for actor Jack Lemmon, whose work in a brief Broadway run of the play Room Service (1953) had impressed him.3

The Lady or the Tiger? (1954, abandoned). Frank Stockton’s 1882 fable about a king who forced prisoners to choose between a pair of doors, one revealing a beautiful girl, the other a ferocious tiger. Sondheim liked the much-anthologized short story and worked on adapting it initially with Miriam Dubin, one of his high school collaborators for By George. In 1954 he returned to the material briefly with his friend Mary Rodgers, but they never finished the show.4

I Believe in You (1956, unproduced). Bob Carrington was a classmate of Sondheim’s at Williams College. Bob’s mother Elaine created plays for television, and after hearing some of Sondheim’s songs, she asked him to write something for one of her productions. The unused song for characters named Sandy and Jo Anne was Sondheim’s first composition in the style of Harold Arlen.5

The Last Resorts (1956, unproduced). Long before Harold Prince and Sondheim became collaborators, Prince and his producing partner Robert Griffith optioned Cleveland Amory’s best-selling book about American high society. They recruited playwright and essayist Jean Kerr to adapt it into a script. Prince arranged for Sondheim to audition as a potential lyricist for Kerr and her husband, New York Herald Tribune drama critic Walter Kerr. Using songs he had written for Saturday Night, Sondheim got an assignment and wrote three songs (“Pour le Sport,” “I Wouldn’t Change a Thing,” and “High Life”), but the show never went beyond a first draft.6 Sondheim’s amateur recordings of these numbers are included on Sondheim Sings, Volume II, 1946–60 (PS Classics PS-9533, 2005).

Ring Around the Moon (1957, abandoned). After West Side Story, Sondheim, Prince, and Arthur Laurents approached French playwright Jean Anouilh about making a musical from his 1948 play, a tale about lovers and mistaken encounters in a country house. The playwright rejected their proposal several times. Prince and Sondheim moved on, eventually settling on Ingmar Bergman’s film Smiles of a Summer Night, which they adapted for A Little Night Music (1973). Shortly after Night Music opened, Anouilh belatedly sent a telegram saying the rights to Ring Around the Moon were available.7

The Jet-Propelled Couch (1958, abandoned). Collaborating with writer Stanley Roberts, Sondheim began to adapt Robert Lindner’s 1954 novel, The Fifty-Minute Hour. It was the story of a psychiatric patient who imagines a planetary universe; his therapist gets caught up in the fantasy. Sondheim wrote several songs, but they were never published, and the show never happened.

Do You Hear a Waltz? (1960, unproduced). Based on Arthur Laurents’s 1952 play, The Time of the Cuckoo, this show was initially imagined as a television musical for Broadway star Judy Holliday.8 Sondheim wrote just one song, “Do I Hear a Waltz?” A performance of it can be heard on Sondheim Sings, Volume II (PS Classics PS-9533, 2005). In 1965 Laurents and Sondheim collaborated—none too happily—with composer Richard Rodgers on a musical using a similar title. Sondheim’s earlier song was not used in that production.

A Pray by Blecht (1968, one workshop, then abandoned). Jerome Robbins was intrigued by the plays of Bertolt Brecht; Sondheim disliked them and turned down Robbins’s initial invitation to adapt one as a musical. Robbins turned to Leonard Bernstein and pop lyricist Jerry Leiber to work on an adaptation of Brecht’s The Exception and the Rule. Robbins asked Sondheim for an assessment of their work, perhaps hoping that he would be inspired to join the project. Robbins and producer Stuart Ostrow also recruited playwright John Guare, whose work Sondheim admired. That was enough to get him involved. The show became a play within a play, for which Sondheim wrote eight songs (“The Race Through the Desert,” “Han,” “Little Secret,” “The Suspicion Song,” “Urga Marches,” “In Three,” “Coolie’s Prayer,” and “Paranoia Song”). When Robbins quit the project abruptly and unexpectedly, it was abandoned. Sondheim confessed that the title “was Lenny’s. None of us could talk him out of it, but I assure you we had no intention of keeping it.”9

The Thing of It Is … (1969, unproduced). Sondheim’s friend and collaborator James Goldman’s brother William was a successful screenwriter and novelist. He adapted his 1967 novel with the same title into a screenplay and asked Sondheim to write a tune, “No, Mary Ann,” that would sound like a Broadway hit from the 1960s; it was to be used as an extremely popular song being played everywhere. The composer, trying to salvage his marriage with a second honeymoon in Europe, hears versions of it no matter where he is.10 The film was never produced. A recording of Sondheim singing “No, Mary Ann” is included on Sondheim Sings, Volume I, 1962–72 (PS Classics, PS 9529, 2005). William Goldman went on to considerable success: His screenplays for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969) and All the President’s Men (1976) won Academy Awards; he also wrote screenplays for The Princess Bride (1987) and Misery (1990).

Singing Out Loud (1992, unproduced). In 1990 William Goldman again approached Sondheim about a film project that would be produced by Rob Reiner. Sondheim, who had long yearned to create a movie musical, couldn’t resist the offer. He suggested adapting the story of Julien Duvivier’s 1952 film, Holiday for Henrietta. It was to be a movie musical about a pair of screenwriters with just a weekend to convert a hopeless script into something better. Sondheim composed a half-dozen songs (“Sand,” “Lunch,” “Dawn,” “Looks,” “Water Under the Bridge,” and “Singing Out Loud”); he and Goldman developed an elaborate story line. However, a series of brainstorming sessions with Reiner and his coproducers went nowhere.

Muscle (1994, abandoned). Sondheim and Lapine’s collaboration that produced Passion, a long one-act piece, staged in 1994; their initial notion was to have a pair of pieces that would constitute a full evening of theater. Lapine hoped to adapt Muscle, a 1991 memoir about body-building by Samuel Fussell. “Since it too concerned the effects of outward physical appearance on both the owner and the viewer,” Sondheim observed, “it seemed an ideal choice, since it too demanded a short form.”11 However, the result was shorter than anticipated, and Passion was longer, so Muscle was left behind. The idea was subsequently developed by Lapine with music by William Finn and lyrics by Ellen Fitzhugh; that version was workshopped in 2001 but never produced.

Into the Woods (1995, unproduced screenplay). In 1995, Sondheim and Lapine were approached by Jim Henson Productions to undertake a screen adaptation of their fairytale mashup using live actors, puppets, and animatronics. A screenplay by veterans Lowell Ganz and Babaloo Mandel had a pair of readings in Los Angeles in 1994. One of these featured Martin Short, Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Christine Lahti, and Neil Patrick Harris; the other brought together Robin Williams, Goldie Hawn, Cher, and Steve Martin, among others. Sondheim wrote two songs for this project: “I Wish” and “Rainbows.”
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WEIDMAN, JOHN (1946–)
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Book writer John Weidman.
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John Weidman was born in New York City on September 25, 1946, the son of Peggy Wright and Jerome Weidman (who wrote the 1937 novel I Can Get It for You Wholesale and the libretto for its musicalized Broadway version in 1962 starring Barbra Streisand and the book for Fiorello! which won the 1960 Pulitzer Prize for Drama and shared the 1960 Tony Award for Best Musical with Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music—beating out Sondheim and Styne’s Gypsy and Mary Rodgers’s Once Upon a Mattress). After growing up in Westport, Connecticut, John Weidman attended Harvard University, graduating in 1968 with a degree in East Asian history. In 1974 he earned a law degree from the Yale Law School.

Weidman never practiced law, nor did he formally study music. He briefly taught elementary school and edited the National Lampoon in the 1970s. Starting in 1986 he wrote for Sesame Street and won more than a dozen Emmy Awards for outstanding writing for a children’s program. Despite his many diverse accomplishments, Weidman considered himself principally a musical book writer.

He wrote the books for three Sondheim musicals: Pacific Overtures (1976), Assassins (1991), and Road Show (2007). Thanks to Weidman’s scripts and his historical bent, these shows have been seen collectively as a triptych focused on the impact of the American Dream. None of them use traditional storytelling. Rather, they examine challenging political and historical moments enhanced by Sondheim’s demanding, insightful music.

Working together, Weidman and Sondheim have “explored the appeal of the American dream to their characters—Japanese fishermen, political assassins, and twentieth-century pioneers. As Wilson Mizner says [in Road Show], ‘in America, the journey is the destination.’ What Sondheim and Weidman understand is that that same seemingly unending journey is rarely clear-cut and never devoid of drama.”1

Weidman at age 22 applied for an internship with producer and director Harold Prince; he post-scripted his letter saying, “I have an idea for a play about the opening of Japan; can we talk about it?” Prince met Weidman for fifteen minutes and hired him (for $500) to write his play about Commodore Matthew Perry’s incursion into Japan in 1853. Prince spent two years seeking ways to make it work as a drama. He finally decided that musicalizing the story was an option to be explored and introduced Weidman to Sondheim. The result was Pacific Overtures, eventually nominated for a 1976 Tony for the best book of a musical.

