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ABSTRACT

This thesis deals with Stephen Sondheim's work from a dramaturgical
perspective. It argues that a major theme in Sondheim's work is the journey through
disillusionment towards maturity. The thesis will use the word 'maturity' to mean the
acceptance of the uncertainty of life, and the refusal to give in to cynicism or despair.
This attitude is explicitly expressed in the songs "Now You Know' from Merrily We
Roll Along, "Move On' from Sunday in the Park with George and 'Finale: Children

Will Listen' from Into the Woods.

In 'Now You Know' Mary sings the lines: 'It's called letting go your illusions,/
And don't confuse them with dreams' (Stephen Sondheim, Finishing the Hat, Virgin
Books 2010: 397). This thesis will argue that this process of separating illusions from
dreams can be found in most Sondheim shows. Illusions are wrong dreams, such as
Sally's obsessive love for Ben in Follies, Sweeney Todd's yearning for his idealised
Lucy which blinds him to the woman she has become in Sweeney Todd or Cinderella's
desire for the Prince in Into the Woods, and must be discarded in order for the

character to find their real dream.

In the early shows the characters simply learn to endure the failure of their
dreams and carry on (Gypsy, Follies) or take responsibility for themselves and die
(Sweeney Todd). Later, in the shows written with John Weidman the characters are
trapped in a state of disillusionment brought about by the failure of national ideals

(Pacific Overtures, Assassins, Road Show) whereas in the shows written with James



Lapine, they discover positive goods: art in Sunday in the Park with George, family
and community in /nto the Woods, and romantic love in Passion. This shows that in
Sondheim's work disillusionment is sometimes a necessary experience, which leads to

maturity.



INTRODUCTION

One of the main themes in the work of Stephen Sondheim is the move past
disillusionment towards maturity. As Mary sings in 'Now You Know' from Merrily
We Roll Along: 'It's called letting go your illusions,/And don't confuse them with
dreams' (Sondheim, 2010, 397). As Mari Cronin writes in her essay 'Sondheim: The
Idealist': 'For Sondheim however confronting such concerns [such as a mid-life crisis
or desire for revenge], even if unsettling, is not to be shunned. It leads to solace and
maturity." (Collected in Stephen Sondheim: A Casebook, edited by Joanne Gordon,
Garland Publishing Inc. 1997: 144.) In the same book there is an essay by Leonard
Fleischer on Pacific Overtures where he writes

Underlying this surface theme, [of Japan's metamorphosis], however, is a
broader Sondheim concern which, despite the diverse source materials of his
musicals and his collaboration with different book writers, seems to permeate his
work. Such a preoccupation involves a movement from a state of innocence,
self-delusion, or avoidance of reality to a cathartic shattering of illusions, and/or

a more mature acceptance of the world (or people) as it (or they) really exists.

(""More Beautiful Than True” or “Never Mind a Small Disaster”: The Art of Illusion
in Pacific Overtures', collected in the Casebook, 108-109.)

He later goes on to add: "What seems evident, therefore, is that the price of
disillusionment is a painful and heavy one, but necessary if reality is to be faced and
truth told' (Ibid, 113). By a close textual analysis of the published books and lyrics
of the shows the thesis will elucidate this theme of disillusionment and how it

develops over Sondheim's work across the years.

This theme is so important to Sondheim because he values idealism: idealism in
the sense of dreams that transfigure the lives of the people who have them, in the

tradition of the Broadway musical. Many of his characters, as are many characters in



musical theatre, are defined by their dreams: dreams that go beyond everyday reality,
dreams that might be tarnished by commerce with the rough day-to-day world:
Sweeney wishes to be reunited with his family; Frank, Charley and Mary want to be
creative artists, as do Seurat and his descendant; Rose wants to be a star; Fosca wants

to be loved.

For some characters the dream is a person that they idealise: Sally idealises Ben
in Follies; Sweeney, Mrs. Lovett and Judge Turpin all idealise different characters in
Sweeney Todd; Cinderella and The Baker's Wife both idolise The Prince in Info the
Woods; John Hinckley dreams of marrying Jodie Foster and Squeaky Fromme dreams
of rescuing Charles Manson in Assassins; Fosca idolises Giorgio in Passion, and
Wilson Mizner's mother lives vicariously through her son in Road Show. With the
single exception of Fosca, none of these characters find happiness through living

vicariously with their dream character.

