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For my agent, 
Martha Kaplan, 
who is always the voice of reason.

But I like her just the same.








He exploded our notions of what a musical could be or be about, and while the press and public came to cheer or sneer, he was already inventing the next one.

—ANGELA LANSBURY, IN 1993, ON THE OCCASION OF STEPHEN SONDHEIM RECEIVING HIS KENNEDY CENTER HONOR
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Though he was not particularly tall or imposing, Stephen Sondheim (circa 1976) nonetheless projected a tremendous presence, especially when he took his seat in a theatre.








TUNING UP

“I’m interested in the theatre because I’m interested in communication with audiences,” the Broadway composer-lyricist Stephen Sondheim said. “Otherwise, I would be in concert music. I’d be in another kind of profession. I love the theatre as much as music, and the whole idea of getting across to an audience and making them laugh, making them cry—just making them feel—is paramount to me.”

With a legacy of sixteen musical scores and lyrics to three more shows, Sondheim made audiences feel.

“I don’t think the theatre is about converting people to new ideas,” he said. “I think it’s about confirming ideas you have by dramatizing them and making them human.”

Who but Sondheim could express the conviction, complexity, and pain of a cannibalistic mass murderer as he did, meticulously, with Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street? Or dare even attempt to find humanity inside the lethal protagonists of the disquieting Assassins?

After his twin successes writing lyrics for the classics West Side Story and Gypsy while barely on the cusp of thirty, Sondheim, at forty, created Company, setting to music and words urban anxieties and the riddles of relationships. He followed with Follies, stitching together a frayed tapestry about love and desire, and then A Little Night Music, placing human foibles and foolish memories before audiences in three-quarter time. His Pacific Overtures told of the desecration of an empire; Merrily We Roll Along, the wounding effects of straying from one’s ambitions; Sunday in the Park with George, that it might be better to create your own world than occupy this one.

Did someone say iconoclastic?

That’s before taking into consideration the various pleasures and lessons to be gleaned from A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Anyone Can Whistle, Into the Woods, and the alternately titled Wise Guys, Bounce, and Road Show.

“Writers write what they want to see on a stage,” Sondheim said in 1994, as Passion, his chamber musical about obsession, was set to premiere on Broadway. The show, he said, “is about how the force of somebody’s feelings for you can crack you open, and how it is the life force in a deadened world.”

Taken collectively, Sondheim and his musicals changed the game, by redefining the genre, aligning life’s misfortunes to melody, and making the art of making art inclusive to outsiders.

And all in rhyme.

His body of work advanced both the soundtrack of people’s lives and the manner of the American musical—where traditional song-and-dance shows had not only shied away from issues but generally acted as a buffer against life’s inauspiciousness, which Sondheim’s works took as their focal point.

“If I consciously sat down to write something that would send people out of the theatre really happy,” Sondheim said, “I wouldn’t know how to do it.”

Unpredictability was his calling and his path. This was apparent from youth, which he spent as a protégé of Oscar Hammerstein II. “Write what you believe, and you’ll be ninety-nine percent ahead of the game,” Hammerstein told him. “As soon as he put it into those competitive terms,” said Sondheim, “I never used his kind of imagery again.”
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“Order out of chaos” was a recurrent theme of Sondheim’s. “That’s why I like crossword puzzles—order out of chaos,” he told NPR’s Terry Gross. “I think that’s what art’s about anyway. I think that’s why people make art.”





As history bore out, Sondheim’s nonconformity was worn as a badge of honor; witness his professional collaborations with Jerome Robbins, Leonard Bernstein, Hal Prince, James Lapine, and others.

“Modern literature is full of difficult, challenging artists who toiled in obscurity until the public caught up with them and made them famous,” contemporary literary critic Adam Kirsch observed. “Sondheim presents the much rarer case of an artist who started out at the heart of the establishment and moved away from it as his work became more ambitious and complex.”

Like a Shakespeare sonnet, a Sondheim lyric is knotty and dense, even if Sondheim shook off any suggestion that he was a poet. “A poem you can read at your own speed,” he would counter. “You can’t do that with a song. A song exists in time.”

Similarly, he shunned classifying Sweeney Todd as an opera, despite its being sung through: “Opera is designed to show off the human voice,” he said, “but Sweeney is about telling a story and telling it as swiftly as possible.”

Granted, upon first exposure, critics often did not know what to make of his work.

“I try not to read my reviews,” he said, “but there’s always some friend who’ll come along and, under the guise of trying to comfort you, let you know that you’ve been speared.”

The public wasn’t particularly certain of what to make of his shows, either, sometimes finding them esoteric or beyond their grasp.

“I’ve never thought for one minute: ‘Oh, this line, oh, this dissonance is going to turn this audience off. I’d better change it.’ Not once. That’s a fool’s game. To try to prejudge while you’re writing is a waste of time.”

Both critics and the public did catch up with him, however, mostly through later revivals, reimaginings, and revues.

In contrast to his leading lady, Desirée, in A Little Night Music, Sondheim did not risk losing his timing late in his career.

If anything, contrarian that he was, he did the opposite.
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Baby Boomers, whether they knew it or not, were first influenced by Sondheim with the Oscar-winning 1961 movie West Side Story, which spawned cover versions of “Tonight” by such chart-toppers as Johnny Mathis, Eddie Fisher, the Four Lads, Jackie Wilson, Bobby Rydell, and Andy Williams.
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On the patio of his New York City townhouse, in 1972, his working tools: a well-worn Clement Wood rhyming dictionary; Roget’s Thesaurus (1946 edition); yellow legal pads with a precise line count of thirty-two; a shot glass (with vodka, later wine); and the same soft-lead Eberhard Faber Blackwing No. 602 pencils favored by Frank Lloyd Wright.





Sondheim got his next big radio hit in 1973 with “Send in the Clowns,” Desirée’s delicate lament of lost love from A Little Night Music. The ballad, an international sensation after Judy Collins, Frank Sinatra, and others recorded it, quelled arguments that a Sondheim song could only exist within the framework of its show (although that was never a putdown), and the even louder claim that he was incapable of writing melody (which was a putdown).

