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Prelude

I always wanted to write about Stephen Sondheim. Actually, long before writing about him was a possibility, I just wanted to meet Stephen Sondheim. In the spring of that long-ago year 1977, my mother went to a benefit for the Phoenix Theatre, a repertory company that pioneered off-Broadway theater. The event included a performance of Side by Side by Sondheim, a revue of the composer-lyricist’s songs. Going to benefits was not the sort of thing my mother usually did, but my uncle was a playwright whom the Phoenix had championed, and he might have persuaded her. Sondheim at the time was exactly the sort of creator the Phoenix wanted to associate itself with. He was remaking the American musical in the same way the Phoenix was trying to remake the theatrical landscape.

In 1977, I was fifteen. As part of the benefit package, my mother came home with a two-record album of the show. It was signed by Hal Prince, the artistic director of the Phoenix, in Magic Marker, and below that was Sondheim’s signature, in a more delicate hand, his S’s like two treble clefs. I had never seen a signed book or album, hadn’t even known people did that. On the album cover, Sondheim, in profile—bearded, dark brow lowered—glared off into space. Behind him hovered the logos for his many musicals: West Side Story, Gypsy, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Anyone Can Whistle, Do I Hear a Waltz?, Company, Follies, A Little Night Music, and Pacific Overtures. Nine amazing shows—and he was still only in his mid-forties. His imposing body language—chin up, arms crossed—seemed to promise more were on the way.

My family lived in a large Upper West Side apartment. My parents agreed on very little, and so many rooms had almost no furniture, but in our living room there stood a gorgeous walnut-paneled KLH Model Twenty-Plus stereo my mother had bought and my father had paid for. The fight over its price had exceeded the hi-fi’s top volume, but that had been many years before. By now it had settled into place along one wall, near the ornate fireplace with layers of landlord paint covering the plaster putti.

My father, a lawyer, would put Dave Brubeck’s “Take Five,” a favorite of his, on the spindle, slide the lever, and down the disc would drop with a click. Despite a warning in the stereo manual not to, if you pulled the throw-arm to the side, a record would play over and over—and that’s what my father did. He worked away on legal matters as the record spun around and around. He was the only one in the family who could whistle, and sometimes from the back of the apartment where my brothers and I dwelt, I could hear Brubeck and him in a duet.

In 1976, I bought a copy of A Chorus Line after seeing the musical. The show immediately spoke to me—the harsh judging, the self-doubt, the final triumph. The songs were memorable—“I Hope I Get It,” “What I Did for Love”—and I loved them. Soon my father was playing them, too. Back went the throw-arm, down plopped A Chorus Line on top of Brubeck. “One! Singular sensation!” He even whistled the songs.

Every once in a while, my mother—or was it me?—would put one of the two Side by Side by Sondheim records on the spindle and let it drop. Songs with names like “You Must Meet My Wife,” “Being Alive,” and “Another Hundred People” would play then in the living room, spinning on top of the gyrating pile. These were witty, intricate, self-conscious tunes that got at life not through the front door but through a side window in a way that was new to me.

. . . Another hundred people who got off of the plane

And are looking at us

who got off of the train.

I soon understood that Sondheim’s songs were special in ways those from A Chorus Line were not. True, they weren’t as easily singable and definitely not as whistleable. Nor did his characters sing to express overwhelming emotions or resolve simple doubts the way Cassie and Diana did in A Chorus Line. Instead, Sondheim’s characters were made of doubt, of missteps, of ambivalence. Marry me a little. Side by side . . . by side. This complexity extended to the music itself, which Sondheim filled with tricky rhythms and harmonic improbabilities. Soon the songs in A Chorus Line seemed overbright to me, trying too hard to win my affection.

The liner notes for Side by Side by Sondheim suggested that Company had not been a success at first in its London run in 1972 because it was too New York for Londoners, and added cleverly that the same had been true of the original Broadway show two years earlier—that it was, in fact, almost too New York for New Yorkers. The musical revolves around a quintet of couples trying to persuade their single friend Bobby to commit despite their own mixed feelings about marriage. That group of arch, insecure, promiscuous frenemies—could that have been life there then? Even in my mid-teens, I knew it was. Sondheim’s music captured perfectly the New York I grew up in, with its graffitied subways and pot-filled parties, its uncertain adults and its adult children. By comparison, A Chorus Line often felt to me like just an out-of-towner’s idea of Manhattan.