Assassins grew out of wide-ranging conversations between Weidman and Sondheim. Kicking around ideas in the 1980s, Sondheim told Weidman that the motivations of people who sought to kill US presidents intrigued him. Weidman said, “I was a Camelot kid. After Kennedy was shot, I went to Washington and stood on the sidewalk as his cortège passed by. And I thought—as Steve did—how can one small man cause so much grief? We opened at Playwrights Horizons [in 1991] and were mostly vilified. But I’ve never enjoyed anything as much as working with Steve on that.”2

Sondheim felt the same way. “Ordinarily, I start reading the librettist’s work after he has written one or two scenes,” he wrote in Look, I Made a Hat, “but John never offered to show them to me. I assumed that his reluctance to show me anything came from uncertainty. I should have known better from the man who wrote Pacific Overtures. Within five minutes of reading, I knew the reason for John’s hesitation in showing me what he was writing: far from uncertainty, he knew exactly what he was doing, and he was on a white-hot roll.”3

Weidman called Assassins “an authors’ piece.”4 He and Sondheim finished it before they shared it with director Jerry Zaks, who was eager to stage it. The script was nominated for the 1991 Drama Desk Award for the Outstanding Book of a Musical for its limited run at Playwrights Horizons. The 2004 Broadway production of Assassins was another Drama Desk Award nominee for its book. Although the show had not been presented on Broadway previously, it received the 2004 Tony Award for Best Musical Revival.

Weidman’s third collaboration with Sondheim was their long-evolving work, begun in 1994, about brothers Wilson and Addison Mizner, variously titled Wise Guys and Gold! (1998–1999), followed by Bounce (2003) and eventually Road Show (2008). Sondheim wrote in Look, I Made a Hat, “I knew [John] to be a writer with both an abiding interest in the sociopolitical history of the United States and a sharp, mournful sense of humor about it; the Mizner chronicle touched on many aspects of the first and needed the approach of the second. I gave him Johnston’s book [The Legendary Mizners] and he was duly fascinated, but what sparked his interest was less Wilson than Addison and the symbiosis between the two.”5

In other projects, Weidman worked three times with choreographer and director Susan Stroman: Big: The Musical, a 1996 Tony Award nominee for Best Book of a Musical, with a score by composer David Shire and lyricist Richard Maltby Jr. He also wrote the books for Contact, a 2000 Tony Award nominee for best book of a musical and winner of the Tony Award for Best Musical, and Happiness (2009), both produced at Lincoln Center.

Working with his Harvard classmate Timothy Crouse, they revised the book of Cole Porter’s Anything Goes for its 1987 revival starring Patti LuPone and winning the 1988 Tony and Drama Desk awards for Best Revival. Anything Goes was mounted again in 2011, starring Sutton Foster and staged by Kathleen Marshall; again it was named Best Revival by the Tony and Drama Desk Awards. It was produced at the Roundabout Theatre Company’s Stephen Sondheim Theatre, the former Henry Miller’s Theatre on West 43rd Street. Motivated by Roundabout donor Martin Granoff, the theater was renamed in 2010 to honor Sondheim on his eightieth birthday. Weidman and another Sondheim collaborator, James Lapine, surprised Sondheim with the announcement on March 22, 2010.

Weidman also worked with Maltby and Shire for Take Flight, premiered at London’s Menier Chocolate Factory in 2007. The musical, inspired by the early pioneers of aviation, had its American premiere at the McCarter Theatre in Princeton, New Jersey, in 2010.

From 1999 to 2009 Weidman served as the president of the Dramatists Guild of America. (Sondheim filled the same post from 1973 to 1981.) His interest and training in the law came into play in 2007 when he gave a lecture (later published in the Brooklyn Law Review) on the subject of theatrical copyright, “Protecting the American Playwright.”

For his Harvard class’s fortieth alumni reunion he wrote, “The success my career has afforded me, both psychic and material, has not been spectacular, but it has been substantial and, more importantly, enough for me.” Questioned about that statement, he answered, “It’s not false modesty. That’s an entirely accurate description of how I feel. I like writing dialogue. I like the solitary part. I like collaborating. I just really enjoy the work.”6
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WEST SIDE STORY (1957)


Original Production


Music: Leonard Bernstein

Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim

Conceived by: Jerome Robbins

Book: Arthur Laurents

Director: Jerome Robbins

Producer: Robert E. Griffith and Harold S. Prince, by arrangement with Roger L. Stevens

Choreographer: Jerome Robbins; Co-Choreographer: Peter Gennaro; Scenic Designer: Oliver Smith; Costume Designer: Irene Sharaff; Lighting Designer: Jean Rosenthal; Orchestrators: Leonard Bernstein, with Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal; Musical Director: Max Goberman

Original Cast: Larry Kert (Tony), Carol Lawrence (Maria), Chita Rivera (Anita), Ken Le Roy (Bernardo), Mickey Calin (Riff), Jamie Sanchez (Chino), Eddie Roll (Action), Art Smith (Doc), Arch Johnson (Schrank), William Bramley (Krupke), John Harkins (Gladhand), Tony Mordente (A-Rab), David Winters (Baby John), Grover Dale (Snowboy), Martin Charnin (Big Deal), Hank Brunjes (Diesel), Tommy Abbott (Gee-Tar), Frank Green (Mouth Piece), Lowell Harris (Tiger), George Marcy (Pepe), Noel Schwartz (Indio), Al De Sio (Luis), Gene Gavin (Anxious), Ronnie Lee (Nibbles), Jay Norman (Juano), Ernie Castaldo (Toro), Jack Murray (Moose), Wilma Curley (Graziella), Carole D’Andrea (Velma), Nanette Rosen (Minnie), Marilyn D’Honau (Clarice), Julie Oser (Pauline), Lee Becker (Anybodys), Marilyn Cooper (Rosalia), Reri Grist (Consuela), Carmen Gutierrez (Teresita), Elizabeth Taylor (Francisca), Lynn Ross (Estella), Liane Plane (Marguerita)

The original Broadway production of West Side Story opened at the Winter Garden Theatre on September 26, 1957, and closed February 28, 1959. It reopened March 2, 1959, at the Broadway Theatre, closed May 10, 1959, and then returned to the Winter Garden, where it closed on June 27, 1959 (732 total performances). The production subsequently toured from July 14, 1959, to April 23, 1960, then returned to the Winter Garden on April 27, 1960; it moved to the Alvin Theatre on October 24, 1960, and closed there on December 10, 1960 (249 additional performances).

AWARDS AND HONORS: 1958 TONY AWARDS (2): Best Scenic Design (Smith), Choreography (Robbins). ADDITIONAL NOMINATIONS (4): Best Musical, Featured Actress in a Musical (Lawrence), Costume Design (Sharaff), Conductor and Musical Director (Goberman).
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Larry Kert (Tony) and Carol Lawrence (Maria) in West Side Story (1957).
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Overview

West Side Story was Stephen Sondheim’s first complete foray onto a Broadway stage. He was just 27 years old when it opened. Already ambitious about becoming a composer and a lyricist, he needed to be convinced by Oscar Hammerstein II to serve as the lyricist on a creative team with three well-known artists: composer Leonard Bernstein, director and choreographer Jerome Robbins, and playwright Arthur Laurents.

In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim’s first volume of lyric studies, he summarized the “notion” of the show in this way: “Romeo and Juliet transposed to New York City, 1957. The Montagues and Capulets are two gangs, the Jets (white) and the Sharks (Puerto Rican). The lovers are Tony (Romeo), a former member of the Jets, and Maria (Juliet), the sister of Bernardo (Paris), leader of the Sharks. Riff (Mercutio) is the leader of the Jets and Tony’s best friend.”7

Synopsis

Act 1

The show opens with an angular, jazzy “Prologue” that establishes the rivalry between two teenage gangs: the Jets, who are white Americans and the Hispanic Sharks, who are Puerto Ricans—inspired by the Capulets and Montagues, warring families who bear grudges against one another in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. As the gangs vie for control of a neighborhood in New York City’s Upper West Side, they are warned by police to stop fighting. Law enforcement has racist contempt for the Sharks but also sees the Jets as slum “trash” and warns everyone to settle down.

Instead, the Jets plan to reassert their control of the streets. Riff, the fiery leader, wants to battle the Sharks. He says he will challenge Bernardo, the Sharks’ leader, to a rumble at an upcoming neighborhood dance. He plans to recruit his friend Tony, a former Jet, but others doubt Tony’s loyalty. Riff convinces them (“Jet Song”) that Tony is a “Jet all the way.” Tony, now working responsibly at Doc’s drugstore, turns down the invitation. Riff persists, and Tony finally agrees to attend the dance. Tony optimistically feels an exciting change is headed his way (“Something’s Coming”).

