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			Foreword

			By Alan Menken

			June 2018

			

			My first awareness of Stephen Schwartz came with the daunting triumvirate of Godspell, Pippin, and The Magic Show in the early 1970s. I say “daunting” because, as I struggled to find my footing and make a living as a songwriter and composer, Stephen was this cultural phenomenon while still in his mid twenties. He had three hit shows running simultaneously on Broadway (as of 1976 when his hit Off-Broadway show Godspell moved to Broadway), plus a prestigious collaboration with Leonard Bernstein on Mass. He was the first of our baby-boomer generation of songwriters, influenced by the full range of 1960s rock, pop, folk, and soul styles, to bring our sound and sensibility to Broadway. As I accompanied ballet and dance classes, peddled pop songs, developed projects in the BMI Musical Theater Workshop, musical directed cabaret acts, penned an occasional song for Sesame Street, and hustled in the world of jingles, I couldn’t help but wonder about and envy this wunderkind, “Stephen Schwartz.”

			Little did I ever imagine the vital and pivotal role we would come to play in each other’s lives and careers. It’s impossible for me to not regularly reflect upon that as Stephen and I collaborate on projects and songs, not to mention all the other aspects of our friendship. And yet, there are many aspects of my friend and collaborator that remain a wonder and a mystery to me. Like any fully evolved artist, he is a product of his personality and passions. By wrestling with all of the facets and complexities therein, he allows his work to achieve its rich emotional power and intellectual intensity.

			In Defying Gravity, Carol de Giere’s illuminating book about Stephen Schwartz’s career, readers will learn about his creative process as well as the collaborative efforts, like his and mine, that are always involved in making musicals. I am happy to introduce this updated edition with a few stories.

			In 1977, I teamed with Howard Ashman and began making a name for myself with two Off-Broadway musicals, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater and Little Shop of Horrors. A new network of stage, film and recording talent opened up to me.

			One of these opportunities came when an actor and lyricist named Dean Pitchford approached me about collaborating on some songs for a possible solo album project. Dean, by the way, went on to contribute songs and book for such movies and stage musicals as Fame, Footloose, and Carrie. But at that time, Dean’s main job was playing the title character in Pippin, which, for over five years, employed a virtual “Who’s Who” of young musical theater talents. (In another example, I occasionally toured as pianist and musical director for Northern Calloway, aka David of Sesame Street, who also starred in Pippin as the Leading Player.) Both Stephen and I were setting Dean’s lyrics for this album project. Our circles were drawing closer.

			I first actually met Stephen face to face in 1985, when we were contributing writers on a topical revue titled Personals, for which the writers and lyricists, David Crane, Marta Kaufman, and Seth Friedman reached out to both of us to compose music for some of their songs. As I remember it, Stephen and I compared notes on our particular songs and the show itself, which was charming and funny. (Not surprisingly, David and Marta went on to have great success in television with the comedy series Friends.) Based on that one brief encounter at that rehearsal, if nothing else, part of my curiosity about Stephen Schwartz was satisfied. He was smart, friendly, and very collegial.

			Little Shop of Horrors led to Howard and me heading west to Burbank and Disney Animation. With The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, and Aladdin we broke through to the kind of phenomenal success we had been dreaming of. 

			But that success was shadowed by the effects of the AIDS crisis, which had hit the musical theater world with devastating effect. Unbeknownst to me, as we worked on The Little Mermaid, Howard was dealing with being HIV positive and trying to keep his symptoms hidden. By the night of the 1990 Academy Awards, Howard was no longer able to shield me from the knowledge of what was happening. Any remaining work we did together on Beauty and the Beast and Aladdin was haunted by an increasingly loud ticking clock. Naturally, all of us around him were very protective of his energy level. Still, for those who were unaware of his condition, he was a much-in-demand talent.