Over the next four decades, I never got over my sense of having a unique connection to Sondheim, that he was, in some way, writing to me. In high school, I was in a production of West Side Story (in a nonsinging part, luckily for the audience). In my late-teens, twenties, and thirties, I saw his shows whenever they were performed—Sweeney Todd and Passion, and revivals of Merrily We Roll Along and Company. My thirties also included a CD of Assassins that I listened to over and over. Through all those years, he was the only living show composer whose work I cared about—even the only one I could name. But it’s also true that I did many other things. I went to college, graduated, went to work, met my wife, had two children, had a dog that grew old and died, became a writer and wrote two books as well as profiles of lots of people who did lots of remarkable things—a chef, a neuroscientist, a curator, a pianist, a chess champion, an environmentalist, and a passel of novelists. Each interested me fiercely in turn. Otherwise I could not have written about them. Still, I never forgot Sondheim or the album with his gracile signature.

Then, in late 2016, I saw Sondheim’s name on a list of prospective profile subjects at the New Yorker, where I was now a staff writer. According to the memo, the composer and lyricist had a new musical coming out based on two movies—one from the 1960s, the other from the ’70s—by the surrealist director Luis Buñuel. This sounded too good to be true. Company had marked the start of an amazing, nearly twenty-five-year run that included Follies, Pacific Overtures, Sweeney Todd, through to Sunday in the Park with George, Into the Woods, and Passion. But by the late 2000s, Sondheim’s productivity seemed to have diminished. He had spent years working on a musical titled, at various points, Gold!, Wise Guys, Bounce, and finally Road Show. The work, about a pair of con men brothers, had never achieved optimal form or made a Sondheim-level impression on audiences—and that had been nearly ten years ago. Silence since. It was fair to ask if Sondheim had finally lost his creative spark. He himself had said that composers always do their best work by fifty, and he, by then, was well into his eighties. In more recent years, so far as I knew, he had seemed to concern himself more with his legacy—revivals, retrospectives, and tributes—than with new shows.

To write a musical based on The Exterminating Angel and The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie, as the snippet stated, was a step forward—and back, potentially, into classic Sondheim, which is to say into difficult, daring musicals. Although both films have bright, easy-to-dramatize setups—in Discreet Charm a group of bourgeois French couples are trying in vain to eat a meal together, while in The Exterminating Angel, similarly affluent couples are stuck at a party from which, for obscure reasons, they can’t leave—neither has much in the way of character or plot. The difficulties the characters find themselves in are born out of class antagonisms rather than personalities—Buñuel wants to show how the bourgeoisie portend their own annihilation, a sentiment that seemed a hard fit with Sondheim, who was never doctrinaire.

Sondheim was known for never repeating himself, neither at the level of subject nor musical passage, and here clearly was more new ground to try to break. But could he do it? Could he still do it? I didn’t know. I could imagine a result as innovative and delightful as A Little Night Music, his 1973 musical lightly inspired by the film Smiles of a Summer Night, or as ineluctably earthbound as the project Sondheim and Leonard Bernstein had worked on and abandoned after West Side Story in the 1960s, A Pray by Blecht, which, at least at one point, was a play within a play set in a television station and designed to show the meaninglessness of good intentions.

For me, the opportunity to see what was going on firsthand, and meet the genius I’d first encountered as a teen, was obviously appealing. But I wasn’t sure how much fun it would be. To the extent I knew anything about Sondheim’s public persona, his reputation was that of someone who guarded his privacy carefully. In 1998, when he was nearly seventy, the fact that he had spoken straightforwardly about his homosexuality in a just-published biography was treated as a revelation.

I could see why he might be mistrustful of the press. Even into the 1990s, many serious critics, including some who admired his aesthetic goals, had mixed feelings about his work. Some thought his music was more ambitious than successful. His songs were ungainly or overly clever and lacked hummable tunes. They were too arcane to be popular entertainment but not elevated enough to be art. A traditional musical left you enlarged by the magical world that had enfolded you. A Sondheim musical left you admiring the creator behind the music and words. “It’s the triumph of the artist over the art,” complained one critic in Slate in 1997, “the man who knows more than anyone else about musicals except how to write one where you don’t notice how much he knows.”

In fact, for a career that by 2016 was thought of as a unique triumph, Sondheim’s progress had had fewer triumphant moments than one might imagine. It was really only when he stopped producing great work that what he had accomplished began to get its due. Works that today sound inarguably great and are regularly revived, like Pacific Overtures, which uses Asian musical tonalities to tell the story of the Western incursion into Japan, or Sunday in the Park with George, the story of the painter Seurat followed, in the second act, by the travails of a modern avant-garde artist, in their day came in for piñata-level attacks. Clive Barnes—the longtime theater critic of the New York Times but by then relegated to the New York Post—wrote of Sunday in the Park when it opened in 1984, that he was “nonplussed, unplussed, and disappointed,” criticizing the play for “a somewhat simplistic and bathetically pretentious course in art appreciation.” Robert Brustein, in the New Republic, wrote that “Sondheim, once again frowning on melody, is here composing in a minimalist, vaguely serial style which functions primarily as a setting for his surprising, often witty lyrics.”