Skip to 1985, and Barbra Streisand’s The Broadway Album. With the exception of its standards by Frank Loesser, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Jerome Kern, DuBose Heyward, and the Gershwins, her recording disproportionately consisted of Sondheim: “Putting It Together” from Sunday in the Park with George; “Something’s Coming” from West Side Story; “Not While I’m Around” from Sweeney Todd; “Being Alive” from Company; “Send in the Clowns” (with an added verse Streisand requested from Sondheim); “Pretty Women” from Sweeney Todd; “The Ladies Who Lunch” from Company; and “Somewhere” from West Side Story.

Uncertain of the project’s commercial potential, given its reliance on a songwriter whose fan base was regarded as a small cadre of musical elitists at best, Columbia Records “wouldn’t even, at that time, pay me until it sold two and a half million copies,” said Streisand, despite her having a history with the label that went back nearly a quarter century.

The album sold more than four million copies.

Sondheim’s profile was raised beyond Broadway.
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The gateway to Sondheim for Generations X, Y, and Z tends to be the 1987 Into the Woods, an inventive show that gives modern voice to the Brothers Grimm and ample roles for youngsters cast in school and summer-camp productions.

“It’s a show with no four-letter words in it, so nobody gets offended,” said Sondheim, who also happened to mention it was one of the most popular titles with the Music Theatre International licensing agency.
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“I’m deeply embarrassed. I’m thrilled, but deeply embarrassed,” Sondheim said when a theatre was named for him in Times Square to mark his eightieth birthday, in 2010. “I’ve always hated my last name,” he added. “It just doesn’t sing.”





Attention must likewise be paid to Original Cast Album: Company, a 1970 documentary that kept the Sondheim flame burning for more than half a century. Cinema verité filmmaker D. A. Pennebaker spent one fifteen-hour day—plus overtime to catch prickly actor Elaine Stritch’s retake of “The Ladies Who Lunch”—inside Manhattan’s CBS Thirtieth Street Studio as cast, creators, and recording crew committed the audacious new stage musical to vinyl.

Regarded by some as the most faithful screen adaptation of any Sondheim show—Sondheim himself likened it to a newsreel—Pennebaker’s fifty-three-minute feature first aired on PBS in the early ’70s and was subsequently shown at colleges and film festivals, until it slipped from sight—only to resurface in poorly duped prints that still drew devotion from video bootleggers and Sondheim cultists.

Finally, in 2021, Criterion released a 4K digital restoration on Blu-ray and added the title to its streaming service—crowning what, by then, had become a full-fledged Sondheim renaissance.
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“In 2019 alone,” Sondheim biographer David Benedict tabulated, “Adam Driver sang ‘Being Alive,’ [Sondheim’s] anthem of hope from Company, in the film Marriage Story; Daniel Craig hummed a few bars of his Follies torch song ‘Losing My Mind’ in Knives Out; [and] his biggest, Grammy-winning hit ‘Send in the Clowns’ appeared to ironic effect sung by the ringleader of Joaquin Phoenix’s attackers in Joker.”


RIBBING IN RHYME

How recognizable a pop-culture figure was Stephen Sondheim?

Well enough to be spoofed.

John Mulaney and Seth Meyers set up the theatre titan with their 2019 mockumentary, Original Cast Album: Co-Op, which mimics down to the turtle-necks D. A. Pennebaker’s Original Cast Album: Company.

The show within the movie, the fictive Broadway musical Co-Op, is as much a love-hate letter to New York as the Sondheim–George Furth–Hal Prince prototype.

Richard Kind stars as a typically Sondheimian—which is to say, highly strung—doorman of the co-op, although the scene-stealer is Paula Pell.



[image: image]
Comedian John Mulaney, who played a neurotic composer in the spoof Original Cast Album: Co-Op (here, with Renée Elise Goldsberry), believed Sondheim lied in interviews: “He’s like, ‘I write lying down with pencils, and I like to have a drink before I do.’” This way, Mulaney reasoned, those following Sondheim’s example would fall asleep, “so he would be the best.”





In her pert little hat and Peter Pan collar, the comedic actor (30 Rock, Parks and Recreation) and writer (Saturday Night Live) spews her eleven o’clock number, “I Gotta Go”—which she literally has to, for an ophthalmologist appointment—exhuming the spirit of Elaine Stritch from Pennebaker’s film and all but eviscerating it.

A bleary-eyed, disheveled Mulaney weaves in and out as a composer-lyricist named Simon Sawyer—note the alliterative initials—callously slipping notes to a worn-out acting ensemble just informed that their Broadway show had closed the night before (shades of Anyone Can Whistle and Merrily We Roll Along, which recorded their cast albums a day after their closures).

Of Co-op’s six song spoofs with their ʼ70s sense and sensibility—lyrics by Meyers and Mulaney and music by Eli Bolin, aping Assassins, Sweeney Todd, Little Shop of Horrors, and Working—Sondheim opined, “The lyrics are crowded.”



Jennifer Aniston and Billy Crudup, as rival network stars, also let fly with a sardonic “Not While I’m Around” from Sweeney Todd on the Apple TV+ The Morning Show, while late in 2019 came the promise that Dominic Cooke, director of London’s National Theatre production of Follies with Imelda Staunton, would take charge of a screen version of that 1971 favorite for Heyday Films, best known for the Harry Potter series. “I’m more than delighted,” said Sondheim, “I’m thrilled.”

That news arrived on the heels of director Richard Linklater having already begun principal photography on Merrily We Roll Along, with Paul Mescal as Frank, a composer; Beanie Feldstein as Mary, a budding novelist; and Ben Platt as Charley, Frank’s writing partner. As the story covers a twenty-year time span, which Linklater scheduled to film at intervals over two decades, the movie’s premiere is not expected until 2040.
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With pen and ink, Broadway’s definitive caricaturist Al Hirschfeld (1903–2003) vividly encapsulated composer-lyricist Sondheim and producer-director Hal Prince’s “series of landmark musicals that set the high-water mark for what the musical theater could achieve,” Al Hirschfeld Foundation creative director David Leopold wrote in the 2015 The Hirschfeld Century. The artist also rendered solo portraits of a pensive Sondheim in 1977 and again (as seen here) in 1999.
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In preparation for her 1985 The Broadway Album, Barbra Streisand “called up Steve and said I was interested in doing some of his songs,” she told Stephen Holden of the New York Times. “We hardly knew each other.” In fact, the only Sondheim she ever had recorded was “There Won’t Be Trumpets,” which, she said, “ended up not being released.”