			It was at this time that Stephen reached out to me through our mutual friend, Dean Pitchford, to ask advice about working with Howard on some upcoming project. And that, coupled with the fact that my wife Janis and I were looking to move to upstate New York, near where Stephen and his wife Carole lived, led to the thrill of us being invited to visit the Schwartzes at their gorgeous house, which was just over the border in Connecticut. On a professional level, I had to walk a line between honestly answering Stephen’s questions about Howard as both a collaborator and a director and not revealing his health issues. On a personal level, the Schwartzes and the Menkens began a friendship that has been one of the joys of our lives over the last thirty years. They were wonderful, warm hosts as they showed us around their home and grounds. The prospect of moving close to them was a nice benefit.

			We moved to Katonah, New York, in the fall of 1988, not far from them, and within a thirty-minute drive from the house that Howard and his partner, Bill Lauch, were renting in Beacon, New York. Once knowing the reality of Howard’s condition, Disney moved as much production as possible to facilities in the area as well. A miraculous and all-too-brief period of creative output ensued. 

			Inevitably, by the spring of 1991 Howard was tragically gone, passing before ever seeing the completed Beauty and the Beast. By the time Aladdin opened, I was teamed with lyricist Tim Rice (Jesus Christ Superstar, Evita) in order to complete the song score through a trans-Atlantic collaboration. AIDS had created a new trajectory for my career. I had already lost two collaborators to this scourge by this time: Steve Brown (Atina: Evil Queen of the Galaxy) and Tom Eyen (Kicks). Would there ever be another collaborator on a level with the brilliant Howard Ashman? That question was to be answered very soon. And that answer was closer than I could have imagined.

			With my next Disney project, Pocahontas, the search for a new collaborator was on. I was blessed with having worked with many talented lyricists at that time: David Zippel (It’s Better with a Band), Jack Feldman (Newsies) and David Spencer (The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz). But Disney was deeply concerned that I be teamed with someone who possessed the dramaturgical depth, the experience, the esteem, and the gravitas of Howard. When the name Stephen Schwartz came up a light bulb went off; it felt inevitable and right. But I couldn’t help but question how he would be as a lyricist-only and whether a legendary composer-lyricist like Stephen would be comfortable in a collaboration with me. One listen to the score of Rags (for which Stephen wrote lyrics to the music of Charles Strouse) answered my first question. The answer to the second was to come soon.

			Following his string of amazing successes, Stephen went through an extended period marked by tremendous creativity and innovation with The Baker’s Wife, Working, Children of Eden, and Rags (among other projects), and yet also a puzzling decline in commercial success. As I’ve learned, Stephen’s warmth, humor, affability, and tremendous work ethic is matched by a dark streak of pessimism and combativeness. He apparently felt like he was fighting an uphill battle and was tired of the struggle. He had decided to return to school to do post-graduate studies at New York University towards a degree in psychology.

			Then came the fortuitous moment, backstage at a benefit held at Fox Lane High School in Bedford, New York, when Stephen and I talked as we were both waiting to perform. I took a deep breath and asked him if he’d be at all interested in working with me on a new animated musical based on the story of Pocahontas and John Smith. The answer was “Yes!” And a phenomenal new chapter began for both of us.

			Like a couple of schoolboys with sharpened pencils and brand-new lunchboxes, the new songwriting team went to work with the assignment to make the story of Pocahontas sing. We did a lot of homework before we ever attempted our first song, which was the moment when the young Powhatan Indian maiden sings about her world view and forever changes the English captain, John Smith. Stephen went on a relentless exploration of all the styles and sounds of Native American tribes. His thoroughness and perfectionism were a revelation. He wanted us to understand and fully absorb the American Indian ethos before we wrote a word or a note.

			Then he brought by his first lyrics. They were the introduction to the song, the direct address of Pocahontas to this Englishman, her defense of the Indian tradition. “You think I’m an ignorant savage. And you’ve been so many places, I guess it must be so. But still I cannot see, if the savage one is me, how can there be so much that you don’t know?”