In the end, of course, Sondheim outlasted his critics. It didn’t hurt that the demise of print media winnowed his opposition as efficiently as Sweeney’s barber chair. But that was just chance. More importantly, a new generation grew up who embraced his work without reserve. The movies, TV shows, and books they loved were also more oblique and knowing, closer to the act of thinking than performing. Sondheim’s lyrics and music fit into the world as they knew it. To them, everything before Sondheim in musical theater was dated, and those works created in their own time, if they were any good, owed an obvious debt to him. As Lin-Manuel Miranda said a couple of months after Sondheim’s death in November of 2021, “Anyone who tells you that Sondheim isn’t an influence on their music or their work is lying.”

But this was the triumphant end. The trip through the woods had surely taken its toll. Maybe no one is alone but that doesn’t mean you don’t feel that way. Over time, Sondheim had developed a public persona that was brassy and comic. He was often available to the press, especially if a show was about to open, without really being open. He was happy to talk, but he often kept things impersonal.

Still, in 2016, a brilliant musical about the striving of the rich to protect themselves from the poor would have real resonance, tapping into the surreal nature of our times, where a small percentage of people owned nearly all there was to own and any lie repeated enough could find believers. And it might finish an extraordinary career with one last outstanding achievement.

So I wrote an email to Sondheim’s assistant to ask if the composer-lyricist was willing to be profiled. Not long afterward, Sondheim himself wrote back. That was a surprise. Most public figures of his stature don’t respond—or, if they do, it is via a publicist, agent, or assistant. His note was plain, too, with none of the hauteur he was entitled to, nor the edge I presumed he contained. He began his response, “Dear Daniel (if I may)” and signed off “Yours, Steve S.” Yes, he would be happy to sit for a portrait if I was interested.

Not that the note was without guile. I think it would have disappointed me if it had been. His brief email contained a fair amount of performance. First, he said it had taken him a few days to respond because he looked at email “only sporadically”—not really true, as I was to learn. He would turn out to be a pretty fast correspondent, a habit I suspected was connected inversely to how well his actual work was going. He added he would like to see something I’d written—not, he emphasized, as “an audition,” but so we could talk more easily together. And he said he was flattered to be asked. That last just sounded ridiculous, given that he had by then won eight Tonys, eight Grammys, and a Presidential Medal of Freedom, and had a Broadway theater named after him.

Especially because he’d already been profiled in the New Yorker, in 1993, a fact I had forgotten and that he pointed out with nice delicacy, as if it were his fault I didn’t remember. He implied later he had been disappointed in the first profile—he never said why—but that did not stop him from being game for another go-round.

I sent him a copy of a biography of David Foster Wallace I’d published a few years before and followed up about a week later to see if he’d gotten it. He responded soon after that the first sentence in my book, “Every story has a beginning and this is David Wallace’s,” reminded him of a first sentence he had just read in a memoir in that week’s New Yorker: “Every love story has to start somewhere, and I’m blaming this one on a boat.” He did not say in either case if he got beyond that sentence or liked the rest, though he said he could tell I was a serious writer. When I offered a date after the holidays, he accepted. I supposed I had passed the audition.

As I got ready for my first interview with Sondheim, I realized that, despite my decades of admiring his work, I could not recall even the most rudimentary things about him. I did not know where he was born, where he grew up, how he began in musical theater, who his friends were, or where he lived. I did not know what he looked like now that he was an old man or how he spoke. I did not know if he composed on a piano or in the bathtub, which of his musicals he loved best or whether the words came first or the music (I did remember one of the characters in Merrily We Roll Along answering that question with the reply, “the contract”). I did not know whether he was sorry he had no children or, as seemed more likely to me, he regarded his musicals as his offspring. I did not know if he had siblings or a partner or an ex. Hobbies? Pets? Vacation homes? Secrets? Although I had read or heard him interviewed from time to time over the years—it would have been hard to avoid it—it was curious how little of what I’d learned had seeped into my head, which suggested that, despite plenty of opportunity to reveal himself, some part of Sondheim remained offstage. The fact that musicals are collaborative—Sondheim wrote the songs and music in response to someone else’s story—likely worked against a certain kind of insight too.