Meanwhile, the Sondheim net continued to be cast even wider thanks to production revivals, with the momentum only expected to accelerate in 2020, given the arrival of the master’s ninetieth birthday. Then came the pandemic.

Three high-profile productions—director Marianne Elliott’s Broadway-bound London import of Company fueled by Patti LuPone’s “The Ladies Who Lunch” and, with Sondheim’s blessing, a gender swap of some roles; a Classic Stage Company Off-Broadway revival of Assassins, directed by the group’s artistic director, John Doyle; and Steven Spielberg’s $100 million cinematic reboot of West Side Story—were put on hold until 2021.
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In 2000, Queen Elizabeth II greeted Sondheim at a Buckingham Palace reception to honor winners of the Praemium Imperiale Award, presented by the Imperial Family of Japan and the Japan Art Association in recognition of outstanding achievement in the arts.





Then, on Friday, November 26, 2021, the day after Thanksgiving, global tributes began pouring in from the moment news broke that Stephen Sondheim had died.

Fans lit candles and laid bouquets at the stage door of the Bernard B. Jacobs Theatre, where the new Company had begun performances only eleven days before.

“We have lost the Shakespeare of musical theatre,” its director, Elliott, said in a statement before that evening’s curtain.

Paul McCartney tweeted, “We have lost a great talent, but his music will live long and prosper.”

The following Sunday, Lin-Manuel Miranda, surrounded by several Sondheim stars and casts representing every show on Broadway, stood in New York’s Duffy Square and, choking up, read from Sondheim’s book, Look, I Made a Hat.

Then the crowd sang “Sunday.”
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In 2020, when Sondheim turned seventy, he assessed the current Broadway landscape and told critic and essayist Frank Rich in a story titled, simply, “Conversations with Sondheim” (afterward, the two took their discussion on a tour of several states): “You have two kinds of shows on Broadway—revivals and the same kind of musicals over and over again, all spectacles.”

Gone, he said, was the invigorating world in which he had grown up, when “the kind of shows I liked were still viable: those that developed stories through song in which the songs had individual voices.”

And yet, the inveterate risk-taker invariably found novel ways of forging ahead.
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“As a composer and a lyricist, and a genre unto himself, Sondheim challenges his audiences,” President Barack Obama said at a White House ceremony in November 2015, when he awarded Sondheim the Presidential Medal of Freedom. “His greatest hits aren’t tunes you can hum, they’re reflections on roads we didn’t take and wishes gone wrong, relationships so frayed and fractured there’s nothing left to do but ‘Send in the Clowns.’”





SINGING HIS PRIZES

Sondheim maintained that “the only awards that have any significant value are the ones that come with cash.”

His proof: One prize, around 1990, allowed him to buy a Hamburg Steinway, which can cost at least $100,000.1

Over time, Sondheim was the recipient of a Pulitzer Prize, a Kennedy Center Honor, a National Medal of Arts Award, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, eight Tonys, eight Grammys, five Olivier Awards, an Academy Award, and an appointment to the American Academy of Arts and Letters, as well as a Visiting Professorship of Contemporary Theatre at Oxford University.

He also had two theatres named for him, one on Broadway and the other in London’s West End.

Even more daunting, the vaunted status was achieved within his lifetime.

Richard Rodgers, with forty-three shows and more than nine hundred songs to his credit, was gone eleven years before a Broadway house was named for him.

For George Gershwin, the wait took forty-six years.



Footnote

1 As it turned out, the Hamburg Steinway sound was not to Sondheim’s liking.
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Through a college friend, twenty-three-year-old Sondheim (standing, with hands in pockets) landed a job on director John Huston’s Beat the Devil. In foreground, from left: Peter Lorre, Humphrey Bogart, dialogue coach Hazel Meadows, and Gina Lollobrigida. Bogart and Sondheim bonded over chess—and would call out moves to each other even when a board was not available.








SPIRITUAL PRESENCE

I.

As first professional writing gigs go, Stephen Sondheim’s was enviable, and nationally televised.

He was twenty-three.

The vehicle was Topper, a weekly half-hour situation comedy based on 1926 and 1932 novels by Thorne Smith, a New Yorker writer who was often as inebriated as his Prohibition-era characters. Cary Grant and Constance Bennett starred in a 1937 movie adaptation that spawned two sequels in 1938 and 1941.

Just like in the three movies, the CBS-TV incarnation, which first ran from 1953 to 1955, involved stuffed-shirt banker Cosmo Topper1 and his haunting by two high-living ghosts who formerly resided in his suburban home, George and Marion Kerby. Exclusive to the TV version was their martini-loving St. Bernard, Neil, also deceased.

The novelty was, only Topper—and the TV audience—could see and hear George and Marion “constantly screw up his life,” as Sondheim put it. This left Cosmo’s already high-strung wife, Henrietta, all the more befuddled.

Out of seventy-eight Topper episodes produced, the actual number to which Sondheim contributed has been estimated as anywhere from a likely eleven to as many as twenty-nine, according to his senior writing partner on the show, who tended to exaggerate. Equally conflicting are stories of how Sondheim’s participation even came about, other than it began when his surrogate parents, Dorothy and Oscar Hammerstein, took him to a dinner party.

Sondheim chronicler and later producer Craig Zadan reported that the auspicious meal took place at the Bucks County, Pennsylvania, home of the Hammersteins’ neighbors, the actor Dorothy Stickney and her husband, the actor-playwright-producer Howard Lindsay. Sondheim biographer Meryle Secrest said dinner was served in a Clinton, New Jersey, country house belonging to longtime Hammerstein friends Donald and Pat Klopfer, he of the publishing business and she from a Broadway theatre-owning family.
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A forerunner of Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie, Topper was minimalized by Sondheim. Even so, series star Anne Jeffreys (here with Robert Serling, left, and Leo G. Carroll) remembered that at the premiere of Company, Sondheim approached her and said, “You don’t even remember me, [but] I was one of the writers for Topper.”
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Stephen’s mother, Etta Janet “Foxy” Sondheim, with her only child, Stephen, circa 1931.
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Sondheim taught himself to read by studying the labels in his parents’ record collection. The first was “Ain’t Misbehavin’”; after that, he graduated to reading the New York Times.