			In a reflection of the tribal drums, so endemic of the Indian culture, I started with a rhythmic pattern of basic open 4ths on the piano, a sound we had drawn from the hours of listening in our research, and the song flowed from there. Henceforth, we played a constant game of tag, from lyric first to music first as needed. We were two versatile songwriters joining as one, motivated by fully exploring the potential of this new collaboration. The end result was “Colors of the Wind,” a song that galvanized the entire creative team of writers and animators on this project at Disney.

			Word was that Jeffrey Katzenberg, the President of Walt Disney Pictures, was so enamored of this song that some would joke that he was out on a street corner in Burbank with a boombox, playing the song for everyone passing by. The Schwartz and Menken collaboration debuted with a bullet. And “Colors of the Wind” became a classic, iconic, award-winning song, spending months in Billboard’s top 10 and earning us the Academy Award and Golden Globe for Best Song. Not bad for our first effort.

			Once the basic DNA of Pocahontas’s sound was established by “Colors of the Wind,” Stephen and I proceeded with confidence to the other song moments. The combination of “Virginia Company” and “Steady as the Beating Drum” set the story in motion, establishing the seminal sounds of the two distinct cultures about to encounter each other. “Just Around the Riverbend,” like “Colors of the Wind,” was a powerful evocation of the spirit of this young Indian girl and the philosophy of her culture, with Stephen’s brilliant opening line, “What I love most about rivers is you can’t step into the same river twice. The water’s always changing, always flowing.” The songs “Mine, Mine, Mine” and “Savages” gave voice to the basically self-serving motivation of the English, with both primal emotion and wry humor. And the score was rounded out by Grandmother Willow’s “Listen with Your Heart.”

			Stephen and I were truly a team now. Besides winning Best Song, we shared another Oscar for Best Score (Musical or Comedy). The soundtrack album of Pocahontas went multi-platinum and reached the top of the Billboard charts. What was most meaningful was the fluidity of our creative relationship.

			Right on the heels of the success of Pocahontas, we were offered a truly serious piece of literature to adapt in The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Despite our wonderful chemistry in working together, I could tell that Stephen was champing at the bit to return to writing both music and lyrics. That was totally understandable. Even as we worked as a composer-lyricist team, he would naturally reach for the piano keyboard in meetings or presentations out of force of habit. I would occasionally have to restrain myself from throttling him. But, thank God, I’m blessed with a pretty healthy ego. Plus, Stephen’s intentions are so good. No collaborator has been more appreciative or supportive of my work than him. 

			Stephen’s wish to return to writing both music and lyrics was acknowledged and supported by Disney with numerous other projects. Plus, once Jeffrey Katzenberg moved on from Disney to start DreamWorks, Stephen was lured there for The Prince of Egypt. In the meantime, in 1994 we embarked on our second collaboration on Hunchback.

			This was the full flowering of our work together. The depth of the story, the intensity of the characters’ passions and the important cultural themes that continue to resonate in our modern world, made this the most fertile possible territory for Stephen’s talent and sensibility. For me, the incredible sandbox of musical influences was an amazing gift. Drawing from Romantic classical music, the liturgy of the Catholic Church, traditional Romany folk music, and French Boulevard brought out what many consider one of my finest scores.

			Our very first song was born in a totally unexpected way, when Stephen and Carole were having dinner at our house in Katonah. I was showing off my brand-new Yamaha Disklavier, on which I had been playing with some ideas as a way of learning to use this new technology. As soon as I played one of the ideas, Stephen became excited and said that it was perfect for a song that would express Quasimodo’s desire to be out in the world and out of the bell tower.

			With “Out There,” the DNA of our score was established. What followed, over the next two years, and in fact, what has followed over the last twenty-five years, is incredible. This project, more than any of our other collaborations, is why fate brought us together as a team. And, while I could spend a hundred pages revealing moments and stories of our writing process on Hunchback, suffice it to say that, for both Stephen and me, no accomplishment in our careers, separate or together, exceeds this. “The Bells of Notre Dame,” “God Help the Outcasts,” “Heaven’s Light,” “Hellfire,” and “Someday,” among so many others, define a theatrical experience that is unique and powerful; so much so that we brought it to the stage, not once, but twice. 