I thought about my ignorance and asked myself if it would irritate him, but I didn’t think so. I thought Sondheim would like that, despite my obliviousness, he had changed my life. I would explain that there were three or four songs of his that were so familiar to me I couldn’t remember when I’d first heard them. On dates in high school I would hum “Oh moon, grow bright,” the lyric he composed to Leonard Bernstein’s much crooned love tune from West Side Story. Leaving my native New York City with my then-girlfriend at the end of 2000 as we drove south to DC, I mournfully sang, “And every day some go away.” And later, when we were married, “You must meet my wife” kept popping out of my mouth with some of the attendant comic bits. “She twitters. My word! Isn’t that alarming? What is she, a bird?” I wasn’t a critic. I wasn’t a maven. I was just a listener.

On a practical level, my lack of expertise on Sondheim might turn out to work to my advantage. The cliché that chance favors the prepared mind sometimes applies to interviewing but not always. In fact, the opposite can be true, especially in an era where information is so easy to get hold of. The best way to prepare is sometimes not to: to prepare only to be off-balance, often corrected, and occasionally embarrassed. Here’s why: first, most people whom you want to interview, if they agree to sit down with you, want to communicate what they have done. They are trying to shape the story in your mind. They are also, by nature or accomplishment, teachers. And it’s their words, expressing their experience, you want most of all, not your own. They also often have egos. If you come to them exuding expertise as to the details of their life or work, you risk provoking their competitiveness. One thing I strongly suspected from his stance on the Side by Side by Sondheim album cover was that Sondheim wasn’t waiting for any critiques that I might have to offer. He would want to be in control of the discussion, the goal of which was to tutor me.

Another potential problem was that Sondheim had been interviewed what seems like hundreds of times, well and badly, and likely had by now developed a quasi-formula to respond to questions, many of which he had heard before. People who are interviewed often settle on a shtick, a way to just get through it. I hoped I would be able to push him just far enough out of his routine to get a fresh glimpse of who he was. To do this, I wasn’t going to try to impress him. It might be nice that I liked puzzles and rhymes, as I knew he did—but he had, I presumed, access to the conversation of the most remarkable people on the planet. Any idea, any person, any experience was within his reach. What I trusted in was that the overall thrust of his work, for all its caveats about other people—their waning sex appeal, their bodily emanations, their repetitious opinions—was toward human companionship. Life is company. He might still enjoy someone wanting his. He might even be lonely. He was in his late eighties, after all, and had already outlived nearly everyone he knew. I thought of a story about Mark Twain that I had run into in the course of researching a new book. As an old man, Twain had desperately sought the attention of young people he could amuse. Once, on an Atlantic crossing, the steward had had to intercede with a young woman who had grown tired of his patter: “It’s a shame to keep the old man waiting like that,” he lectured her. Such things happened.

All these thoughts were just guesses, and doubtless they left a lot out. In the end, I would just try to have a conversation, much like two people who happen to sit next to each other on a flight and don’t quickly come to wish it was shorter, or who are seated together at a wedding because the marrying couple thought they might have something in common. I wanted what took place between us to be humble, unremarkable, non-interview-y. That meant come often, don’t stay too long, don’t be too intense, take some breaks to fill up at the buffet. My hope was that I might catch Sondheim just a bit differently than anyone else had, good as some of those earlier interviews had been. And from there I would construct a profile, an interpretation. One thing I had in my favor was that he was old now. Coming to the end, to state it plainly. It might be a time of openness for him. He’d be familiar, of course—how could he not be?—but it was possible too, that in this most reflective time of life, he might come out a bit more nuanced, more complex, more Sondheimian.





Audition

January 2017

“The danger is you would be in on all the difficult decisions.”

So one day in January 2017, I stood in front of a series of low connected houses in the East 40s. The word “maisonette” was going through my head. What were the possible rhymes? Red Corvette? Press-Gazette? Raisinet? It was January but mild. Evening. Pink sunset? I walked down a few stairs and rang an unmarked doorbell. Phone rings, door chimes, and in went me—directly into a living room like an old stage set. A member of the house staff ushered me in, and down from staircase stage left descended Sondheim. He was a bit stooped, but moved fast, without the lag the elderly often have. Two dogs, which he’d mentioned in an email, were racing around. One, Sondheim had told me, loved food, the other loved people, but, as often happens with other people’s dogs, I couldn’t tell any difference. The composer sat and from various unidentified doors and staircases staff and friends wandered through—some to say something to him, others just to go in and out other doors, yet others to groom Willie (or maybe it was Addie) or serve the wine. Sondheim talked to all, the lead, humorous, sardonic, and appealing, beloved but not lovable, in the Shavian way. The decor was imposing, maybe frozen. Items of obvious interest—some behind museum-level glass—dotted the room: little wooden structures, antique games, obscure gadgetry. My guess was each had a story, and many probably led to Mary Rodgers or Oscar Hammerstein.