Bernardo’s young sister, Maria, has just arrived from Puerto Rico for an arranged marriage to her brother’s friend Chino. She works in a bridal shop with Anita, Bernardo’s girlfriend. Maria tells Anita she’s not in love with Chino.

At the dance (which corresponds to Romeo and Juliet’s masked ball), gang members participate in a spirited, choreographed competition (“Dance at the Gym”). Just as Romeo and Juliet experienced love at first sight, Tony and Maria meet on the dance floor and quickly fall in love. Bernardo senses this and sends Maria home. Riff and Bernardo agree to negotiate the rumble at Doc’s drugstore.

Tony, enraptured, finds Maria’s apartment building and sings (“Maria”) outside her bedroom. On her fire escape (instead of Juliet’s balcony), the young lovers confess their feelings for one another (“Tonight”). Elsewhere, Anita and other Shark girlfriends debate the virtues and shortcomings of Puerto Rico and “America.”

As the Jets wait at Doc’s, Riff urges them to be “Cool.” When the Sharks arrive, Tony convinces the leaders to have “a fair fight”—fists only. Bernardo hopes to fight Tony, but settles for Riff’s No. 2, Diesel. Tony tells Doc he’s in love with Maria and believes nothing can go wrong.

The next day, Maria happily anticipates seeing Tony again until Anita tells her about the rumble. When Tony shows up at the dress shop, Maria convinces him to stop the fight. They imagine their wedding (“One Hand, One Heart”). Tony, Maria, Anita, Bernardo and the Sharks, and Riff and the Jets separately and excitedly anticipate the future (“Tonight Quintet”).

The gangs meet beneath a highway overpass where Bernardo and Diesel begin to fight. Tony tries to intercede. Bernardo ridicules him and becomes infuriated when Tony says he and Maria are in love. Riff steps in when Bernardo attacks Tony. They draw switchblades and fight (“The Rumble”). Tony tries to separate them, unwittingly enabling Bernardo to fatally stab Riff. In a fit of rage, Tony kills Bernardo and an all-out battle ensues. As police approach, everyone scatters except Tony, shocked at the tragic outcome. Anybodys, a tomboy who yearns to be a Jet, urges Tony to flee. Riff’s and Bernardo’s bodies are all that remain.

Act 2

Maria believes Tony has stopped the rumble and daydreams with her friends (“I Feel Pretty”). Later Chino tells Maria that Tony has killed Bernardo. She retreats to her bedroom, hoping against hope Chino has lied to her. Tony arrives and Maria greets him with rage, but dissolves in tears since she still loves him. They make plans to go to a place that’s free from prejudice (“Somewhere”).

Elsewhere, two Jets brag about their escape from an inept cop when the gang reassembles. They jeer about the officer and other adults who don’t understand them (“Gee, Officer Krupke”). Anybodys tells the Jets that Chino is hunting for Tony.

A grieving Anita arrives at Maria’s apartment. Tony flees after he and Maria discuss meeting later at Doc’s. Seeing Tony depart, Anita angrily berates Maria (“A Boy Like That”) but relents when Maria professes her depth of feeling (“I Have a Love”). She tells Maria that Chino is ready to gun down Tony. When police arrive to question Maria, she asks Anita to go to Doc’s to tell Tony to wait for her. The Jets, hanging out at the drugstore, brutally harass her with racist slurs and threatened rape. Doc stops them, and the frightened and humiliated Anita spitefully tells the Jets that Chino has shot and killed Maria.

Doc tells Tony that Maria is dead. Tony numbly acts on a death wish, seeking out Chino. At the very moment he sees Maria alive, Tony is shot by Chino. Shocked gang members and adults slowly gather while Maria cradles a dying Tony in her arms. More fighting seems about to break out, but Maria picks up Chino’s weapon and asserts that they all killed Tony. “Now I can kill, too, because now I have hate!” she exclaims, but she cannot pull the trigger. Instead she drops the weapon and weeps. Slowly, members of both gangs surround Tony’s body. As they carry his body away, the feud seems to be over. Brokenhearted Maria trails the procession.

Source and Book

In 1949, actor Montgomery Clift, a friend of Robbins, was asked to play Romeo in an acting class. “He said to me, ‘This part seems very passive. Would you tell me what you think I should do with it?’” Robbins recalled. “So I asked myself, ‘If I were to play this, how would I make it come to life?’” His idea was to update the love story in contemporary terms. He quickly became enthusiastic and wrote an outline that he shared with composer Leonard Bernstein as a potential collaborator.8

Bernstein subsequently chronicled their conversation: “Jerry R. called today with a noble idea: a modern version of Romeo and Juliet set in the slums at the coincidence of Easter and Passover celebrations. Feelings run high between Jews and Catholics. Former: Capulets; latter: Montagues. Juliet is Jewish. Friar Lawrence is a neighborhood druggist. Street brawls, double death—it all fits. But it’s all much less important than the bigger idea of making a musical that tells a tragic story in musical comedy terms, using only musical-comedy techniques, never falling into the ‘operatic’ trap. Can it succeed? It hasn’t yet in our country. I’m excited. If it can work—it’s the first. Jerry suggests Arthur Laurents for the book. I don’t know him, but I do know Home of the Brave, at which I cried like a baby. He sounds just right.”9

When Laurents first met Bernstein in 1949, he was concerned about whether the show would be operatic, which did not interest him. Bernstein and Robbins reassured him it would be musical theater. But the project, initially titled East Side Story, stalled for several years because of prior commitments, as well as Laurents’s doubts as to whether the Jewish–Catholic conflict was sustainable.

In 1955, Laurents and Bernstein were relaxing at the Beverly Hills Hotel’s swimming pool. (The composer was in Hollywood to score the movie On the Waterfront; Laurents’s play, The Time of the Cuckoo, was being turned into David Lean’s film Summertime.) Bernstein remembered, “We were sitting there reminiscing and ruefully saying what a shame that that wonderful idea never worked out.”10 Then Bernstein noticed a newspaper headline about fights between Mexican and American gangs. “Arthur and I looked at one another,” Bernstein recalled, “and all I can say is that there are moments which are right for certain things and that moment seemed to have come.”11

Back in New York they conferred with Robbins, who was “wildly excited because here was suddenly the living, breathing reincarnation of the Romeo story, and it was topical.”12 Before long they all accepted Laurents’s contention that the East Side concept was a bad idea and set to work on the show, which they playfully called Gang Way!

Creative Team

Bernstein soon recognized that the show’s dance component would require him to compose more music than he originally expected, so he abandoned his plan to serve as lyricist.13 He first approached Betty Comden and Adolph Green, who had written lyrics for his 1949 show On the Town, but they were engaged in a Hollywood film project.

Sondheim and Laurents crossed paths at an opening night party in 1955. Laurents casually mentioned his involvement with a musical of Romeo and Juliet with Bernstein. “Who’s doing the lyrics?” Sondheim asked. Laurents suddenly recalled an audition by Sondheim about six months earlier showcasing Saturday Night. “I didn’t like your music, but I did like your lyrics a lot,”14 the frank Laurents told him.

In short order, Laurents arranged for Sondheim to play for Bernstein, who said, “I went wild. I thought he was a real, honest-to-God talent. The music wasn’t terribly distinguished—it sounded like anybody’s music—but the lyrics didn’t sound like anybody’s lyrics by any means.”15 The role to be filled was that of “co-lyricist,” and Sondheim was hesitant. Although just 25, he was eager to begin composing his own shows. He also detected that Bernstein’s desire for “poetic” lyrics diverged significantly from his own inclinations.

