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  Maurice Zuberano’s storyboard sketch for the opening of the film.
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  A smashing representation of the wedding scene for The Sound of Music from the Moscow Youth Stage (MDM) production from 2011.


  


  


  


  To Ted Chapin and Bert Fink,

  for their support and for their stewardship of

  The Rodgers & Hammerstein Organization,

  where the halls are alive with the sound of music.

  LM.
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  The von Trapp Family, happily arrived in America, after their first singing tour, 1939. Maria and Georg von Trapp (center) welcome Johannes, the only American-born addition to the family.
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  In the spring of 1962, I had just finished a long run on Broadway as Queen Guenevere in Camelot and CBS decided to take a gamble and produce an evening of music and comedy at Carnegie Hall featuring my good chum, Carol Burnett and myself. One of the sketches in our show was called “The Swiss Family Pratt”— about an impossibly large family of Tyrolean folk singers. It was a spoof, of course, on The Sound of Music. The musical had opened in 1959 and was still running on Broadway, to great success. But it had a reputation for being somewhat saccharine, so it was ripe for being spoofed. And, oh, we had fun! We thought we were being so clever—but, of course, I had no idea at the time that one day I would be in the film production of The Sound of Music! That CBS television show has come back to haunt me many times since.


  When I was first asked if I would consider the role of Maria von Trapp, I was thrilled. But just for a moment I questioned, after having played one nanny in Mary Poppins, whether playing another nanny would be a good idea. Yet it was such a delicious role. And the score, written by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein, who had created Cinderella on television for me, had such beautiful music. I happily accepted—and thus began an adventure, an education and an experience for me that I will always hold dear to my heart.


  Mary Rodgers, Richard Rodgers’ daughter, once said to me that The Sound of Music was one of her father’s shows that turned out to be better on the screen than it was on the stage. Sometimes when musicals from Broadway are adapted to film, they become slightly “glossy” or manufactured. In the case of The Sound of Music, it did indeed transcend the original production. However, I don’t think any of us who were involved in the film could have anticipated its phenomenal success.


  I’m often asked why this film has remained so astonishingly popular after all these years. I’m not sure there is any one answer. Ultimately, I think the audience comes away with a sense of joy. First and last, it is about family...and there is the glorious scenery. It was a huge undertaking to move cast and crew to various locations in Salzburg, where the real von Trapp story began. There’s no doubt that it gave an indescribable look to the film. Oddly, no one mentioned at the time that Salzburg has Europe’s seventh highest annual rainfall! It certainly rained a lot that summer and many of those beautiful outdoor scenes were shot during a light drizzle, or we sat and waited endless hours under tarpaulins for the sun to come out. The weather delayed our schedule by roughly three weeks, but as Robert Wise, our director, said, those huge cumulus clouds captured on film gave a subliminal sense of strength and wonder.


  One essential aspect of the film’s success was that everyone involved was at the peak of their craft—from screenwriter Ernest Lehman to cinematographer Ted McCord, our associate producer Saul Chaplin (who did so much to preserve the quality of music and sound), to costumer Dorothy Jeakins, designer Boris Leven, choreographers Mark and Dee Dee Breaux, and the thrilling orchestrations by Irwin Kostal. Robert Wise’s firm yet gentle direction gave us a vision that was unfailing and true. What a lovely legacy we have of the subtle craft that is Hollywood at its best.


  I haven’t even mentioned the delight of working with Christopher Plummer and those SEVEN children! Yes, I adored them all and we remain friends to this day. Christopher brought such strength to the film—and an astringent quality that helped so much to dissipate that potential saccharine I mentioned earlier. He and I remain great friends and, in fact, have worked twice more together over the years.


  Surely the film’s success has a lot to do with the glorious music and words of Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein. Anyone singing those beautiful songs can’t help but soar and be transported.


  The Sound of Music is about youth and children and singing and music and mountains and the real joy that all of us felt while making it.


  How lucky can a girl get to have been a part of it all.


  Julie Andrews


  June, 2014


  INTRODUCTION


  Many of the world’s great musicals aren’t based on stories that automatically sound like brilliant ideas. A flower girl transformed by an emotionally distant professor into a woman acceptable to society? Romeo and Juliet reimagined as the story of a New York City gang war? A Welsh woman sent to a foreign country to teach the multitudinous children of the ruler? A beautiful young opera singer lured into the dark lairs beneath a haunted opera house? A would-be nun sent to be a temporary nanny to the children of an ex-naval officer?