Wherever the location, the young Sondheim, fresh from working with Humphrey Bogart on the Amalfi-coast film location of director John Huston’s Beat the Devil,2 was handily rubbing shoulders within a clique of celebrated achievers in their respective fields.

This would lead to his first writing job.



[image: image]





An only child of absentee working parents of German and Lithuanian Jewish background, Stephen Joshua Sondheim was born March 22, 1930, in New York City, and looked after by the family’s household staff in the newly opened luxury San Remo apartment building on Central Park West.

“We lived very nicely,” the adult Sondheim recalled, “but at the back of the building. After my father remarried, he moved to Fifth Avenue, still at the back of the building. From him I get my tendency to pessimism. He always looked at the black side, imagined the worst that could happen.”

Verbally precocious and able to read from an early age, a practice he picked up by studying old 78 record labels on the family Capehart phonograph player, Sondheim was educated at the private preparatory Ethical Culture School. “One of my showings-off was that I would read the New York Times to my first-grade class aloud—and I didn’t understand half the words I was reading—but I could read it.”

He took “the obligatory two years of piano lessons” between ages six and seven, “which is what every nice, upper-middle-class kid on the Upper West Side did.” When company arrived, the pajama-clad Sondheim “would be trotted out at the end of the day to play ‘Flight of the Bumblebee,’ or something like that, and then trotted back to my bedroom.” Sondheim said in the 2010 Broadway revue Sondheim on Sondheim that his first experience on the piano was when he was very young and sat next to his father, who couldn’t read music but liked to plunk out show tunes. Stephen would place his hand over his father’s and follow along.

Atypical for the Upper West Side, Hebrew lessons and Sunday school were not part of Stephen’s curriculum; as the son of nonobservant parents, he was never bar mitzvahed. Also not in the picture was a sense of continuity, a general pattern throughout most of his childhood.
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Built in 1930, the same year Stephen Sondheim was born, architect Emery Roth’s San Remo was the first twin-towered building in New York. The Sondheims lived there until 1940.
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“He took me to ball games,” Sondheim said about his father, Herbert Sondheim. “I think he loved me.”
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A 1953 ad for a Herbert Sondheim dress of acetate and rayon, priced at $110 (about $1,150 today).





His homelife became strained in 1940 when Stephen was ten. His father, Herbert Sondheim, a successful dress manufacturer on Seventh Avenue, left Stephen’s mother, Etta Janet “Foxy” Sondheim (her maiden name was Fox), for another woman, the Cuban-born Alicia Babé, a manager of fashion promotion at Macy’s department store and, according to the adult Stephen, “a nice lady.”

“I liked my father a lot, he was a swell fellow, but I didn’t see him very often because my mother was bitter about him,” said Sondheim, who went “many days, and weeks, and months when I didn’t see my own father.”

Foxy, a graduate of the Parsons School of Design and a stylist for the firm that bore her husband’s name, never forgave Herbert.

“She would have members of her family follow me to see if I met him in secret,” Foxy’s by-then celebrated son told Time magazine in 1987. “She would telephone his apartment to see if I answered, then hang up. I was a substitute for him, and she took out all her anger and craziness on me. From her I get my tendency to hysteria.”
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“You might have thought him the head of a major Wall Street bank or law firm,” author John Steele Gordon said of his uncle, Oscar Hammerstein II, who “dressed conservatively (except for an occasional weakness for the boldly patterned bow ties then in fashion) but always with unconscious elegance.” Sondheim seconded the elegance, “which may surprise those who associate him with the homespun quality of his work.”





Nevertheless, Foxy knew how to sound maternal when the occasion demanded. At the time her son’s Follies was generating attention, in 1971, Time reported that she “fondly” recalled for its interviewer, “Steve always wanted to be the American Noël Coward.”

“My mother was supportive of me once she found out that I was now hobnobbing with Leonard Bernstein,” Sondheim said. She “was only interested in success and fame. So, she liked what I did when it got good reviews, and not when it didn’t. She was entirely a creature of public opinion.”

As a result of the divorce, Stephen was sent to boarding school at the New York Military Academy at Cornwall on Hudson, where he skipped seventh grade and found, to his liking, “a kind of orderly discipline that helped counteract the chaos of home.”

On campus, he was captivated by the school’s pipe organ, which sparked an interest in music and satisfied his fascination with gadgets. “I took one look at those manuals [the hand keyboard] and took a year of organ there.”

It was while he was an academy student that Foxy bought a summerhouse in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, the seat of tony Bucks County, sixty-five miles southwest from Manhattan and a haven for New York’s literary and theatre set.

Among them were the Oscar Hammersteins.
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Shortly before Foxy and Stephen arrived in Doylestown, Oscar Hammerstein, called “Ockie” by all, was licking his wounds over the disappointing reception accorded his last Broadway collaboration with composer Jerome Kern, 1939’s Very Warm for May.

Not disappointed, however, was one enthusiastic nine-year-old in Manhattan.

“The curtain went up and revealed a piano,” remembered Sondheim, whose father had taken him to the show, which featured a wafer-thin plot about a summer stock troupe. “A butler took a duster and brushed it up, tinkling the keys. I thought that was thrilling.”

Very Warm for May also contained what Sondheim ranked “one of the most gorgeous, free-flowing melodies ever written.” The song, “All the Things You Are,” was the lone standard to come out of the show.

“Some of Kern’s forms are extraordinary, and that may be the only song in which the tonic3 is never stated until the last chord,” Sondheim said, praising Kern for keeping the harmony “so subtle. If you study ‘All the Things You Are,’ it starts in the relative minor, and it ends up in the major, but it never states the tonic.”

Despite this song, and a cast that included a wise-cracking Eve Arden, a dancing Vera-Ellen, and direction by a rookie named Vincente Minnelli, Very Warm for May was an unmistakable setback for Kern and Hammerstein, who, twelve years earlier, in 1927, had given cultural heft to the Broadway musical by adapting Edna Ferber’s 1926 novel Show Boat.

The sprawling production—Ferber’s 341-page book was even more sprawling—told the backstage stories of three generations aboard a Mississippi theatre steamboat, the Cotton Blossom.