			In 1998 we opened a stage musical of The Hunchback of Notre Dame (Der Glöckner von Notre Dame) in Berlin, with book and direction by James Lapine. And we currently have a successful stage version running all around the globe, directed by none other than Stephen’s son, Scott Schwartz. In our only stage collaboration, Stephen and I wrote a host of new songs to fill out the score—songs like “Top of the World,” “Esmeralda,” “In a Place of Miracles,” and “Made of Stone.”

			Working in theater with Stephen brought a whole new dimension to my understanding of who he is. For better or for worse, Stephen’s talents know no boundaries. That can be a blessing and it can be a curse. Much as he will try to remain solely concentrated on his own “department,” his ideas and perspectives are of the whole: the book, the casting choices, every aspect of the production, the orchestrations, the poster, you name it. No detail is too small. No concept is too large.

			Stephen works like no one else I know, with single-minded determination and laser focus. In the late 1990s I became aware that his sights were totally set on adapting the Gregory Maguire novel, Wicked, into a stage musical. That meant that I would sometimes spy him hunched over, at the piano, slaving over a musical phrase or a lyric. Sometimes he would need to interrupt our work to take a pivotal call or respond to an important email. He’d worked on many different projects outside of our collaboration during that time. But this one seemed extra special.

			Now, to be honest, we who work as musical theater writers know how steep the odds are against any particular project reaching full fruition, much less Broadway production and much, much less becoming an actual hit. We put our pride and our vulnerability at risk anytime we put our work before the public.

			Step by step, Wicked moved towards reaching a Broadway stage. There were readings and workshops, an out-of-town production in San Francisco, and finally, in the fall of 2003, an opening on Broadway. Every step of the way I was aware of Stephen’s quiet concentration on this new creative baby. He rarely talked about it, but that’s typical of him. Whereas I usually open up about my new endeavors, either out of ego or out of insecurity, Stephen plays things very close to the vest. So, it was a little out of the ordinary when he and I had a conversation about the coincidence that we both had Broadway openings in October—mine was scheduled for October 2nd for a revival of Little Shop of Horrors and his for October 30th for Wicked. 

			Stephen asked me, “Are you going to your opening night?” That question dumbfounded me. I said, “Of course! Don’t you?” And his response was, “Never. I prefer to never attend my opening nights.” According to him, he and Carole were planning to go up to Manchester, Vermont, to a little inn, and Scott would funnel reports to them; messages, reactions, and reviews. In an incredibly improbable coincidence, Janis and I were planning on being in Manchester at exactly the same time, at a different inn. We agreed that the four of us would meet up there.

			I’ll never forget the little green cake Carole had brought for us all to share. As we enjoyed the cake and drank a champagne toast, Wicked had its gala opening with the prime creator basically in hiding four hours north of New York City. We all retreated to our rooms after dinner, Janis and me to listen to the Yankee game on radio and Stephen and Carole to await word on the show’s fate. Late into the night the reviews started to appear. As often happens with a large, big-budget, spectacular musical, critical opinion is painful and demeaning. I went through that with Beauty and the Beast, which ran for fourteen years despite relatively unfavorable notices. On the night of October 30th, Wicked opened to a decidedly mixed reaction from the reviewers. By the next morning it was clear that Stephen was disappointed and hurt, although as is typical of him, he affected a kind of breezy, gallows humor to lighten the mood in the air. I felt sad for him, assuming that there might be a disappointingly short run for Wicked.

			Now, fifteen years later, with the show an unstoppable, massive worldwide hit, and with his royalties at an unimaginable level, I don’t feel too bad for Stephen anymore. What he accomplished, coming back with a megahit Broadway show some three decades after his triumphant debut, is totally unprecedented. Through hard work, keen observation, searing intelligence, and deep emotion he created a score that people flock to see and hear and experience over and over and over. That Stephen Schwartz wunderkind was back. And the songs from Wicked are known and revered all over the world; songs like “Defying Gravity,” “For Good,” “I’m Not That Girl,” “Popular,” and so many more. It’s a masterful and beautiful score. I wondered if he would ever want to return to being solely a lyricist in our collaboration.