Sondheim told his agent Flora Roberts, “I’ve never been that poor, and I’ve never even known a Puerto Rican.”16 He expressed his disinterest to Oscar Hammerstein, but his mentor convinced him not to pass up such an opportunity. “It was he who persuaded me,” Sondheim recalled, “that if I was offered the job, I should leap at it. The show had an interesting idea, he said, and here was a chance to work with three of the most gifted and experienced men in music and theater; my desire to compose could be satisfied at any time. When Lenny phoned a week later and invited me to join the crew, I duly leapt.”17

Collaborating with Bernstein on lyrics was a challenge for Sondheim. He said, “To begin with, not only was I for the first time writing lyrics to someone else’s music, the someone was a legend, verging on myth.”18 But Sondheim knew he was learning: “The collaboration with Lenny was never for a moment less than exhilarating; it was frustrating only because we had two different approaches to the same goal.”19

The young Sondheim often needed to adjust. “Lenny would sketch out something that was purple prose, not poetry,” he recalled in a 2017 interview. “It screamed: ‘Look at me! I’m being poetic!’ I’d learned from Oscar Hammerstein … that the whole point is to underwrite not overwrite because music is so rich an art itself.”20 In a discussion of Tony’s song “Something’s Coming,” Sondheim admits that some of the images “may seem ‘poetic’ in the way I deplore, but I would claim that they are the expression of an inarticulate, excited young man. They are not measured, they are not ‘written.’”21

Nevertheless, Sondheim occasionally fell into the trap himself, especially with “I Feel Pretty.” After writing lyrics for that song—elegant lines such as “It’s alarming how charming I feel”—a conversation with another lyricist, Sheldon Harnick, confirmed Sondheim’s conviction that they would not be spoken by a simple, innocent young immigrant. Such word choices “drew attention to the lyric writer rather than the character.” He offered to make changes, but his collaborators “liked it the way it was. And is. I have blushed ever since.”22 As 1956 turned to 1957, Sondheim became increasingly confident about asserting his opinions as he worked with Bernstein. The composer accepted his lyrics for “A Boy Like That” and “set it exactly the way it was handed to him.”23

For his part, Bernstein appreciated working with Sondheim: “He became part of the team and the contribution he made was just enormous. It far exceeded even my expectations. What made him so valuable was that he was also a composer, and I could explain musical problems to him and he’d understand immediately, which made the collaboration a joy. It was like writing with an alter ego. We also found we shared a love for words and word games and puzzles, to say nothing of anagrams. In fact, I think we spent more time doing puzzles than we did writing lyrics for West Side Story.”24

For years Sondheim had done the crosswords in The Listener, the BBC’s journal of arts and ideas, which was reputed to have the toughest puzzle in the English language. “The Listener was published Wednesday and would reach the U.S. on Thursday,” he recalled. “I’d grab a copy on my way to work on West Side Story, and I got Leonard Bernstein hooked. Thursday afternoons no work got done on West Side Story. We were doing the puzzle.”25

Bernstein eventually gave Sondheim full credit in the billing and on the vocal score as the show’s lyricist. Sondheim’s agent said, “What Lenny did is fairly unheard of in the theater. Too many people get credit for things they don’t do, much less remove their names.”26 Sondheim was so pleased with this gesture that he declined Bernstein’s offer to share his own royalties. (He eventually did very well, especially once the movie of West Side Story became a hit.)

Critic Ethan Mordden calls West Side Story “the first Gesamtkunstwerk among musicals.” The term, coined by composer Richard Wagner, means roughly “all the arts combined in a single organism.”27 In other words, the show was a masterful fusion of script, score, lyrics, dance, and full-scale scenic design. This mixture of genres was both novel and striking. Dance had never played such a vital role in a musical. The urban setting with characters constantly in motion inspired Bernstein to create a synthesis of a contemporary ballet score, a film score, and a stage musical. The metropolitan locales for his previous scores (On the Town, Fancy Free, and the movie On the Waterfront) provided an excellent background for symphonically blending these genres.

As the originator of the show’s concept, Robbins steadfastly made dance an equal component in conveying the tale of gangs, young love, and tragedy. Sondheim said the show is “about the blending of book, music, lyrics and, most important, dance into the seamless telling of a story. … In Jerry’s hands, dance was an integral part of the creative collaboration, not just an occasional dividend.”28 In her book-length study of the show, Misha Berson writes, “Dance in West Side Story is not just for show. Dance is danger and braggadocio, sex and rebellion. It is love, and death, and life—furious, delicate, combustible, undeniable.”29 Robbins’s fierce choreography for West Side Story was unforgettable.

That being said, the brilliant director and choreographer ruled the production with an iron fist and a demeanor that Ethan Mordden called “notoriously sadistic.”30 Since he was both director and choreographer, Robbins demanded an unheard of eight weeks of rehearsal time to get the results he desired. According to producer Harold Prince, he was working “with a bunch of amateurs who had never played roles anywhere—just a bunch of kids who danced in shows. He would always call them in groups, ‘You’re the Jets,’ and ‘You’re the Sharks.’ He would put up articles about interracial street fighting all over the bulletin boards where he was rehearsing. He would encourage them not to eat lunch together but to stay in groups.”31 He prohibited them from mingling. “You hate each other,” he told them. “Don’t present it. Live it!”32

Robbins often bullied Sondheim (who was the youngest member of the creative team by a dozen years), but he was difficult with everyone, typically rejecting most suggestions out of hand that were not his own ideas. Sondheim referred to him as “a fortress of refusal” and “a taskmaster,” adding, “He’s the only genius I ever met, but he was demanding and easily offended. You came out scarred, but you came out with good work.”33

In particular Sondheim learned a valuable lesson from the stern, iconoclastic director. When Robbins heard “Maria” for the first time, he buttonholed Sondheim: “‘What’s Tony doing?’ A bit baffled, I replied, ‘He’s singing about this girl he just met.’ Jerry shook his head impatiently. ‘No, what’s he doing onstage?’ ‘Well, it’s sort of an internal monologue.’ ‘I know that, but what’s he doing?’ ‘Well, he’s on his way to her house and just singing about her. Maybe the sets are changing?’ ‘Okay, you stage it,’ he snapped.”34

Looking back, Sondheim observed, “What Jerry was telling me in his uniquely hostile way was that when you write a song for the theater, you should have the staging in mind. … Ever since that tense little conversation, I stage in my mind every song I write.”35

As a director, Robbins used innovative staging, made possible by Oliver Smith’s impressionistic scenic designs. Most musicals in that era used sets that required cumbersome mechanical transitions. West Side Story’s scenes flowed almost cinematically. Smaller sets for the alleys, Anita’s bridal shop, and Maria’s bedroom rolled onto the larger stage when needed, avoiding the interruptions that disrupted many productions. As a result, West Side Story had “a unique air of suspense and inevitability as it changed from event to event.”36

Sondheim had a congenial relationship with Laurents. Their easy back-and-forth facilitated the placement of songs and often provided language that Sondheim converted into lyrics. He admired Laurents’s book for the show—one of the shortest ever written—for “how spare it is, how much plot he covers in how brief a time—necessarily brief, because there is so much singing and dancing in the show.”37

Sondheim also praised Laurents’s development of a hybrid language for the Jets that avoided slang that could become quickly outdated, “a mixture of tough and naïve, of both invented and actual jargon: ‘Frackadatrack,’ ‘Frabbajabba’ and ‘Rigatigatum’ intertwined with jazz-inflected words like ‘cool’ and ‘daddy-o,’ alongside expressions of gang loyalty like ‘Womb to tomb—sperm to worm.’”38

Sondheim himself had to be creative with slang in the lyric for the satirical number, “Gee, Officer Krupke.” (The song’s melody came first, since it had originally been written for Bernstein’s Candide.) Placing it after the rumble and the deaths of Riff and Bernardo, it was intended as comic relief, making “the comedy more comic and the melodrama more melodramatic.” Sondheim had envisioned having “the opportunity of being the first lyricist to use a serious four-letter obscenity in a Broadway musical.” However, when the show’s producers “blanched visibly” at his original final words for the song—“Fuck you”—he was obliged to revise them to “Krup you.”39

Finding funding for the unconventional show was no easy task. Producer Roger Stevens set up one backers’ audition that “failed to raise a single cent.”40 He then teamed with Cheryl Crawford, another veteran, who had produced musicals including Brigadoon (1947) and Paint Your Wagon (1951), as well as plays including Tennessee Williams’s The Rose Tattoo (1951). But she got cold feet and bowed out just a few weeks before rehearsals were to begin.41

In another fortuitous conversation, Sondheim told Prince that this had happened, and Prince—as Sondheim’s friend and confidante, he had heard much of the music and was enthusiastic about the show—expressed willingness to step in with Griffith in an “arrangement” with Stevens. As Prince tells it, “We flew into New York, had a marvelous meeting with them. Sondheim and Bernstein played the score, and soon I was singing along with them. Bernstein would look up and say, ‘My God, he’s so musical! A musical producer.’ I simply grinned, stopped singing temporarily, forgot again, and got complimented again.”42

The show’s title was not firmly settled until just a few weeks before its Washington tryout. The team went back and forth between Gang Way! and West Side Story, finally choosing the latter in mid-July 1957.

Cast and Characters

The show was cast mostly with dancers, but several key roles took more time to fill, especially Maria and Tony. Carol Lawrence had numerous auditions. She eventually asked for pages from the script to rehearse and permission to contact actor Larry Kert, who would audition with her. (Sondheim had seen him in a 1955 urban-gang musical at Tamiment, No More Mambo, and suggested he be considered.) Lawrence and Kert mapped out a plan, but Robbins sent Kert away from the audition stage and told Lawrence to hide. She climbed to an iron grate fifteen feet above the stage.

Kert was told to sing “Maria” and then find her. “He was scared to death,” Lawrence recalled. “He sang the whole song furtively looking around, never finding me.” He peered into the orchestra pit and said, “Maria,” when she finally stood up and called, “Tony!” At that point, “He … scaled this brick wall with his hands and feet. I reached over and pulled him in … and we sang the balcony scene.”43

Their performance worked. Bernstein told Lawrence, “That was the most mesmerizing audition I have ever seen.”44 Kert was notified the next day that he would be Tony; Lawrence finally won the role of Maria when she employed a Spanish accent that gave every line she read deeper feeling.