“What Oscar clearly did” with Show Boat, Sondheim said, “not so much as a pioneer but as a synthesizer, was to take operetta principles and wed them to American musical comedy… song and dialogue intermixed that would tell a story and tell a story of some emotional truth and reality.”

At the same time, “He made musicals more difficult to write, because suddenly you had the task of telling a story as well as writing songs.”



[image: image]
Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein’s 1939 Broadway musical Very Warm for May failed with critics and audiences, but not with nine-year-old Stephen Sondheim. The cast included June Allyson, Jack Whiting, Vera-Ellen, and, far right, Eve Arden.
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“Musical numbers should carry the action of the play and should be representative of the personalities of the characters who sing them,” said Jerome Kern (here in 1934).
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“No two productions are alike,” Sondheim, a certifiable polymath, said of the 1927 Show Boat (original Ziegfeld Theatre production here). The first preview ran four and a half hours; opening night ran three. In the intervening years, revisions ran rampant, and even the movie versions, in 1929, 1936, and 1951, vary in story line, let alone (in the two sound versions) musical score.






PLATINUM PADDLE WHEELER

Around the end of World War I, during what has been called Broadway’s Silver Age, musicals bothered little with plots, so long as ample opportunity existed for a procession of kicking chorus girls and a hook on which to hang songs that could translate into sheet music and recording sales.

Then, along came Show Boat, grounded in serious issues of misfocused love, family vs. career, gambling, alcoholism, and racism, and performed by a diverse cast, daring on its own terms, even with the show’s stereotypical characters.

Kern and Hammerstein’s songs helped develop the story, rather than stop it dead for old-hat specialty numbers. And what songs: “Ol’ Man River,” “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man,” “Make Believe,” “You Are Love.”

So palpable an advancement was Show Boat that its producer, Florenz Ziegfeld, flirted with the notion of mounting a twin production in a second Broadway house.

From Sondheim’s perspective, however, Show Boat proved a disappointment in one regard: Its success failed to embolden musical writers of the time into abandoning their stale formulas in favor of seeking out new vistas.
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“I must say that I object vigorously to your reprinting my juvenilia,” Sondheim wrote to Sondheim Review editor Paul Salsini after the quarterly reported on his student shows. (Here, his Williams College musical Phinney’s Rainbow, with twenty of his songs.) “Not only is it embarrassing, but I feel you are nibbling me to death.” Even after the admonishment, the Review gamely continued its examinations of Sondheim’s early efforts.
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Sondheim was editor of his Doylestown prep school’s yearbook, which captioned his photo: “Do you need information about the theatre? Perhaps you require an intellectual giant to aid you in schoolwork, or maybe you’d like to hear some really masterful piano playing. Anyway, Steve’s your man… George School’s own Rachmaninoff.”
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Through a mutual friend, in 1939, Foxy Sondheim had lunch in Manhattan with Dorothy Hammerstein, who up until a year before had run her own successful interior design business, catering to well-heeled clients on both coasts. After showing Dorothy her Central Park West apartment, Foxy went on about how she and Herbert frequently entertained, wondering if Dorothy might consider coming out of retirement and freshening up the Sondheim residence.

Task in hand, and with Oscar’s permission—now in his late forties, the theatre man was genuinely concerned his career had stalled—Dorothy Hammerstein was back in business, to the extent that she lived in Manhattan the better part of the week while Oscar stayed in Bucks County.

When Foxy and Stephen settled in Doylestown, “she sort of foisted me” on the Hammersteins, said Sondheim, who, according to Oscar’s granddaughter-in-law, had his own room in the family manse. “By Christmas,” said Jamie Hammerstein, Dorothy and Oscar’s elder son, born exactly a year and a day after Stephen, “Stephen was more a Hammerstein than a Sondheim.” Jamie also remembered, “I loved him as a brother, but Steve was not warm.”

Accounts, some by Sondheim himself, reveal that Hammerstein clearly saw promise in the young Sondheim that he did not outwardly express about his own children, of which he had three: William and Alice by his first wife, Myra Finn, and James, or Jamie, by Dorothy. Dorothy also had two children, Henry and Susan, from her previous husband, diamond merchant Henry Jacobson.

“He and my father shared something, I think,” Sondheim said of Hammerstein, “which is that they were not good parents until you were at a rational age.” The problem that presented, he later discerned, having entered psychoanalysis when he was twenty-eight, was that “by the time you are a rational age, a number of wounds have been inflicted.”

At the time Sondheim became a familiar figure in the Hammerstein home,4 Oscar, after various Hollywood propositions had failed to materialize, was circling around a new project with a new collaborator. Composer Richard Rodgers was having professional problems of his own; his creative partner, lyricist Lorenz Hart, suffered from chronic alcoholism.
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June Walker as Laurey Williams, Helen Westley as Aunt Eller Murphy, and Franchot Tone as Curly McClain in the original 1931 Broadway production of Green Grow the Lilacs; twelve years later, Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II turned it into their first triumph together, Oklahoma!





Rodgers was leaning toward musicalizing a property sent by the Theatre Guild,5 which wanted a Rodgers and Hart score and a Hammerstein libretto based on a not-quite successful play the Guild had produced ten years before, 1931’s Green Grow the Lilacs, by Lynn Riggs.

Riggs, a gay Oklahoman of Cherokee descent, also wrote poems, novels, and screenplays, including those for David O. Selznick’s The Garden of Allah and Cecil B. DeMille’s The Plainsman, both produced in 1936.

Unbeknownst to Rodgers, Hammerstein had received his own copy of the Riggs play from the Guild and was himself keen on the property, hoping to supply both lyrics and libretto, but after meeting with Rodgers, he was willing to step back for Hart’s sake. Moreover, Hammerstein told Rodgers, “If you and Larry are in the middle of a job and he can’t finish it, I’ll finish it for him, and nobody but the two of us ever need know.”

“I really don’t think Green Grow the Lilacs can be turned into a good musical. I think you’re making a mistake,” Rodgers claimed Hart said to him.