			I didn’t have to wait long for the answer. Enchanted came along. And we happily re-teamed for yet one more score, earning three more Oscar nominations for “That’s How You Know,” “Happy Working Song,” and “So Close.” It was stylistically a huge departure from our previous work together. It was a genuine hit, live-action movie musical. It was and still is beloved by fans of musicals and of Disney. We both reveled in the joys of working together again.

			I’ve admired Stephen Schwartz as a defender of writers and composers while he was President of the Dramatists Guild. I’ve marveled at his willingness to give his time generously as a mentor to talented young songwriters. I’ve taken comfort in our relationship as musical theater songwriting brothers-in-arms. I have been deeply thankful for the collaboration we have shared over the last twenty-five years. And, of course, I have been a flat-out fan for the (gulp) forty-seven years since he first emerged as a young musical theater songwriter. He is a wonder. He is a mystery. And he has always been and still is “defying gravity.”
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				Backstage at the Academy Awards ceremony in 1996, Alan Menken and Stephen Schwartz celebrate their Oscar win. (Photo © THE ACADEMY OF MOTION PICTURE ARTS AND SCIENCES)
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				In Menken’s studio, in 2015, Stephen Schwartz and Alan Menken take a break from their work.

			

		

		

	

	
		
			Author’s Introduction

			

			
				’Cause getting your dreams

				It’s strange, but it seems

				A little—well—complicated

				—Wicked

			

			Defying Gravity’s first edition followed the peaks and valleys of Stephen Schwartz’s artistic life, from his childhood dream of writing musicals through the opening of Wicked on Broadway in 2003. Because the real-life storyline is reminiscent of a three-act play, I labeled the major sections of the book “Act I,” covering the rise that began with Godspell and Pippin; “Act II,” moving through the flops; and “Act III,” revealing stories from Hollywood and detailing the creation of Wicked. 

			In 2008, after Applause Theatre and Cinema Books published the biography, I decided to keep up with Stephen for possible updates, but I never imagined the extent to which his projects would keep multiplying. Since then he has worked on four full-length musicals (although he dropped one project), two revivals that involved significant revisions, and the beginnings of several movies, among other efforts. It doesn’t seem to matter to him that he is now seventy years old. He keeps on creating. 

			As this edition goes to print in 2018, major Hollywood projects are in the pipeline, among them, the Wicked movie. The stage adaptation of The Hunchback of Notre Dame is being performed around the world and The Prince of Egypt stage adaptation is moving forward with developmental productions. There’s another potential major production under consideration based on the Austrian premiere of his new musical Schikaneder.

			To make room for the new material that is covered topically in chapters 30 through 33 as well as to sharpen the focus on behind-the-scenes creativity, both Stephen and I have reflected on and refined all the earlier chapters. 

			My interest has always been to take readers inside the musical-making process and into the creative spark moments for a leading practitioner. That’s why I included “Creativity Notes” in which I quote Schwartz and others who share insights about their process of bringing forth original material. These have proved to be so popular with readers who draw from them for their own projects that I have included more in this edition.

			My own efforts as a first-time author started while I was a struggling freelance writer who happened to love musicals, though I was mostly exposed to them through recordings. I grew up listening to my mother’s cast albums like The King and I and South Pacific. My husband, Terry, and I lived in an 800-square-foot bungalow in the small Iowa town of Fairfield, about five hours southeast of The Music Man writer Meredith Willson’s hometown, Mason City. Like Marion in Willson’s musical, I had worked for several years as Madam Librarian. However, I longed to cross over to the creative side of the publishing world, so I completed a writing degree and started sending out stories for regional publications. 

			I also joined a team developing website content for a retailer that wanted to sell recordings online. We were all to write several pages of text about musicians, each taking different parts of the alphabet for last names. I was assigned last names with the letter “S.” That’s when “Stephen Schwartz” came into my life. I logged on to StephenSchwartz.com, and after noting his impressive bio (with three Oscars and other awards and credits, even though he was only fifty-two), I read some of his articulate and charming answers to fans’ questions about his work. 