  But it is due to the magic of musical theater that these all served as the bases for classics. And this last idea—a true story, as it happens—prompted the creation of what has become the most beloved musical of all time. This book tells how that musical came to be, how it thrives on stages and movie screens around the world, and how its legacy has continued for nearly half a century with no sign of slowing down. That musical is, of course, The Sound of Music.


  The success of The Sound of Music is nothing short of extraordinary. Audiences began embracing it during its pre-Broadway engagements in New Haven and Boston in 1959. It ran on Broadway successfully and went out across the United States on many long tours. It was mounted in London, where for many years it held the record as the longest-running American musical in that city. Thus began its peregrinations around the globe, where it has appeared in productions large and small ever since. And of course, there is that movie… Made by 20th Century Fox in 1965, it is, by any estimation, the most successful movie musical in history.


  Rodgers and Hammerstein were masters at creating musicals in which characters face their own lives and problems with honesty and clarity. The composer (Richard Rodgers) and the lyricist (Oscar Hammerstein II) were such a unified team that their work comes across almost as a single expression—try looking at the words for “Do Re Mi” and not hearing the melody that was composed to go with them, for example. The fact that they wrote five of the world’s most cherished stage musicals (Oklahoma!, Carousel, South Pacific, and The King and I in addition to The Sound of Music), one much-loved movie (State Fair) and one classic original television musical (Cinderella) as well as four more stage musicals, and all in the space of seventeen years, is a remarkable achievement in anyone’s book.


  In the case of The Sound of Music, they had important collaborators in Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse—playwrights, producers and generally men of the theater, every bit as much Broadway royalty as were Rodgers and Hammerstein. Along with their star, Mary Martin, Lindsay and Crouse brought the idea of depicting the life of Maria von Trapp to Rodgers and Hammerstein, and the four men created a narrative of such collaborative acumen that people have been fascinated to discern what is fact and what is fiction ever since. (This book will help you figure that out.) The four-sided partnership worked: Lindsay and Crouse’s libretto informs and illuminates the Rodgers and Hammerstein score as the score enhances and elaborates the Lindsay and Crouse libretto.


  For Rodgers and Hammerstein, it seems remarkable that two men, each of whom had been working in the musical theater for well over thirty years, could create a score as youthful, and yet wise, as the one they wrote for The Sound of Music. Many of their biggest hit songs are from this show—“Edelweiss,” “My Favorite Things,” “Do Re Mi,” “Climb Ev’ry Mountain,” and the title song, among others. It proved to be their last collaboration, as Oscar Hammerstein II died the August following its November opening. I have always found it fitting that as the curtain falls, the word being sung is “dream,” a word and a notion he believed in so passionately. Just think of the many times “dream” appears in lyrics he wrote over his long career.
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  An extraordinary couple: Rodgers and Hammerstein at the height of their fame as songwriters, producers, publishers—men of the theater.
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  Another extraordinary couple: Christopher Plummer and Julie Andrews realize the depth of their love for one another—but not in Salzburg. This is the Fox backlot, late spring of 1964.


  The world of Rodgers and Hammerstein continues to resonate around the globe. I have been the proud custodian of their work for many, many years as the president of the organization that bears their names. The two men knew how the business of the Broadway musical theater worked, and so once their first collaboration, Oklahoma!, hit big, they centralized the various business aspects that emanated from hit musicals. They became their own producers and publishers, licensors of the rights to those wishing to stage performances of their shows, and shrewd decision makers on the disposition of the movie and television versions. The fact that they ended up creating six of the world’s best-loved musicals—Oklahoma!, Carousel, South Pacific, The King and I, Cinderella, and The Sound of Music— made a fully staffed office not only viable, but very busy indeed.


  The Sound of Music continues to hold a prominent position in the canon. It is, quite frankly, the most performed of all the works, and its songs are the most popular in the music publishing catalogue. Successful movie versions of most of the shows were made in the 1950s and 1960s, but it is the extraordinary film of The Sound of Music that not only leads the Rodgers and Hammerstein way, but leads the way for movie versions of all Broadway musicals. There is none more successful; and it even ranks high on every list of the most successful movies of all time. It is simply a phenomenon, and as it approaches its fiftieth anniversary, it continues to be all the more celebrated and welcomed by generation after generation.