In a Skype question session with Sondheim I put to him the idea that a central
theme in his work is that of coming through disillusionment and not giving in to it.
He replied that disillusionment was a part of most stories, part of 'to use an overused
word, the journey of the characters." It is true that it would hardly be possible to
write a story that didn't involve disillusionment for some character at some point. Yet
Sondheim's work goes much further than that. The spectre of ultimate disconnection,
loneliness and death haunts the characters in his shows. They face the possibility that,
as the Witch says in 'Last Midnight' from Into the Woods, everybody is: 'Separate and

alone' (Sondheim, Look, I Made a Hat, Virgin Books, 2011: 98). Indeed, he often

1 Sondheim in conversation with the author. 26 July 2014.
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writes about the death of feeling. '"The Road You Didn't Take' from Follies, 'Last
Midnight' from Into the Woods, 'Every Day a Little Death' from A4 Little Night Music,
'Good Thing Going' from Merrily We Roll Along: all are examples of characters
singing about feelings that are dying, perhaps because of the character's apathy, or just
because of the inevitable passing of time. Entropy, the end of everything, is expressed
in Joanne's 'Everybody dies' in 'The Ladies Who Lunch' from Company (Sondheim,
2010: 193). This decay into chaos, which we can see embodied in the decaying
theatre in Follies or the piles of junk that surround the dead body of Addison Mizner
in Road Show, is a threat inherent in many Sondheim shows, but one which is never

triumphant.

It is important to establish at the outset that, despite Sondheim's engagement
with the theme of disillusionment, he is not fundamentally an ironist. Habitual irony
is a form of defence against disillusionment, but not one that Sondheim relies on. As
he has said of his relationship with the producer and director Harold Prince:

The truth is that Hal was the ironist (witness Evita and Lovemusik, among others,

both of which he encouraged and directed), and I the romantic (Sunday in the

Park and Passion, for example), which is one of the reasons that our
collaboration was so good.

(Sondheim, 2010: 166)

Sondheim has never written a show as satirical, or indeed as nihilistic, as, for
example, Kander and Ebb's Chicago (1975), where show business, justice and life and
death are all nothing but a big sell. If Sondheim writes about disillusion it is precisely

because he is a romantic: only a romantic can be disenchanted, because only a

11



romantic (in the popular sense in which Sondheim uses it) has dreams that can be

destroyed.

Sondheim is in fact much closer in tone to Oscar Hammerstein than he is to
Kander and Ebb. This fact has been downplayed by some critics: Anne Marie
McEntee going so far, in her essay 'The Funeral of Follies' as to say:

Follies ushered in a new paradigm in the American musical theater, a treatment
of the disillusioned American culture which jeered at the happy ending of the
Rodgers and Hammerstein musical rather than supported it.

(Collected in Reading Stephen Sondheim, ed. Sandor Goodhart, Routledge, 2000: 89-

90).

This astonishing mis-reading, that assumes that all Rodgers and Hammerstein shows
have interchangeable happy endings, seems to come from an assumption that
Sondheim is hostile to Rodgers and Hammerstein. This ignores the huge influence
that Hammerstein has had on Sondheim: an influence that Sondheim, even when he

has been critical of elements of Hammerstein's work, has always acknowledged.

The work of Hammerstein will be referred to several times as it provides an
illuminating contrast with that of Sondheim: both in its similarity and in its
differences. Hammerstein admired naivete. As Nellie Forbush sings in 'A Wonderful
Guy': 'And they'll say I'm naive/As a babe to believe/Any fable I hear from a person in
pants!" (Hammerstein, 1949: 87.) Her naivete means that she rejects the self-
preserving cynicism of her friends: it is a source of strength. But for Sondheim
naivete is a source, if not of weakness, then certainly of vulnerability. Sweeney Todd