			Something resonated. I realized this was a writer-composer with reliable artistry who was also self-aware enough to describe his process. Plus, he wrote in an artform that I already loved: the musical. It was just what I wanted to cover—not for one article, but for a multiyear effort on a book.

			When I emailed him requesting permission to interview him for a biography, he replied, “No one to date has asked,” and he agreed to cooperate with my efforts if I focused on his artistic output along the lines of Craig Zadan’s book Sondheim & Company.

			His new collaborative effort for adapting Gregory Maguire’s novel Wicked into a musical hadn’t yet been made public. When I flew to New York City for my first interview in July 2000, he was about to enter his “writer hibernation cave” to finish the first act’s score—meaning he’d have his assistant answer emails and calls for a while so he could devote himself to the one effort. 

			I followed the musical’s progress over the next three years, and was able to report on some of the development issues that might otherwise have been forgotten in retrospective interviews. 

			Early on, my husband and I relocated to the New York City metropolitan area, which meant I could get to know the Broadway world and catch the busy songwriter for interviews when he was available. 

			Over time, I met biographers who have written about historical figures or unauthorized books of celebrities. For me, a great benefit of writing a career biography of a living person was being able to interact and ask many questions on behalf of future readers. Although challenging, it was often fun. There were periodic restaurant meals with my recorders pointed in Stephen’s direction, and even warm-weather moments spent at a table on my back deck in Connecticut reviewing content with him.

			After Applause Theatre and Cinema Books published Defying Gravity, I started to spin off some of the development stories into specialized books. The first was The Godspell Experience: Inside a Transformative Musical, which explores the creativity behind Godspell in all its colorful detail (and is based on further interviews with original cast members). Stephen Schwartz wrote the Foreword. I have other musical theater books in the works as well. 

			Achieving my dream of being an author has had its complications and unexpected turns. But I’m lucky to have found a colorful and cooperative biographical subject who has an almost unfathomable amount to say about being human.

			—Carol de Giere

			www.caroldegiere.com
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			In a Connecticut library meeting room, Stephen Schwartz and Carol de Giere discuss chapter drafts, June 2018.

		

		

	

	
		
			ACT I

			1948–1974

		

		

	

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			A Focused Childhood

			

			
				With a talent like yours, dear 

				There is a defin-ish chance 

				If you work as you should 

				You’ll be making good 

				—Wicked

			

			On warm days in the Long Island suburb of Roslyn Heights, seven-year-old Stephen Schwartz could hear piano music coming through his open window. Next door neighbor George Kleinsinger worked at home while preparing a musical, Shinbone Alley, for Broadway. Occasionally, he would invite Stephen’s parents over to play them a new song, and Stephen would tag along. “I of course don’t remember this,” Schwartz says, “but my parents report that after George would finish playing and they’d go off for a celebratory drink, I would steal over to his piano and pick out the tune he had just performed. After a couple of times of this, George apparently told my parents he thought ‘Steve’ had talent and they might want to consider getting him a piano and music lessons.”

			In his own living room, Schwartz stretched his small fingers over the keys of the family’s new upright. Although he did learn classical pieces assigned by his neighborhood piano teacher, Mr. Harrel, he much preferred to improvise. “He was always fooling around at the piano,” his mother Sheila recalls. “Every once in a while, I’d realize what he was doing and I’d say, ‘Let’s practice first; do that later.’”

			Stephen Lawrence Schwartz had arrived at dawn on March 6, 1948, at what was then called the Woman’s Hospital on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. He spent his first fifteen months in an apartment in the post-World War II residential district called Stuyvesant Town on the city’s east side.

			His father “Stan” (Stanley) was a World War II veteran who had been wounded in the infamous Battle of the Hertgen Forest and wound up losing part of his right foot. When Stan used GI Bill funds for college tuition to enroll in graduate school in political science in Paris, the Schwartzes relocated there. During the family’s year and a half overseas, Sheila observed how quickly her son learned two languages. “He would speak to his little French friends in French and then he’d turn and speak in English to me.”