  But lest anyone forget—and as Laurence Maslon so skillfully explains between these covers—the show was conceived as a Broadway show for a Broadway star. It has its feet firmly planted on stage. It has continued to live on stages around the world. A constant in theaters of all sizes across America and the U.K., it was revived on Broadway in 1998 with Rebecca Luker in the leading role. Andrew Lloyd Webber and David Ian devised the notion of casting Maria via a BBC Television reality show in 2006, and that production opened at the London Palladium to the largest advance in the history of the West End. (As I write this, in 2014, a touring version is playing in various parts of Asia.) Moscow hosted its own Stage Entertainment-produced version in 2011, and even Salzburg, where the von Trapp story began, now boasts two productions, one at the Salzburger Landestheater and an adaptation done by the famous Salzburg marionettes. And that’s not all—productions have taken place in such divergent places as Finland, Greece, Qatar, Sweden, and beyond.


  If there was a need to show the ongoing power of The Sound of Music, look no further than an event that occurred in December of 2013. Robert Greenblatt, president of Entertainment at NBC-TV, took the bold step of creating an entirely new production for airing live—as in live—during three hours of prime time television. It starred pop and country star Carrie Underwood, and a host of Broadway’s best. More than 20 million people tuned in that night, creating a cultural phenomenon the likes of which had not been seen in decades. In the aftermath of its success, news stories appeared everywhere. Even the NBC executives admitted that the show surpassed even their most optimistic hopes.


  Well, it was, after all, The Sound of Music, a show that truly is, and has been for fifty years, the world’s most beloved musical. Start reading and you will discover how this wonderful show came to be.


  Ted Chapin, President


  The Rodgers & Hammerstein Organization


  June, 2014


  CHAPTER ONE


  VIENNA TO SALZBURG
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  Of all the many thrilling images surrounding The Sound of Music, it is the least glamorous—and yet, it is the one that tells the most tales.


  On her Declaration of Intention to become an American citizen, Maria Augusta von Trapp reveals some brief facts that contain the most essential elements of her outsize personality: her birthplace (Vienna); the name of her husband (Georg von Trapp); her occupation (singer). Her distinctive marks are listed as “none”; then again, “sheer force of personality” would never have appeared in that category. Before her signature, in boldface letters, appear the words SO HELP ME GOD. God had helped Maria von Trapp many times—and she would continue to help Him.


  But it is the photograph that is most revelatory: the thirty-nine-year-old woman stares straight ahead, framed by the fringes of her Austrian folk dress, although she had left her native country more than a half-decade earlier. Her pellucid blue eyes reveal a drive and determination to meet the challenges of her new country; grounded in the foundations of her faith and family, she seems poised to climb the mountains of her future. This is no flibbertigibbet, no will-o’-the wisp, no clown.


  When she applied for American citizenship in 1944, Maria von Trapp could not have predicted where her wanderings would take her, or how her story would be told, or that it would be told in every corner of the world. Maria von Trapp’s story is one of exploration and faith, of obstacle and achievement, the kind one only finds in missionaries or musical-comedy heroines. And, typical of her wide-ranging personality, she was both.


  This is the story of Maria von Trapp and the story of her story. It ends where it begins, for as T.S. Eliot once wrote: “We must not cease from exploration and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we began and to know the place for the first time.”
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  The hills are alive: Salzburg’s native beauty is framed by two rivaling mountains separated by the Salzach River—the “Capuchin’s Mountain” or Kapuzinerberg, and the “Monk’s Mountain” or Mönchsberg. In the middle of the church steeples, one can spot the red-domed Nonnberg Abbey, a key setting for The Sound of Music.


  

  There is an old showbiz adage about stage-struck infants being born in a trunk. Maria did it her own way—she was born on a train, a harbinger for her wanderings. On January 25, 1905, shortly before midnight, Maria Kutschera came into the world. Her mother wanted to spend her pregnancy in her native Tyrol, in the mountains in the west of Austria, but her husband insisted they come back to Vienna, where they lived, so their child could be born there. Precocious from the start, Maria made her debut before the train could pull into the Westbanhof station; she was delivered by the train conductor. Her mother was promptly escorted to the General Hospital so that her birth certificate could read “Vienna.”