sings twice that he was 'naive', at the beginning of the show he sings that he was
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'naive' to trust in mankind in general, and then at the end, he sings the same phrase
while cradling his dead wife. The second time he has realised too late that Mrs.
Lovett had lied to him. The word 'naive' is set apart from the rest of the phrase, and
sung on a low note that rises to a high keening. It is full of regret. Similarly Fosca
says that Giorgio is naive to speak to her of happiness. She is angry with him for his
tactlessness. Later she says that she was 'naive' when falling for the fraudulent Count
Ludovico. Fosca's naivete drives her into an illness that undermines her strength and
contributes to her dying young. Being disenchanted is necessary because otherwise
you are vulnerable to liars and cheats, such as Mrs. Lovett or Count Ludovico. In
Hammerstein's world one comes back from disillusionment and, though knowing that
the world isn't perfect, one keeps a hold of first principles: the ability to express love
and to form communities. In Hammerstein's world, if one trusts one's heart and one's

instincts, one does not go far wrong.

This means that Hammerstein's audience usually know what the right choice is
for the characters: it is clear that Laurey should marry Curly and not Jud, that Billy
should treat Julie better, and that Lt. Cable should learn not to be prejudiced: the
drama in the shows comes about because the characters are often blinded by pride or
vanity. Sondheim, on the other hand, puts his characters in an uncertain world where
choices are not clear cut. Should Dot leave George in Sunday in the Park with
George? Should the giant's wife be killed in Into the Woods? One cannot simply, as
one can with Hammerstein, trust one's heart and one's feelings. Sondheim's characters

come through disillusionment, abandoning naivete and cynicism. They will always
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have to live with uncertainty. As the newly-formed family sing at the end of Into the

Woods:

ALL Into the woods — you have to grope,
But that's the way you learn to cope.

(Sondheim, 2011: 105.)

One important difference between Rodgers and Hammerstein and Sondheim is
that in a Rodgers and Hammerstein show, if you sing you are generally telling the
truth. Even the villains tell the truth in song: for example Jigger Cranin mocks the
pompousness of Enoch Snow in 'Stonecutters Cut It on Stone' from Carousel. But in
many of Sondheim's shows characters lie to themselves, and to other people, through
song: in Gypsy Madam Rose uses song to manipulate everyone around her; in Follies
Ben sings a love song to Sally, but he is idly dreaming of her younger self; Mrs.
Lovett sings to Sweeney to lead him to believe that his wife is dead when she isn't;
Charles J. Guiteau sings that he killed President Garfield as an agent of God but

inadvertently reveals his real motivation: that he desires fame.

If deceit is a possibility in Sondheim's world it follows that disillusion is
sometimes necessary, so that one can face the truth. In Gypsy, in the song 'Rose's
Turn', Rose is forced to admit the fact that she hasn't made Louise a star for Louise's
sake, she has done it for herself. Rose's world collapses around her as she realises
that she herself will never be a star and this realisation enables her to have a (troubled)

reconciliation with her daughter. In Follies Sally must realise that Ben is a fantasy
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figure in her own mind, and in reality a charlatan, before it is possible for her to put
her life back together (whether or not she manages to do this is left ambiguous). In
Into the Woods Cinderella wishes for a Prince, who, she later discovers, has cheated
on her. Instead of becoming bitter she learns that her original dream was false and
that she must leave, not only her sisters' house, but the enchanted palace as well. With
the mature characters, disillusionment leads to a greater understanding. Because in
Sondheim's world true happiness involves letting the world in, not shutting it out: the

dream is integrated with reality.

Echoing this theme of disillusionment sometimes the shows themselves seem to
break down by the admission of elements that would usually have been suppressed.
We see a musical comedy revue where a singer cracks-up in mid-song because he
realises that he has wasted his life (Follies), or a fairy tale where the Narrator is killed
by one of the characters (/nto the Woods), or a revue where a Balladeer is forced from
the stage by a band of angry murderers (Assassins). This fragmenting of the formats
means that in some, but not all, of Sondheim's shows there is a deliberate disparity
between the story being told and the form it uses. Follies and Into the Woods
comment on musical revues or fairy tales while, conversely, Sweeney Todd and A
Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum do not comment on melodrama or
farce. That is to say Sweeney Todd and Forum do not bring in material that is
incongruous to melodrama or farce, while Follies shows a character having a nervous
breakdown on stage, something unthinkable in a Ziegfeld Revue, and Into the Woods
has random death and destruction, items which are totally absent, not from the