We first made some small talk about dogs, including the fact that my beagle, who came to my family already named Max, had died several years before. Sondheim surprised me with the news that he too had had a dog named Max who had died in a fire in the house twenty-five-years before that had also damaged his archives. It was hard to know what he felt when he told me things like this. He had a loud, Guys & Dolls-y voice, the growl of a former smoker. In affect he was still the forty-five-year-old from my old album cover, unbowed before the withering critics, but in appearance he now looked more like a kibitzer, the kind of guy who could give good commentary from under an umbrella by the side of the tennis court. His left eye was nearly closed, as if he was in the middle of a wink. This gave everything he said, no matter how serious, the appearance at first of a joke. I would have to get past that impression, I reminded myself, to hear what he was saying.

My need to come in from Jersey I had always found to be a good conversational opener—encompassing questions of class and traffic, those American icebreakers, and rendering me, usually, a sympathetic applicant. So after the dog discussion, I asked him where he was from, and we began to talk. I began by asking:

Are you a New Jersey person by ancestry?

Oh, not at all.

Because my people are.

Oh yeah? I was born right in the middle of Manhattan.

You were?

Yes, exactly—at a hospital that no longer exists, called Women’s Hospital. I once took a map of Manhattan and marked the northernmost, westernmost, easternmost, and southernmost apartments and houses I had been in, and I drew it out, and I cut out Central Park, and I’ve lived my entire life in twenty square blocks.

Wow.

You wanna talk about parochial!

I didn’t realize that. There’s an E. B. White essay about how the people who really enjoy Manhattan are the ones who come to it, and for some reason I thought you were among them.

Great essay. You know where he used to live?

No, where did he live? On this street?

About a hundred feet. [He points south, happily.] There! On the other side of the community garden, the Turtle Bay Gardens. There are twenty houses: ten on this side, ten on 48th. He lived on the 48th Street side, and he used to write in the New Yorker a column called a Letter from the East, and “the East” meant the East Side. And that tree that is mentioned in the essay—it was cut down four years ago because finally it fell apart, but it was out there.

I didn’t realize that. I read that essay years ago, and I always thought it didn’t involve me, because I was born here.

In Manhattan?

Yeah, I was born in Manhattan, too.

You’re maybe the third person I’ve met in my entire life who can say that.

But I grew up on the Upper West Side.

That’s where I grew up! Well, on 75th Street.

Yeah, I grew up on 89th. You’re 75th and what?

The first twelve years of my life, the San Remo. Ten years. Then my parents got divorced, and my father moved to the East Side, and blah, blah. But the first ten years, I went to Ethical Culture. Fieldston. Where’d you go?

[I name another progressive day school, which he has never heard of. I tell him about it and he’s interested and asks questions.]

In my day, Ethical Culture was the school.

The private schools when I was young were desirable, but they were desirable schools in a dying city. Now you feel the force of wanting at the doors like nothing I’ve ever known.

To get in now?

Yeah. So, where’d you go to high school?

When my parents got divorced, my mother got custody of me, and she bought a so-called farm in Doylestown, Pennsylvania.

Oh, wow.

Which is about an hour and a half away.

Bucks County?

Yeah, Bucks County. It’s just across the border. So, there’s this school nearby called George School, which was and is a Friends school. It’s a Quaker school, but it’s not orthodox Quaker. It was co-ed, and it’s an old school—founded in 1890. And I went to boarding school there for four years.

Oh, you went to boarding school?

George was a boarding school. My mother was a workingwoman, and my father by that time had remarried and lived in Stamford, Connecticut, so I couldn’t have gone to a day school, and I didn’t want to.

And your father paid the tuition?

Well, he did, but my mother was a case, to put it mildly. My mother was a classic case of—it was not good. She was not interested in being a mother. She was interested in her career. She didn’t want me in the first place, so it was to her taste to get rid of me—and to my taste to get rid of her. And we lived three miles from Oscar Hammerstein, and my mother was a celebrity . . . a celebrity-fucker, was what I was going to say. I mean, she just loved celebrities and money. Those were her two mainstays.

But she was in Doylestown. And Oscar Hammerstein—

Was also in Doylestown. Three miles away. And they had a son my age, so we became friends, and Oscar became my surrogate father. They saved my life emotionally, because my mother was difficult.

[The pause that follows encourages me to change the subject. I bring up all the revivals of Sondheim’s musicals that are about to open in New York.]

I
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