Chita Rivera had five auditions before she was chosen to play Anita, her first major supporting role after a string of principal dancer performances. Rehearsals were always demanding, she recalled. “Jerry Robbins only allowed me to do the taunting scene—in which Anita is tormented by the Jets—once a day because he wanted to keep it as fresh as possible.”45 Although Robbins tried to keep the Sharks and Jets apart, Rivera says, “I not only spoke to a Jet but I married one, Tony Mordente, and we had a Shark-Jet daughter.”46


Musical Numbers

Act 1


	Prologue—Danced by the Jets and the Sharks

	“Jet Song”—Riff and the Jets

	“Something’s Coming”—Tony

	The Dance at the Gym—The Jets and the Sharks

	“Maria”—Tony

	“Tonight”—Tony and Maria

	“America”—Anita, Rosalia, and the Shark Girls

	“Cool”—Riff and the Jets

	“One Hand, One Heart”—Tony and Maria

	“Tonight” (Quintet)—Company

	The Rumble—Riff, Bernardo, the Jets, and the Sharks



Act 2


	“I Feel Pretty”—Maria, Rosalia, Teresita, and Francisca

	“Somewhere” (Dream Ballet)—Danced by Company/Sung by Consuelo

	“Gee, Officer Krupke”—Action, Snowboy, and the Jets

	“A Boy Like That”—Anita and Maria

	“I Have a Love”—Anita and Maria

	Finale—Company





Score

Bernstein envisioned a score that was “Poetic with a capital P.” Sondheim disagreed. “That’s my idea of wrong. It was a self-consciousness. He was so concerned that the work be a Great Work—with a capital G, capital W—and he thought that was the way to get it.”47 That wasn’t Sondheim’s way, and several of West Side Story’s songs reflected his efforts toward more measured, naturalistic language.


“The Jet Song.” The number ends with a brag by the Jets to dominate every other “buggin’” gang in the neighborhood.48 The use of profanity was definitely a choice not to be made in 1957, although “F-bombs” are commonly heard in musicals and plays in the twenty-first century. Despite Sondheim’s and Laurents’s invented words, however, most audiences surely recognized what was not being said.

“Something’s Coming.” Tony’s driving solo in anticipation of an exciting turn of events was the final number created for the show, assembled just twelve days before the Washington, DC, tryout began. Sondheim’s lyrics, inspired by a long speech that Laurents wrote for Tony, perfectly matched Bernstein’s ardent melody. Sondheim cited this number and “The Jet Song” as favorites because they didn’t sound like the output of a self-conscious writer.

“Maria.” Bernstein had a draft lyric for this number, but he confessed that it didn’t work. Sondheim said the challenge was to write a song for a couple who barely know each other. He suggested that one line (“Say it soft and it’s almost like praying”49) “contributed a kind of overall wetness to the lyric—a wetness, I regret to say, which persists throughout all the romantic lyrics in the show, but which appealed to my collaborators and which may very well have contributed to the score’s popularity.”50 Years later, pop song writer Paul Simon called the number “a perfect love song.”51

“America.” The number’s Latin vivacity was something Bernstein loved; in fact, he had written the melody earlier for an unproduced ballet, Conch Town. Initially it was envisioned as a debate between Anita and Bernardo, but Robbins insisted on having a number specifically for the Sharks’ women, so Rosalia became the proponent of life in Puerto Rico, with Anita pouring cold water on it. (In the 1959 movie, the earlier idea was restored: Anita declared affection for the island, while Bernardo challenged her, a change that Sondheim found sharper.) The number onstage, with orchestration featuring marimbas, bongos, castanets, foot stomps, and clapping was an audience favorite.

“Tonight.” Preceding the rumble, this Quintet—Tony, Maria, Anita, Bernardo and the Sharks, Riff and the Jets—cranks up the emotion for the inevitable conflict. Berson called this song “a call to arms, a prayer, an erotic promise.”52 With counterpointed lyrics and varied meters it resembles operatic passages by Mozart or Verdi, but it’s much jazzier. It’s also underlaid with a sense of impending doom: All these forces cannot coexist.



Reviews and Reactions

Sondheim told his biographer the show “got excellent critical press and people left in droves.” He thought that was because in the 1950s “people did not go to musicals expecting experimental work. They went for an evening’s diversion, and when a musical did not meet those expectations, audiences felt cheated.”53

West Side Story was not an instant hit, and while Robbins’s choreography and direction, Bernstein’s music, and Laurents’s writing were typically mentioned, the initial reviews did not single out Sondheim’s lyrics. For the New York Times, Brooks Atkinson wrote, “Gang warfare is the material of West Side Story, which opened at the Winter Garden last evening, and very little of the hideousness has been left out. But the author, composer, and ballet designer are creative artists. Pooling imagination and virtuosity, they have written a profoundly moving show that is as ugly as the city jungles and also pathetic, tender, and forgiving.”54

Writing for The Nation Harold Clurman observed, “The reason for the show’s immediate success is that it is not only a highly expert production … it may legitimately claim some originality in its domain. For though a ‘musical,’ it is not a musical comedy and though it is almost more ballet than play and in some of the duets and ‘choral’ writing approaches the operatic, it remains close enough to the conventional musical comedy form.” Clurman expressed significant distaste for the material and the presentation and expressed his opinion that “Sondheim’s lyrics … seemed to me less apt than the other contributions.”55

Henry Hewes in the Saturday Review wrote, “… if the show fails rather badly when it tries to show a non-prejudicial utopia ‘somewhere’ it leaves a telling reminder for us at the final curtain, when we see the two gangs temporarily allied against the law enforcement officers.”56 An unsigned commentary in Time magazine suggested, “The near success of West Side Story certainly derives from the dancing. … [The] romance almost everywhere falls short of the gang warfare.”57

In his New York Herald Tribune review, Walter Kerr clearly didn’t like the show: “Mr. Bernstein has permitted himself a few moments of graceful, lingering melody. … But for the most part he has served the needs of the onstage threshing-machine. … The show is, in general, not well sung. It is rushingly acted. … And it, apart from the spine-tingling dances, is almost never emotionally affecting.”58

But John Chapman, writing for the New York Daily News, suggested that “the American theatre took a venturesome forward step when the firm of Griffith & Prince presented ‘West Side Story’ at the Winter Garden last evening. This is a bold new kind of musical theatre—a juke-box Manhattan opera. It is, to me, extraordinarily exciting. In it, the various fine skills of show business are put to new tests, and as a result a different kind of musical has emerged.”59

West Side Story received scant recognition from the 1957 Tony Awards relative to its subsequent fame and appreciation. Although it was nominated for Best Musical, that award went to Meredith Willson’s The Music Man. The only nominated performer was Carol Lawrence as Maria (for Actress in a Featured Role in a Musical).

Other Significant Productions


Pre-Broadway Tryout, 1957. National Theatre in Washington, DC (opening August 19, 1957), then moving to Philadelphia’s Erlanger Theatre on September 10, just two weeks prior to its Broadway opening.

Original London Production, 1958. Her Majesty’s Theatre (December 12, 1958–June 10, 1961, 1,040 performances). Directed and choreographed by Jerome Robbins, the production featured several of the original Broadway cast including Chita Rivera, Tony Mordente, and Ken Le Roy. George Chakiris, who went on to play Bernardo in the 1961 film, played Riff.

Broadway Revival, 1965. The City Center production (a limited engagement, April 8—May 3, 1964, 31 performances) was staged by Gerald Freedman, using Robbins’s choreography, remounted by Tom Abbott and Peter Gennaro.

Broadway Revival, 1968. Lee Theodore directed the production at the New York State Theatre, Lincoln Center (June 24—September 7, 1968, 89 performances). Kurt Peterson played Tony, and Victoria Mallory was Maria.

Broadway Revival, 1980. Minskoff Theatre (February 7–November 30, 1980), staged by Jerome Robbins; pre-Broadway tryout at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. The cast included Debbie Allen as Anita.

Broadway Revival, 2009. At age 91, the show’s original bookwriter Arthur Laurents staged the revival at the Palace Theatre (March 19, 2009–January 2, 2011, 748 performances). The production initially featured Spanish translations of the Sharks’ songs by Lin-Manuel Miranda; these were dropped in August 2009. It received four 2009 Tony Award nominations: Best Revival of a Musical, Best Actress in a Musical (Josefina Scaglione as Maria); Best Lighting Design of a Musical (Howard Binkley); Karen Olivo as Anita won the Best Actress in a Musical Award for 2009. It received two Drama Desk Awards, one for Outstanding Revival of a Musical and one for Olivo for Outstanding Featured Actress in a Musical. Scaglione received a 2009 Theatre World Award for her performance as Maria.