			Even more noteworthy to his parents than his facility with language was Stephen’s love of music. His favorite toy wasn’t a stuffed animal or his little red wagon, but rather his phonograph on which he played yellow 78 rpm records. “There was always music in our house, since I’m a music lover,” says Sheila, who had sung in shows in high school. “I remember we didn’t have heat in our house. When Steve had an ear infection, we went to stay with our friend, Hilda Kazarus, who had a nice warm apartment in Paris. She had a recording of the opera Boris Godunov that Stephen loved. There was one aria that he referred to as ‘The High Lady.’ He just loved it. Kind of strange taste for a little boy.” Schwartz reports that Boris Godunov remains his favorite opera to this day. (An interesting “small world” factoid is that Hilda’s son, Peter Kazarus, became an opera singer who would later appear in the Met’s world premiere of Ghost of Versailles, composed by Schwartz’s future friend, John Corigliano.)

			In mid 1951, the family moved back to New York in time for Sheila to give birth to a daughter, Marge. Three years later Stan and Sheila purchased a small home for their family of four. The upper-middle-class suburb of Roslyn Heights was about twenty minutes from where Stan worked at the Naval Training Devices Center. (He later shifted into businesses of his own. At one point, Sheila began teaching preschool and continued this profession for many years.) 

			The Schwartz home at 140 Yale Street was part of a development that featured two-story, wood-shingled houses on flat quarter-acre lots, accented by a tree or two. The development had what was meant to be a picturesque name, and Schwartz was fond of telling people years later that “I literally grew up in ‘South Park.’” In the backyard or basement playroom, Stephen and Marge commandeered their parents as the audience for their adventures into play-making. “I was always writing songs and putting on little musicals,” Schwartz recalls.

			He got started by staging puppet shows using a little theater fashioned out of a cardboard box and resting it on the backyard picnic table. Stephen’s musical Hi Dog was among the shows mounted in this petite venue. It starred Marge’s stuffed animals and dolls in lieu of puppets. Hi Dog presented the tale of a runaway puppy, and included music and lyrics for his first original song, “Little Lullaby.”

			Stephen absorbed the musical atmosphere mostly created by his mother. Stan was relatively tone deaf, but Sheila sometimes sang as she worked around the house. She frequently played their growing LP collection of classical music, opera, Broadway musicals, and folk music.

			Another influence on his tastes were Disney animated features that his parents took him to in movie theaters. “I vividly remember seeing Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and my particular favorite, Lady and the Tramp,” he comments. “I think like many kids of my generation it was an introduction to musical theater and understanding that part of the story could be told by characters singing a song.”

			With a broad-ranging passion for music, Stephen might not have set his heart on writing for the Broadway stage if not for the proximity of the Broadway composer next door. Kleinsinger was best known for “Tubby the Tuba,” a 1945 hit record performed by Danny Kaye. With Joe Darion he also wrote a successful recording of  a musical adaptation of “archy and mehitabel,” based on the Don Marquis stories about archy the cockroach (who wrote his stories by bouncing on the typewriter keys but couldn’t depress the shift key to form capital letters) and mehitabel the cat. Kleinsinger and colleagues started converting it into a Broadway musical, Shinbone Alley.

			Unfortunately, when the show finally opened at the Broadway Theatre on April 13, 1957, most of the critics panned the show. But when Sheila brought her excited son to see his first Broadway show during Shinbone Alley’s brief forty-nine-performance run, he was completely enthralled. This would not be the last time Schwartz would find himself at odds with the New York critics.

			By the time archy, mehitabel, and the ensemble of dancing cats poured their full song and dance power into the  “Toujours Gai” finale, Stephen Schwartz’s new life passion had been aroused. “From then on,” Schwartz reflected later, “that was my ambition and goal —to write for the Broadway musical theater. I think a lot of us who wind up in theater get smitten and fall in love with it the first time we see it.” 