Rodgers and Hammerstein set about writing together, fashioning the songs, the book, even the dances to impel the story forward. They initially titled their show Away We Go!, which was how the marquees read during previews in New Haven and Boston. For most of the birth period, Hammerstein wrote his lyrics before Rodgers set them to music, merely one of the departures from the norm in what was taking shape. (Larry Hart needed the music before he could be corralled into setting lyrics to paper.) There was no chorus line, per se. There was no “musical comedy” subtitle; this would be a “musical play.” There were barely any sets, owing to the budget constraints of the Guild, just basic painted backdrops. The costumes weren’t much, either, though they were brightly colored. There was also poor word of mouth from the usual Broadway naysayers, with Rodgers himself fretting that Oscar “had not had a solid Broadway success in almost ten years.”
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“Look,” choreographer Agnes de Mille said about the success of Oklahoma! (original production seen here), “it was wartime, 1943, and New York was where all the soldiers were brought before they were shipped overseas. And at the back of the theatre every night, there was a triple row of uniforms, standing, and the men were crying their hearts out, watching this jolly show, where the jokes are American, the songs are American—they’re about corn, aren’t they?—and here was something about everything they were going over to fight for.”





Until opening night.

Of Hammerstein’s accomplishment, Sondheim said, “He took a play that was about homosexuality in the West and turned it into a sunny musical. Because he saw something in it that was beyond what Lynn Riggs had written, about the opening of territories, the promise of America. He saw that which anybody else reading that play would not have seen.”

And that was Oklahoma!
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“It wasn’t the story. I mean, which boy is the girl going to take to the picnic? What could be more ridiculous?” Agnes de Mille, the choreographer of Oklahoma!, said in 1979, days before the opening of a splashy Broadway revival. She was explaining why the original show was such a success. The girl was homesteader Laurey Williams; the boys, local cowboy Curly McLain and Laurey’s hired farmhand, Jud Fry.

“If you look on paper, ‘Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’,’ it doesn’t look like much,” Sondheim said about Curly’s plain and simple entrance number. But Hammerstein “understood that what happens when music is applied to words, that the words explode—they have their own rainbows, they have their own magic.”

Making the distinction between Oscar’s lyrics and his own, Sondheim said, “I write a lot of conversational lyrics. They read well. Oscar’s do not read very well, because they need music, and it’s because of the super simplicity of the language—and it’s precisely that that gives them such force.”
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Mandy Patinkin, on the cover of his 1995 album Oscar & Steve, brought out the warmth in Sondheim and the wit in Hammerstein.





LOVE’S BITTERSWEET SONGS

Mandy Patinkin, for his 1995 CD Oscar & Steve, juxtaposed Carousel’s “If I Loved You” with “Loving You,” from Sondheim’s Passion. In concerts, he combined the two.

Surmising that Sondheim’s childhood likely provided the source of the pain he expressed in his lyrics, Patinkin, the original star of Sunday in the Park with George, submitted that the composer used “the canvas of the music paper as the battlefield for his emotions.”

Despite Hammerstein’s influence on the young Sondheim, the intrinsically disparate styles of the two writers, optimistic as opposed to skeptical, bucolic in contrast to urbane, are all the more evident when the two songs are heard side by side.

Both, in their own ways, touch a raw nerve while they uncover the sorrows that can arise out of romance.6

Sondheim’s conditional love song, melodically on a par with Rodgers’s and one of his most beautiful compositions, wrenches the gut more forcibly than Hammerstein’s tender lyrics furnish—and yet, both songs poetically deliver their messages and stunningly service the shows they inhabit.



Oklahoma! had force. “It was received in 1943 the way Hamilton is received today, as something really radically new in the theater,” said Todd S. Purdum, author of Something Wonderful, on the changes Rodgers and Hammerstein brought to the medium.

Oklahoma! launched the Golden Age of the Broadway Musical, established a benchmark for long-running musicals (2,212 performances), initiated the marketing concept of the original cast record, and was of such renown that, starting seven months into its Broadway run, ten million people went to see its 250-city national tour between October 1943 and April 1954.

The following year, the movie version, in the newly introduced Todd-AO 70mm widescreen process, with six-track stereophonic sound, also set an example in technology and exhibition, opening in limited, big-city, reserved-seat engagements before a general release to neighborhood theatres in the more adaptable CinemaScope.

Rodgers and Hammerstein had become an institution.
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Sondheim was thirteen when Oscar Hammerstein took him to see Oklahoma!, although the adolescent had been around the Hammerstein home during a major part of the show’s development.

“What I learned from him was how to tell a story,” Sondheim said. “Because of the success of Oklahoma! and subsequent shows, most musical theater now tells stories through songs.” That had not been the case until Oklahoma!. “So, he was teaching me that. But he also taught me how to structure a song. He taught me the use of a rhyme, and oh, everything.”

Under Hammerstein’s guidance, Sondheim learned to develop character, steer clear of inconsistencies, and embrace concision. “His creative imagination was far more sophisticated than the work itself,” Sondheim said of Hammerstein, whom he compared to Eugene O’Neill in terms of his willingness to experiment.

Contrary to common belief, however, Oklahoma! was not the first-ever book musical,7 “but it was the first in which dancing actually bridges the plot. The story had huge gaps,” said Agnes de Mille, whose dances brought new dimension to Broadway—compared to numbers choreographer George Balanchine had done in such shows as Rodgers and Hart’s 1936 On Your Toes, which were viewed more as musical interludes.

“It had also been Oscar’s intention to close Act I of Oklahoma! with a circus ballet,” said de Mille. “He came to me and wanted to know how I liked his idea, and I said, ‘That might be good. It might also be boring.’”

Rodgers and Hammerstein approached de Mille in the first place because, in 1942, she had created, choreographed, and danced the lead in a debut piece for the Ballet Russes de Monte Carlo. With music by Aaron Copland, and the first ballet to include tap-dancing, Rodeo was a love story set on a ranch in the American Southwest, so de Mille knew the territory. She had also received twenty-two curtain calls and a standing ovation at Rodeo’s Metropolitan Opera House premiere.


SPINNING MAGIC

“I was drawn to Oscar, much more than to his work,” Sondheim told Library of Congress music specialist Mark Eden Horowitz. Sondheim found there were times that Hammerstein relied too heavily on pretty, poetic-sounding words, rather than on strong images that a listener could quickly absorb and visualize before moving on.

Still, the opinion hardly negated Sondheim’s strongly held belief that the “bench scene” in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Carousel, the duo’s successor to Oklahoma!, is “probably the singular most important moment in the evolution of contemporary musicals.”