Film

West Side Story’s enduring reputation certainly resulted from the extraordinarily popular cinematic rendition of the show, released on October 18, 1961 by Mirisch Pictures, in association with Seven Arts Productions, distributed by United Artists. Director Robert Wise was also its producer; his codirector was Jerome Robbins, who also was the film’s choreographer (until he was fired). Ernest Lehman wrote the screenplay. The film score was conducted by Johnny Green, and the overall production was designed by Boris Leven.

The movie was aggressively publicized by an expensive advertising campaign. Sondheim suggested that the theatrical production “was not one that people wanted to see. It was a big hit with theater people but not with audiences. Four years later the movie came out and it became a smash. In those four years, take note that there were exactly two singles from the score because everyone said that it’s such a shame you can’t hum the music. Well, of course, when the movie company put hundreds of thousands of dollars into pushing the film, and when disc jockeys began playing the songs—in other words, as soon as everyone got a chance to hear the songs a few times—they suddenly discovered that they were hummable and all of a sudden, we had all those standards from the show.”60

Many songs indeed became cherished standards, including “Maria,” “Tonight,” “I Feel Pretty,” and “Somewhere.” The film’s soundtrack, with expanded orchestrations employing roughly thirty musicians, became a best-selling LP following its release in October 1961, spending fifty-four weeks at No. 1 on Billboard’s album charts, the longest run at this ranking of any album in history. In 1962, it won a Grammy for Best Soundtrack Album—Original Cast. It was the bestselling album of the 1960s, certified three times platinum by the RIAA.

The movie actors chosen to play West Side Story’s three large roles—Natalie Wood for Maria, Richard Beymer for Tony, and Rita Moreno for Anita—were not strong singers. More accomplished voices were recruited, recorded, and dubbed in for the film and the soundtrack. Jim Bryant, a musician whose singing timbre matched the actor’s spoken sound, covered Beymer; Betty Wand did a few of Moreno’s songs.

The most challenging dubbing happened with Wood’s role by Marni Nixon, who had performed a similar task for Deborah Kerr’s performance in the movie of The King and I (1956). For West Side Story, she was employed with no contract on a day-to-day basis to handle the high or sustained notes beyond Wood’s ability. To avoid animosity between the star and the singer, Wood’s vocal performance was praised during filming while Nixon was quietly told she would do the soundtrack. When filming was completed, Wood was informed that Nixon’s voice would be used. She was understandably angered.

Nixon had to compensate for many of Wood’s musical shortcomings, especially in complicated close-up shots. At the very end of the movie, Nixon’s voice is the one heard warning, “Don’t you touch him! Te adoro, Anton.” Nixon eventually sought a cut of the movie-album royalties, but the producers refused. Bernstein broke the legal stalemate when he offered a percentage of his own income. He was grateful to Nixon, who had performed with him for New York Philharmonic concerts.

The cinematic West Side Story was nominated for eleven Academy Awards in 1961 and received ten, a record for movie musicals that still stands. It was the year’s Best Picture, and Robert Wise shared the Best Director award with Jerome Robbins, who also received a special Academy Award for Brilliant Achievements in the Art of Choreography on Film. Other winners were George Chakiris as Bernardo (Supporting Actor) and Rita Moreno as Anita (Supporting Actress). Other awards were for Color Cinematography (Daniel L. Fapp), Color Art Direction and Sets (Boris Leven and Victor A. Gangelin), Sound (Todd A-O), Scoring of a Musical (Saul Chaplin, Sid Ramin, Johnny Green, Irwin Kostal), Editing (Thomas Stanford), and Costumes (Irene Sharaff). Lehman’s screenplay was nominated for Best Writing (Adapted Screenplay) but did not win.

A testament to West Side Story’s resounding popularity is the film’s position at No. 2 on the American Film Institute’s (AFI) list of Greatest Movie Musicals. (It’s topped only by Singin’ in the Rain.) It’s also included on AFI’s list of the 100 best American movies; it ranked at No. 41 on the 1998 list and No. 51 when the list was voted again in 2007.

Additionally, three songs from West Side Story were included in AFI’s list of “100 Years … 100 Songs”: “Somewhere” (No. 20), “America” (No. 35), and “Tonight” (No. 59). Only two other movies (Singin’ in the Rain and The Sound of Music) have three songs on this list.

The film’s DVD was released in 1998 by MGM/United Artists and updated in 2003 using a special widescreen format. Its features include “West Side Memories,” a one-hour retrospective documentary containing Natalie Wood’s original vocal recordings and interviews with the cast and crew, including Robert Wise and Stephen Sondheim.

Recordings


Original Broadway Cast, year. The cast came together on September 29, 1957, at Columbia’s 30th Street Studio in New York City for the show’s recording (Columbia OS 2001, subsequently on CD, Columbia CK 64419). Goddard Lieberson produced it for Columbia, with associate producer Jay David Saks. Max Goberman conducted. All the original cast, of course—Carol Lawrence as Maria, Larry Kert as Tony, Chita Rivera as Anita, Mickey Calin (later Michael Callan) as Riff, and Ken Le Roy as Bernardo—are on this recording. While some of the material from the “Dance at the Gym” was not included, at fifty-seven minutes, this was one of the longest cast recordings of its time. It was also an early stereo recording.

Film Soundtrack. Issued in 1961, this recording (Columbia OS 2070; subsequently on CD, Sony Broadway SK 48211) used most of the original theater orchestrations by Bernstein, Sid Ramin, and Irwin Kostal; they were performed by a much larger ensemble conducted by Johnny Green. The movie’s stars did not have the vocal chops, so Marni Nixon’s voice replaced Natalie Wood’s for Maria’s songs; Jim Bryant performed Tony’s numbers for Richard Beymer; and Betty Wand sang much of Anita’s role for Rita Moreno. Russ Tamblyn sang most of his songs as Riff, but he was dubbed by another cast member, Tucker Smith, for the “Jet Song.” An expanded CD of the original LP issue contains additional material, including “Mambo” from the “Dance at the Gym.”

New York Philharmonic, 1984. Leonard Bernstein conducted this seventy-five-minute studio recording in September 1984 for Deutsche Grammophon, which released it in 1985 (415 243). All the major roles were cast with excellent opera singers who were largely unsuited for their parts. Tenor José Carreras sang Tony with a thick Hispanic accent; mezzo-soprano Tatiana Troyanos was nearly 50, too old to play a believable Anita; and baritone Kurt Ollman had a voice too mature for Riff. Kiri Te Kanawa sang Maria, but her well trained soprano was much too disciplined for a naïve Puerto Rican girl. Marilyn Horne contributed a pleasing rendition of “Somewhere,” but that was not enough to redeem the recording. Despite its shortcomings, the recording won the 1985 Grammy Award for Best Cast Show Album.

San Francisco Symphony, 2013. A 2013 concert production, conducted by Michael Tilson Thomas and using Bernstein’s charts, this recording (released in 2014 on the Symphony’s own label) used “singing actors.” Broadway veteran Cheyenne Jackson was Tony, Alexandra Silber was Maria, and Jessica Vosk played a powerfully sung Anita. The recording, made and released by the San Francisco Symphony, is nearly 80 minutes long.

Broadway Revival, 2009. Produced by Sony Masterworks (752391), this sixty-five-minute recording won the 2010 Grammy Award as Best Musical Show Album. Conducted by Patrick Vaccariello, the recording preserves the concept of the Sharks’ musical sequences performed in Spanish, as translated by Lin-Manuel Miranda. The cast included Broadway veteran Matt Cavenaugh (Tony), Argentinean actress Josefina Scaglione (Maria), Best Supporting Actress in a Musical Tony Award winner Karen Olivo (Anita), Cody Green (Riff), and George Akram (Bernardo). Recorded at New York City’s Clinton Recording Studios, April 5–6, 2009.
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WHEELER, HUGH (1912–1987)
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Book writer Hugh Wheeler.
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Born on March 19, 1912 in Hampstead, North London, England, Hugh Wheeler emigrated to the United States in 1934, became a naturalized citizen in 1942, and lived there for the remainder of his life. He died on July 26, 1987, in Monterey, Massachusetts.

Wheeler began his career as a novelist, particularly writing detective novels. Later in his career he had success as a the bookwriter for several musicals including Sondheim’s A Little Night Music (1973) and Sweeney Todd, The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1979).

Most of his thirty novels were published using pseudonyms: Patrick Quentin, Q Patrick, and Jonathan Stagge. (His 1961 collection, The Ordeal of Mrs. Snow, was given a Special Edgar Award in 1963 by the Mystery Writers of America.) Four of his novels were made into films: Black Widow (1952, starring Van Heflin, Ginger Rogers, and George Raft), The Man with Two Wives (1955), Man in the Net (1956), and The Green-Eyed Monster (1960).