  This giddy story with a happy conclusion is the first of Maria’s life and the last of its kind for many years. Her mother died when she was three; her father, a melancholy and self-absorbed man, left her in the care of foster parents. His occasional visits with young Maria were marred by his inability to understand, let alone care for, a little girl. Maria’s father died in his bookladen apartment when she was nine. Maria was then sent to a distant relative whom she referred to as Uncle Franz. Their relationship was, if possible, even worse than the one Maria had with her father. Uncle Franz was imperious, abusive, and so discouraging to Maria’s youthful exuberance during her teenage years that she willfully decided to cross him at every turn. He must not have been surprised—or disappointed—to discover, upon waking from his nap one afternoon, that Maria had stolen all the spare change from his wallet and run away from home.


  Maria found herself on a train once again, this time journeying west to a resort town in the mountains, in order to earn some pocket money. After the summer, she returned to Vienna with her own money and enrolled in the State Teachers’ College of Progressive Education. Maria had a wonderful time in school, free at last to enjoy the comradeship of her classmates. She spent her days in a variety of outdoor activities—hiking, games, mountain climbing—and turned into a rugged, tanned tomboy. Her true passion, however, was for the religious music that spilled out of Vienna’s churches at various masses and concerts. Maria was not the least bit interested in the religious content of the concerts; when it came to her Catholic faith, young Maria was almost exclusively interested in, shall we say, the sound of its music.
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  Maria Augusta Kutschera: our heroine. In this and following pictures, she displays two of her favorite hobbies: climbing mountains and the sound of music.
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  The dignity of Nonnberg Abbey has been legendary in Salzburg for more than 1,300 years; in addition to its spiritual leadership, the Abbey has also been a force in education for the children of Salzburg.


  One day after graduation, Maria went on a hiking excursion in the Alps. She was an expert climber, so the guide allowed her to bring up the rear. Standing alone on a glacier, Maria observed the kind of sunset that God creates in His best moments. Some months earlier, a Jesuit priest had kindled in Maria a small spark of religious devotion, and that sunset fanned it into a flame. Maria Kutschera had her own epiphany. As she put it in her 1972 memoir, Maria:


  Suddenly, I had to spread my arms wide and shout, “Thank You, God, for this great wonderful creation of Yours. What could I give you back for it?”


  At that moment it crossed my mind that the greatest thing I could give to Him was the very thing I was so greatly enjoying. In other words, give up mountain climbing . . . give up living out in nature, and bury myself in a convent which, to my recollection, was a dark place of medieval character . . . I walked straight down the slope and said good-bye to my colleagues.


  That Maria would give up, of all things, climbing mountains to begin the next great journey of her life is yet another delicious irony in her saga.


  Maria boarded another train, this time going west to Salzburg. If there is any destination, other than Rome, for a spiritual conversion, it is Salzburg—called by some “The Rome of the North.” Its two main Catholic institutions were founded as far back as AD 700. St. Rupert, considered the patron saint of Salzburg, formed a cathedral monastery among the ruins of some Roman buildings on the southern side of the Salzach River and named it after St. Peter; his niece, Avendrid, founded a convent high above a hill overlooking St. Peter’s and called it Nonnberg Abbey.


  It was Nonnberg Abbey that a local policeman recommended to the young lady with the rucksack and the milk-chocolate-brown suntan when she asked him which was the strictest convent in town. Maria marched up the 144 steps to the glorious baroque abbey, the red-onion dome of which is still one of Salzburg’s architectural jewels. She called at the huge wooden front door and asked to see “the boss.” Unbelievably, she was ushered straight in to see the Reverend Mother Abbess; she planted her feet and announced that she was there to stay.


  Such forthright innocence must have been bewildering to the Mother Abbess. To march into one of the strictest and most respected convents in Europe and demand a spot on God’s team is akin to a window washer climbing through a thirty-second-story office window and demanding to become the CEO of General Motors. One does not simply sign up to become a nun. There is a long and careful process. First, one may be accepted as a postulant for a trial period of probation and education; depending on the religious order, this may go on for weeks or months. Next, one is entered into the novitiate, a period lasting a year or more, where the candidate lives with other novices, under the watchful eye of the Mistress of Novices, to see how the she fits in to the disciplined and arduous work of giving oneself to Christ. As the founder of the Benedictine Order, St. Benedictus wrote: “Let not the newly arrived candidate be admitted too easily, but let care be taken, as the Apostle St. John advises, to try the spirits if they be of God.”


  If any spirits were tried at Nonnberg Abbey, they were those of the Mistress of Novices. Maria, by her own admission, had little discipline growing up and she was more than a bit of a tomboy. She was bursting at the seams with the desire to gossip, or
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