In the course of the sequence’s twelve minutes, the two protagonists, idealistic New England millworker Julie Jordan and street-tough carousel barker Billy Bigelow, socially distance on a park bench and literally shoot the breeze, puncturing the still night air with pointed self-confessions that flow like the petals off the overhead tree. The entire time, they are subtly underscored by musical themes, some apprehensive, even ominous, that foretell their fates—that both their lives are about to be transformed, and not for the better.

Total strangers at the start, they close the scene as ill-fated lovers and segue into the gold standard of conditional love songs, “If I Loved You”—the condition being that the two insist they are not in love with one another, even if that’s not true.

Hammerstein took the words directly from a conversation in Carousel’s source, the 1909 Ferenc Molnár Hungarian stage drama Liliom.

“But you wouldn’t marry a rough guy like me—that is, eh—if you loved me,” Liliom, a Budapest amusement park barker, says to Julie, a servant girl he has just encountered.
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“I’m a great audience,” said Sondheim. “I cry very easily.” He was fifteen when he saw Carousel on opening night, April 19, 1945. (Here, Jan Clayton and John Raitt as Julie and Billy, in the “bench scene.”) By final curtain, his tears had permanently stained the “lucky” fur stole Dorothy Hammerstein traditionally wore to her husband’s openings.








Oklahoma!’s seventeen-minute Dream Ballet climaxes, not with a typically upbeat tease that sends its audience out for a drink at intermission, but with a menacing Jud—one modern Jungian dream analyst compared him to Lucifer, or Darth Vader—leading a frightened Laurey away by the hand, as “Curly stands alone, puzzled, dejected, and defeated, as the curtain falls,” Hammerstein wrote.

II.

“I, of course, had been brought up to think of music as inspirational, as the kind of thing when you’re staring out of your New York penthouse, you look over the city, and suddenly a little birdie comes to your shoulder and goes ‘bah-duh-duh-duh,’” Sondheim, now shaking his head in jest, told Omar Sangare, chairman and professor of theatre at Sondheim’s alma mater, Williams College, in 2021.

In the fall of 1946, sixteen-year-old Sondheim, feeling confined in Pennsylvania, enrolled in the small, liberal arts college Williams, in Massachusetts, on the advice of his counselor at his preparatory George School, a Quaker institution near Doylestown. Although his heart was in mathematics, he was inspired—the shadow of Oscar Hammerstein looming large—to major in music after taking an elective with his first teacher on the subject, “a man named Robert Barrow,” Sondheim recounted another time.

Barrow began teaching at Williams in 1939, “and everybody hated him because he was very dry… and I thought he was wonderful because he was very dry.” Barrow also had a reputation for being the finest Common Practice Harmony8 instructor in the nation. He would instill in Sondheim the realization that art isn’t easy.

“Robert Barrow said music is about scale, and then he went into tonal music, and grammatic music, and it just opened my eyes—that’s what an education should do—and I learned how music works.” By graduation, “I no longer thought of [music] as some kind of airy inspirational divine gift. I thought of it as a science, as a way of organizing sound, which, of course, is exactly what it is.”

Sondheim likened this discovery to “the skies opening up,” then told himself, “‘Well, I can do that.’ Because you just don’t know. You think it’s a talent, you think you’re born with this thing. What I’ve found, and what I believe, is that everybody is talented. It’s just that some people get it developed and some don’t.”



[image: image]




After graduation from the George School, Sondheim entered Williams College: “I had to fight my way to get permission to do a musical there,” he recalled nearly sixty years later. “They thought that was… not within academic standards.”
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“I was so taken with the music professor,” Sondheim said of Robert Barrow, “that I decided to major in music and to write as much as I could.”


THE GILDED STAGE
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Ethel Merman and her Annie Get Your Gun producers, Richard Rodgers (left) and Oscar Hammerstein, in 1946, during the Golden Age of the Broadway Musical. The three would each play a role in Sondheim’s life—and he in theirs.





“The architecture of musicals dates back to Broadway’s Golden Age, the dates of which can be agreed upon by no one,” the producer Jack Viertel wrote in his essential The Secret Life of the American Musical. “My opinion is that it begins on the opening night of Oklahoma! (March 31, 1943) and ends on the opening night of A Chorus Line (July 25, 1975).”

Some historians see the Golden Age as folding its tent by the mid-’60s, when rock was monopolizing the airwaves, theatre audiences were growing older, and crime was overtaking the Times Square Theatre District.

Before the downturn, the Golden Age engendered shows still being revived today. New practitioners, as well as those whose operettas had defined the Silver Age, picked up on the R&H formula, or at least waved their batons in that direction.9

These included Irving Berlin (Annie Get Your Gun), Cole Porter (Kiss Me, Kate), E. Y. “Yip” Harburg and Burton Lane (Finian’s Rainbow), Frank Loesser (Guys and Dolls, How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying), Johnny Mercer and Harold Arlen (St. Louis Woman), Betty Comden, Adolph Green, and Leonard Bernstein (On the Town, Wonderful Town), Comden and Green and Jule Styne (Bells Are Ringing), Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe (Brigadoon, Paint Your Wagon, My Fair Lady, Camelot), Richard Adler and Jerry Ross (The Pajama Game, Damn Yankees), Meredith Willson (The Music Man), Jerry Bock and Sheldon Harnick (Fiorello!, She Loves Me, Fiddler on the Roof), Charles Strouse and Lee Adams (Bye Bye Birdie), Jerry Herman (Hello, Dolly!, Mame), Jule Styne and Bob Merrill (Funny Girl), John Kander and Fred Ebb (Cabaret, Chicago), Mitch Leigh and Joe Darion (Man of La Mancha), and Cy Coleman with Dorothy Fields (Sweet Charity), a favorite of Sondheim’s for her effortless-seeming lyrics and use of her own vernacular.

Sondheim joined the integrated-book tradition in 1957, with his lyrics for West Side Story and, two years later, with Gypsy—although by the early 1960s, he was telegraphing a new message.

“People are still writing Rodgers and Hammerstein musicals. I find that a rut,” he said. “Instead of writing what Rodgers and Hammerstein had to offer, and inventing on top of it, and adding to it, and expanding it, they have been copying, and that seems to be a great mistake, a waste of time, and unlikely to be successful.”