In the 1960s Wheeler branched out into playwriting with three theatrical works: Big Fish, Little Fish (1961, starring Jason Robards and Hume Cronyn); Look, We’ve Come Through (1961); and We Have Always Lived in the Castle (1966, based on a Shirley Jackson novel).

He also wrote several screenplays, including one for Hal Prince’s 1970 film, Something for Everyone, which starred Angela Lansbury. Although credited merely as a “research assistant,” he took over and wrote the screenplay for Bob Fosse’s much-lauded film of Kander and Ebb’s Cabaret (1972).

Based on his connection with Prince, he joined the creative team for Sondheim’s A Little Night Music (1973) in part because of his fascination with its source, Ingmar Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night (1957). Sondheim’s initial vision for the show was for it to be a fantasy in which Madame Armfeldt shuffled her deck of cards on several occasions and magically changed the fates of the story’s hapless lovers. Wheeler considered this approach but was uncomfortable with it. He returned to Bergman’s original plot for the show’s Drama Desk and Tony Award–winning book.61 Prince’s cinematic version of Night Music (1977) featured a screenplay by Wheeler.

Prince, working with Leonard Bernstein, recruited Wheeler to craft a new book for the revised version of Candide (1974), which included some new lyrics by Sondheim. For that assignment, he returned to Voltaire’s 1759 text (rather than Lillian Hellman’s libretto for the show’s largely unsuccessful 1956 production). He changed the lead characters from madcap adults to wide-eyed teenagers, a revision that played well with audiences. His book was a key factor in turning Candide into one of the 1970s’ most popular shows; he won the 1974 Tony Award for Best Book of a Musical as well as the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Book of a Musical.

In 1976 Wheeler helped with Pacific Overtures when bookwriter John Weidman was struggling with a work that was more like a treatise than a drama. Wheeler wrote a new second act that gave more humanity to the characters, but that did not fit with director Harold Prince’s concept for the show. Prince told Wheeler, “This is not about people. This is a musical about the clash of two cultures, which means do not emphasize the human aspects of it.”62 Wheeler’s draft of the act was abandoned, but many of his ideas were implemented, resulting in a credit for “additional material.”

Wheeler’s strong opinions about storytelling did not prevent Prince and Sondheim from engaging him again in 1979 for Sweeney Todd. Sondheim initially planned to personally trim Christopher Bond’s 1973 script (the play that inspired Sondheim to create the musical), but he quickly recognized that such writing was not his forte and the evolving book would have been much too long. Wheeler was engaged to reduce the material to a manageable length.

Wheeler thought Bond’s version of Sweeney’s story was better than others he knew, “but from my point of view, even his version was that absolutely unreal, old melodrama where you boo the villain. … We wanted to make it nearly as we could into a sort of tragedy. I wrote it as a play, but I encouraged Steve to cannibalize it and make it nearly all music. The hardest thing of all was to take these two really disgusting people and write them in such a way that the audience can rather love them. And I think people did love Mrs. Lovett—yet she doesn’t have a single redeeming feature.”63 Wheeler’s writing earned him his third Tony Award for the Best Book of a Musical and another Drama Desk recognition for his writing.

In 1979, the same year that Sweeney Todd was produced, Wheeler wrote a new libretto in English for Mozart’s 1786 opera Impresario, presented in 1980, during the first summer opera season at Washington, DC’s Kennedy Center. Wheeler also translated Kurt Weill and Georg Kaiser’s Der Silbersee into English (retitled Silverlake) for a 1980 New York City Opera directed by Prince.64

Wheeler wrote the book for composer John Barry’s The Little Prince and the Aviator (which had Broadway previews but never officially opened in 1981). Just before his death in 1987, Wheeler completed a draft of the book for a stage version of Meet Me in St. Louis (based on the 1949 MGM musical) with music by Ralph Blane and Hugh Martin. It was produced in 1989–1990, and Wheeler’s book was nominated for a 1990 Tony Award.

Wheeler’s death at 75 was the result of lung and heart failure.
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WISE, ROBERT (1914–2005)

Academy Award–winning film director, producer, and editor Robert Earl Wise was born in Winchester, Indiana, on September 10, 1914. His father Earl was a meat packer; his mother Olive was a housewife. They settled in Connersville, Indiana, where Wise went to public school and enjoyed movies. At Connersville High he wrote humor and sports columns for the school newspaper, worked on the yearbook, and was a member of the poetry club. He went to Franklin College, a small school in Indiana, to study journalism. After a year, his family’s financial circumstances during the Depression made it impossible for him to return.

Wise moved to California in 1933 to join his brother David, who had a job in Hollywood as an accountant at RKO Pictures. Through his brother’s connections, Wise was hired as a messenger in the editing department. Before long, he began a career as a sound and music editor. He handled the sound editing for a pair of Fred Astaire films, The Gay Divorcee (1934) and Top Hat (1935). He had a reputation as a dependable, hard worker. His first film was a ten-minute short subject, A Trip through Fijiland (1935), made using miscellaneous footage from an abandoned RKO film. After being mentored by a veteran film editor, his first solo film editing came in 1939, on Bachelor Mother and My Favorite Wife.

Orson Welles used Wise to edit Citizen Kane (1941); he received an Academy Award nomination for his work. He also edited Welles’s next RKO film, The Magnificent Ambersons (1942). At the studio’s insistence, Wise recut and shortened the film, actions that Welles denounced and ended their relationship.

By 1944 Wise was directing, starting with a last-minute assignment to handle an RKO horror film, The Curse of the Cat People. In 1945 he was in charge of filming The Body Snatcher, featuring Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi. Wise moved beyond horror pictures in the 1950s to direct science fiction (The Day the Earth Stood Still, 1951, with a score by one of Sondheim’s favorite film composers, Bernard Herrmann), dramas (Executive Suite, 1954), an epic (Helen of Troy, 1955), Westerns (Tribute to a Bad Man, 1956), and war stories (Run Silent, Run Deep, 1958). His harshly realistic biography of convicted killer Barbara Graham, I Want to Live! (1958), rooted in Wise’s opposition to capital punishment, led to his first Academy Award nomination as a director.

In 1961, Wise directed the cinematic adaptation of West Side Story, teaming with Jerome Robbins, the original Broadway production’s director and choreographer. While most of the filming happened on Hollywood sound stages, it was Wise’s decision to shoot the opening prologue on location in Manhattan. Filming did not go smoothly at first, and the abrasive Robbins was eventually fired because he spent too much time on the choreographed sequences.

The meticulous Wise completed the shooting himself, perhaps half of the final movie. Even so, he and Robbins became the first twosome to share an Academy Award for directing. The movie won ten of its eleven 1961 Oscar nominations. It was a box office hit, declared by many critics as a masterpiece, although there were naysayers, especially Pauline Kael in the New Yorker (who asked, “How can so many critics have fallen for this frenzied hokum?”). The American Film Institute ranked West Side Story as one of the two best movie musicals ever made, second only to Singin’ in the Rain.

The 1960s were busy years for Wise. He directed another film adaptation of a Broadway show, Two for the Seesaw (1962), and The Haunting (1963), a psychological thriller. In 1965 he produced and directed the screen adaptation of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music, starring Julie Andrews as Maria. Wise won a pair of 1965 Academy Awards: one for Best Director and another for Best Picture. The Sound of Music became one of the highest-grossing films of all time.

Later in the decade Wise directed the antiwar film The Sand Pebbles, an Academy Award nominee for best picture in 1966. Subsequent films included The Andromeda Strain (1971) and Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979), the first movie based on the television series. (Wise’s second wife Millicent was a fan of the TV show.)

In the 1970s and ’80s Wise, a lifelong liberal, was active in charitable organizations, including the American Civil Liberties Union. He became a diligent leader in the film industry. He was president of the Directors Guild of America (1971–1975) and of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (1984–1987); he served on the board of the American Film Institute.

A star in his name was installed on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 1960. In addition to his Academy Awards for West Side Story and The Sound of Music, Wise received the Academy’s Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award (1966) for his work as a producer and the Directors Guild of America’s lifetime achievement award (1988). He was also honored by the American Film Institute, the Society of Motion Picture and Television Art Directors. He received a National Medal of the Arts from the National Endowment for the Arts in 1992.

Wise married actress Patricia Doyle in 1942; they had a long marriage, lasting until her death from cancer in 1975. Their son Robert became a cameraman. In 1977, Wise married Millicent Franklin. He died of a heart attack on September 14, 2005, four days after his ninety-first birthday.
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“YOU COULD DRIVE A PERSON CRAZY”
(Song From Company, 1970)

This was the final song Sondheim wrote for Company, his and George Furth’s musical about a commitment-phobic 35-year-old man. “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” was sung by Robert’s three frustrated girlfriends: Marta (Pamela Myers), Kathy (Donna McKechnie), and April (Susan Browning).