			While other parents encouraged their children to prepare for “practical” professions, Stan and Sheila never tried to dissuade their son from a career in the arts. “My parents were supportive,” Schwartz affirms. “I didn’t have to go through what Leonard Bernstein did; he encountered such enormous resistance from his family, particularly from his father, and I didn’t experience that at all.” It was a fortunate convergence of nature and nurture: Stephen came equipped with an innate talent for music (and perfect pitch) and also benefited from an environment that fostered an accelerated artistic development.

			For Father’s Day in 1957, Stephen “took” his dad to see Damn Yankees on Broadway. Over the subsequent years while he lived at home, Stephen eagerly opened large, flat presents for birthdays and Christmas, finding new Broadway albums beneath the wrapping and ribbons. He attended the original productions of My Fair Lady, Gypsy, and West Side Story, and would continue to add to the list of Broadway experiences every year.

			Sheila brought home books about Broadway that included charts of the longest-running shows, and these inspired her son’s ambition for his future musicals. “I remember making up a fictitious list of my long running shows,” Schwartz says. “It would be like Hi Dog – 873 performances.”

			Schwartz’s early music training included not only the weekly private piano lessons, but also group lessons in music theory. In 1960, Stan and Sheila heard about classes for children at the Juilliard School of Music Preparatory Division in Manhattan. They brought their son in to audition and he received a scholarship. Nearly every Saturday for four years, they either drove him into the city or he traveled alone by train to study piano, theory, composition, sight reading, and orchestration.

			
				I used to go to the library and take out the scripts for musicals I hadn’t seen. I would look at the lyrics and write tunes to them, then go listen to the cast album and hear what the composer had actually done.

				—Stephen Schwartz

			

			A Dramatic Lyricist in the Making

			As Stephen’s music skills flourished, so did his proficiency with language and academics. In the spring of 1958, he and three other gifted students were advanced from fifth grade into sixth, with permission to enroll in seventh grade the following year. In the new sixth grade class at Meadow Drive School, he and his neighbor, Billy Gronfein, became close friends. After school they played at each other’s houses, expanding their linguistic skills with puppet theater, writing play scripts, and discussing intellectual topics.

			Gronfein remembers that everyone in the Schwartz home loved to talk. “His parents were very intelligent, very verbal. So, I think that’s associated with why Steve loved words so much. It would be natural coming from his house.”

			Not only was he verbally proficient, Schwartz also evidenced a quality essential to the constrained craft of matching lyrics to music: the love of working puzzles. “He was very good at putting puzzles together,” remembers Gronfein. “We had a puzzle called Hex, and it involved putting together variously-shaped pieces in such a way that the colors formed a particular pattern. It was very difficult, but Steve got it.”

			Mystery novels attracted him,  especially the “whodunit” puzzles of Agatha Christie. He and Billy even tried writing an Agatha Christie-style novel together, and made it all the way through twenty pages before moving on to other pastimes.

			He also liked foreign films, especially those of Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman. He freely admits that Bergman’s The Seventh Seal imagery would later influence the staging of “All Good Gifts” in Godspell, and Fellini’s Juliet of the Spirits greatly influenced Pippin.

			There was one language-based trait Schwartz seemed to be born with that sometimes got him in trouble: he spoke his mind. His mother reports on problems at school related to her son’s willful expressions. “He would speak out of turn, and maybe want to talk without giving other people a turn. He didn’t do anything seriously delinquent in any way, but he was not a docile little boy in class.”

			His behavior made some of his peers feel uneasy. “He had a little bit of a ‘take no shit’ attitude,” says Gronfein, “and you weren’t supposed to, if you were a nerd or geek in our position. He would speak his mind more than others of us would.”

			Schwartz remembers bringing home a report card with all “A” grades except one. “When it came to Deportment it said ‘D.’ My parents were like, ‘How could you get a ‘D’ in Deportment?’” He is grateful to Mrs. Green, his fifth-grade teacher, who had the ingenious idea of assigning him extra
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