At Williams, Sondheim wrote twenty songs for a show about the college, Phinney’s Rainbow, whose title was a double play on the names Finian’s Rainbow (1947) and the then president of the college, James “Phinney” Baxter III. Phinney’s was the first musical ever produced by the school’s theatre group. Sondheim’s second campus musical was All That Glitters, based on George S. Kaufman and Marc Connelly’s strange and seldom performed stream-of-consciousness play titled Beggar on Horseback, about a composer who struggles between composing popular or serious music. Sondheim chose the 1924 Expressionist drama—it contains an extended dream sequence that depicts a murder—as part of a four-pronged informal exercise Oscar Hammerstein assigned back when Stephen was still a student in Doylestown, to help him find his own voice.
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Music professor Milton Babbitt, with whom Sondheim studied for two years, advocated “advanced music”—and offered no apologies if audiences found it too difficult to understand.





According to the Hammerstein syllabus, Sondheim’s first musical should be based on a play he admired (ergo, Beggar on Horseback); the second, a play he liked but thought flawed (Maxwell Anderson’s 1936 High Tor); the third, an existing but not previously dramatized novel or short story (Mary Poppins); and the fourth, an original (which Sondheim titled Climb High).

When it came to P. L. Travers’s flying nanny, Sondheim began the project before leaving Williams, wrote about two-thirds, called it, or at least one of its songs, Bad Tuesday, but could never find a satisfactory way of linking the tales into one coherent story.

Speaking of the effort decades later, Sondheim said, dryly, his version was “fairly different from the film” made by Walt Disney.
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After graduating magna cum laude from Williams, and at Robert Barrow’s encouragement, Sondheim applied for and won the Hubbard Hutchinson Memorial Fellowship, named for a Williams graduate who went on to become a musician and music writer for the New York Times.

The Hutchinson honor, which Sondheim received two years in a row, brought two annual grants of $3,000 (adjusted for inflation, $35,000 a year today), so graduating students could continue their pursuit of the creative arts.

As Sondheim budgeted the prize, it was enough to live well in New York, provided he paid no rent. So, setting up a cot in the dining room, he moved in with his father, stepmother, and their two sons, Herbert Jr. and Walter. Then, four hours once a week, in the instructor’s downtown studio, he studied compositional technique with Princeton professor Milton Babbitt, a highly engaging, highly intellectual, high-modernist composer with a love of show tunes.

“We would spend the first hour analyzing songs by Jerome Kern or by [Buddy G.] DeSylva, [Lew] Brown and [Ray] Henderson—the classic songs of the American theater and American movies,” said Sondheim, remembering Babbitt’s encyclopedic knowledge and perfect recall. This would be followed by “three hours on Beethoven and Bach, and it was all about essentially compositional analysis.”

Babbitt believed that formulas, rather than spontaneous choices, led to variables of pitch and volume. He also taught advanced mathematics, pioneered synthesized music with the aid of humongous mainframe computers (in 1957), and composed seminal avant-gardist works—performed to mostly confounded audiences. It was said, just as it later was of Sondheim, that Babbitt’s “difficult music” required repeated listenings before it could be appreciated, even comprehended.10

To counter the criticism, no matter how many times the issue was raised, Babbitt tendered the rich melodies he composed for a stage musical about Helen of Troy he was developing in the late 1940s for Broadway star Mary Martin.

Disappointingly for Babbitt, she went off and played Nellie Forbush in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific instead.

Babbitt, in 1982, received a Special Citation “for his life’s work as a distinguished and seminal American composer” from the Pulitzer Committee, which cited his friendships with Arnold Schoenberg and Edgard Varèse, his influence on “a generation of European composers, including Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen,” and the fact that Babbitt “even trained Stephen Sondheim in a private tutorial.”

Under Babbitt’s instruction, Sondheim learned “to analyze the music, look at what it is. How do you sustain something, hold a piece together for forty-five minutes, if it’s a symphony, or three minutes, if it’s a song? How do you manage time? That’s what he taught me.” Sondheim further credited Babbitt with “the utilization of themes over and over again, but developed, not repeating.” Sondheim said that helps tighten the music and make for a better experience, and was something he did in abundance for Sweeney Todd.

“What it amounts to is, music exists in time, so how do you make it cohere?”

What Babbitt didn’t teach Sondheim was atonal music. “He said, ‘There’s no point until you’ve exhausted tonal resources for yourself. You haven’t, have you?’”

Recalling Babbitt as another rigorous and inspirational teacher after Hammerstein and Barrow, Sondheim listed his personal musical influences as Ravel, Britten, Rachmaninoff, and Stravinsky.11 “They show up all the time in my stuff,” said Sondheim.

As for Babbitt’s memory of his Broadway-bound pupil, whom the tutor painted as a quick study but a slow worker, on account of his steadily searching to satisfy himself, Sondheim, said Babbitt, “was also constantly being diverted with parties.”

Still, “no one could have been more serious about his music than Steve, and he wanted to improve himself in every conceivable way. He wanted his music to be as sophisticated and as knowing within the obvious constraints of a Broadway musical.”
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The music of French impressionist composer Maurice Ravel (1875–1937, here in 1925), strongly influenced Sondheim throughout the Broadway composer’s life, beginning in his teen years.
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Going back to that 1953 dinner party hosted by either Dorothy Stickney and Howard Lindsay or the Klopfers, in addition to Dorothy and Oscar Hammerstein and Sondheim, another guest was a fellow graduate of Williams College, George Oppenheimer.

Thirty years Sondheim’s senior, Oppenheimer, a cofounder of the book-publishing company Viking Press and onetime screenwriter for MGM (Libeled Lady, A Day at the Races), had studied playwriting under the pathbreaking Harvard professor George Pierce Baker, whose students included Eugene O’Neill, Philip Barry, Sidney Howard, Thomas Wolfe, John Dos Passos, and Elia Kazan. (When Harvard’s board balked at Baker’s proposal that the university should establish a School of Drama, he took his idea to Yale, which made good of it.)

Oppenheimer’s first Broadway play, Here Today, was produced in 1932, starred Ruth Gordon, and was based on an imagined Caribbean beach party made up of thinly disguised versions of writers Robert
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