A number was imagined for the middle of the scene when Robert smokes marijuana with Jenny and David. Sondheim’s initial impulse was to have the song be from Bobby’s point of view. As he developed ideas,1 he wrote a sort of stream-of-consciousness subtext with a possible title, “LOOKING FOR OUTS,” and random thoughts such as “Am I guilty?” and “Maybe it’s her fault.” Those didn’t bear fruit, so he began to consider a different perspective.

In the scene, David questions Robert about why he isn’t married yet. As Robert tries to come up with his rationalizations, the girlfriends appear with a stand-up microphone and begin a number reminiscent of the close harmony of the Andrews Sisters, a popular singing group from the swing and boogie-woogie era of the 1940s. Almost half of Company’s songs can be described as coalescing in Robert’s head from snatches of remembered conversations, collected comments made to him that he compiles into mosaics on various topics. “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” is the combined mantra and complaint of Kathy, Marta, and April, three women whom Robert has dated.

Lyrics

Under an initial heading of “3 GIRLS” in Sondheim’s notes about lyrics, his ideas began to flow, sketching out an unflattering portrait of Robert. Thoughts included: “Elusive is attractive,” “Rage—there are few enough men around, he’s not a fag, what’s wrong?” and “What does he want? I’ll be it.” Sondheim even wrote, “Girls are whores till they’re married—then they can go back to being what they were.”

Before long he started to experiment with ideas that lightened the tone considerably: “An eel, a heel, a schlemiel.” New bits that presage the final song either closely or exactly began to appear: “What’s wrong”; “Bobby, you’re my hobby”; “Knock! Knock! Nobody home/Is anybody home in there?”

Then ideas began to spill forth. He made a few staging notes: “Microphone trio? Mmmm (warming up) mmm-mmm—/Robert distracted during speech/30s radio.” Soon he had two satisfying quatrains (which nevertheless were not the final versions):



You could drive a person crazy

You could drive a person mad

First you get a person crazy

When a person can be had

I could understand a person

If a person was an ug

Or the nothing type of person

That a person wants to slug



He drafted more ideas drawing on the “not a fag” phrase. It evolves from: “You’re not a drag—no, no, no/You’re not a fag—no, no, no” to: “You [I] could understand a person/If it’s not a person’s bag/You [I] could understand a person/If a person was a fag.” The series “no, no, no” might presage the “Doo-doo-doo-doo”s, which had not yet been conceived.

Since Company’s debut, there has been considerable debate and discussion regarding Bobby’s sexuality. Sondheim and Furth consistently asserted that, whatever others might read into the text, the character that they wrote is straight. In general, Sondheim resisted attempts to update the show. However, he did decide to revise one of his original lyrics: The number’s speculation about Bobby being a “fag” was changed to “gay” twenty years later.2 His footnote in Finishing the Hat explained, “In 1970, the word ‘fag’ was only faintly demeaning, perfectly appropriate for the girls’ annoyance without being offensive to the audience. By 1990, when the show was first revived on Broadway, it sounded not only offensive, but old-fashioned, so I changed it.”3

In 2018, Sondheim gave his permission for a London staging of Company by director Marianne Elliott in which the central character would become Bobbi, a female. The trio performing “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” was translated into a set of boyfriends—Andy, PJ, and Theo. The gender-switched production in 2019 was well received, a cast recording was made, and a Broadway transfer was anticipated. (The alternative production is available for licensing by theater companies.)

As Sondheim continued to craft the song’s original version, he generated words and phrases related to “person”: “impersonal,” “impersonate,” “personify,” “persona non grata,” “personification”—attracted by the inner rhyme of “But worse’n that/a person that.” He also came up with several exclamatory toppers: “Is a really crazy person/Himself,” “He’s a deeply maladjusted/Never-to-be-trusted,” and “Bobby is my hobby and I’m giving it up.”4 Sondheim fully grasped the tone by this time: His girlfriends are hurt and cantankerous, frustrated and vindictive.

More familiar phrasing emerged, including the “Knock, knock” release; replacement of a key word in “I’m using all my charms/A Martian’s in my arms” with the “A zombie’s in my arms”; and coining the phrase about a man “who likes to pull the hooks out of fish.”5 He had almost all the elements assembled when he came up with:



All that dear affection

What is wrong

Where’s the loose connection

How long, oh, Lord, how long?

Bobby baby Bobby bubi Bobby6



Part of the surprise of the song is the pleasant tension between its contemporary jargon and period style. Adding the “Doo-doo-doo-doo”s came late in the writing process, perhaps to give the song more air and playfulness, as well as a way to highlight the idea of an all-girl trio.

Music

Company was a rare Sondheim attempt at a musically contemporary score in 1969–1970. It’s not truly a rock score, but it includes some rock figures and treatments, and what Sondheim describes as “rock-oriented orchestration in terms of heavy beats and a certain amount of anger and ferocity.” However, the score features a lighter, more traditional musical comedy strain, exemplified by “You Could Drive a Person Crazy.”

The melody of the chorus is unusually straightforward for Sondheim, jaunty and playful with some artful turns of phrase. While the song is written in the key of F major, much of the melody and accompaniment leans toward G minor; it’s never clear until the very end that the song is in F. Sondheim’s goal seems to have been ever so slightly unsettling, echoing how Robert is feeling at the assault by his girlfriends.

Whether or not this jazzy, slightly swinging song is a pastiche (as were many numbers in Follies), there are aspects of “You Could Drive a Person Crazy” that suggest a piece from the 1920s or ’30s, particularly in its rhythms, especially the opening “Doo-doo-doo-doo”s with their syncopated downbeat. In his commentary on Company for the New York Times, Walter Kerr praised how the girlfriends “yodel their way splendidly, using ocarina notes I haven’t heard since the Duncan sisters left us.”7 (The Duncan sisters were vaudeville stars of the 1920s.) Several of the song’s melodic phrases and accompaniment figures feature accents and beats that echo the Charleston.

The structure of the song is fairly unusual in having a release of three distinct musical parts. The second part is the “Knock, knock” section, an immediately winning tune. The release ends with the driving “All that sweet affection” section, which concludes with the tongue-twisting series, “Bobby, baby, Bobby, bubi, Bobby.” It’s a daringly playful transition that invariably causes a smile.

At events seeking backers for Company, Sondheim performed musical numbers accompanying himself on the piano. A recording of one of those has a final chorus that differs markedly from the version ultimately used in the show. Sondheim set up the scene, saying Robert is “trying to explain to himself, as well as to [David and Jenny], why he isn’t married and how he intends to get married and what’s wrong with it and what’s right with it, and just making all the ridiculous rationales—he keeps getting distracted, because he sees these girls setting up a microphone, but of course it’s in his head.”8 Sondheim seems to have toyed with the idea of making the song increasingly nightmarish for Robert, as the frustrated girlfriends became scolding harpies.

He tried to achieve this by eliminating emotion from their voices and including notes that might appear to be musical errors: “As the song goes on, they do kind of close harmony things, and you’ll hear me play what sound like a lot of wrong notes in the second chorus. But I want them to harmonize as if they were perfect notes, all the wrong notes, so it’s all kind of crazy.” The idea was dropped during rehearsals when it came across onstage as self-conscious and out of left field.

Recordings

There are more than two dozen recordings of “You Could Drive a Person Crazy”—from cast recordings of Company, four from Side by Side by Sondheim, and several from tribute concerts. The crisp, bright original cast recording by Donna McKechnie, Pam Myers, and Susan Browning is the most definitive. In particular, all the detail and color of Jonathan Tunick’s orchestration stand out. The D. A. Pennebaker documentary on the recording of the original cast album includes almost two complete takes plus an amusing aside in which Sondheim coaches the clearly shiksa Pamela Myers on the correct pronunciation of “bubi.”

In John Doyle’s 2006 revival of Company, employing actor/singers who provided their own musical accompaniment, the number was augmented by Angel Desai (Marta), Kelly Jeanne Grant (Kathy), and Elizabeth Stanley (April) playing alto saxophones—especially for the “Doo-doo-doo-doo”s. Their performance was an audience pleaser, and it’s nicely represented on the cast recording (Nonesuch/PS Classics 106876, 2006).

A few men have recorded the song. For Putting It Together, Christopher Durang sang the entire song in the first person: “I could drive a person crazy.” Mandy Patinkin’s recording (Mandy Patinkin Sings Sondheim, Nonesuch 79690, 2002) is frantic, frenetic, and full of sound effects.

Barbara Cook’s rendition on Barbara Cook Sings Mostly Sondheim (DRG 91464, 2001) is slower and more thoughtful than most, rich with intent and intelligence. The only exclusively instrumental rendition is on Company in Jazz by the Trotter Trio (Varèse Sarabande VSD-5678, 1995), featuring an alto saxophone. Without the distractions of its wicked lyric, the song’s melody is more clearly revealed.
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