original tales, but from the Americanized popular versions of them.
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Sondheim's shows dramatise what happens when people's dreams meet the real
world. Many of his characters (Madam Rose, Sweeney Todd, Sally Durant) break
down as their dreams are destroyed or proved to be unworthy. Others (Ben Stone,
Kayama, Franklin Shepard, Addison Mizner) betray their dreams for a false idea of
worldly success. But Dot, the younger George, and Cinderella learn from their
disillusioning experiences. Sondheim and his collaborators show how it is possible to

let go one's illusions and not confuse them with dreams.

The thesis will analyse all of Sondheim's musicals, and a film and a play script,
but it will focus mainly on the shows where this disillusionment/moving on theme is a
central dilemma for the characters. The shows will be dealt with in chronological
order. There are many other groupings one could use, but precisely because there are
so many others it would be difficult to choose one. One could divide the shows
according to the book-writer: shows with Lapine, shows with Furth, shows with
Weidman, but one could equally group together the shows with Harold Prince which
were produced on Broadway, and the later shows which were produced off-Broadway.
Rather than be unjust to one or other of Sondheim's collaborators, a straightforward

chronological approach seems the fairest method to adopt.

This thesis will not attribute every element of the show solely to Sondheim: he
is, as he was called in the title of a conference held on his work, a collaborator and an
auteur.” Directors such as Prince or James Lapine, and book-writers such as George

Furth, Hugh Wheeler, James Goldman, and again James Lapine, have all been

2 'Stephen Sondheim: Collaborator and Auteur' held on November 25-27 2005 at Goldsmiths College.
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essential to the success of the shows, and significant contributions have been made by
performers, arrangers, choreographers and so on. But Sondheim has, since the
success of West Side Story, been in the position to choose his projects and his
collaborators: he has never had to take on a project he felt unsure about, and has only
ever expressed regret at writing lyrics for Do I Hear a Waltz? which he took on out of
a sense of obligation to the wishes of Oscar Hammerstein. Throughout Sondheim's
career one can discern his unique sensibility, and a set of thematic concerns that recur
with different collaborators. Throughout this thesis I shall be working on the general
assumption that spoken words are by the librettists and that the song lyrics are by
Sondheim, while recognising the fact that in the hectic business of creating a musical

the collaborators do not always remember who was responsible for what.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The musical as a specifically American product has been examined by Raymond
Knapp in The American Musical and the Performance of National Identity (Oxford
University Press, 2005) and its companion volume The American Musical and the
Performance of Personal Identity (Oxford University Press, 2006). These books help
put the shows in a historical and cultural context. Geoftrey Block, with Enchanted
Evenings: The Broadway Musical from Show Boat to Sondheim (Oxford University
Press, 1997), and Joseph P. Swain, with The Broadway Musical: A Critical and
Musical Survey (The Scarecrow Press, 2002), also contain valuable insights into the
canon of the musical as does The Oxford Handbook of the American Musical (eds.
Raymond Knapp, Mitchell Morris and Stacy Wolf, Oxford University Press 2011).
The work of Ethan Mordden is, although voluminous in its scope, often disfigured by
judgements of staggering virulence, as when he discusses Gypsy in Coming Up
Roses: The Broadway Musical in the 1950s (Oxford University Press, 1998), and
describes Madam Rose as 'a selfish, stupid, destructive piece of junk'. (245.) Of
Mordden's Sondheim: An Opinionated Guide (Oxford University Press, 2016) little

need be said — the essays are by turn vituperative and stuffed with irrelevancies.

The Oxford Handbook of Sondheim Studies (eds. Robert Gordon and Olaf Jubin,
Oxford University Press, 2014) contains a wide variety of essays on aspects of
Sondheim's work, for instance Dominic Symonds, in his essay "You've Got To Be
Carefully Taught' gives a useful account of Hammerstein's influence on Sondheim,
and Olaf Jubin's essay on doubling in Sunday in the Park with George has some

valuable insights.
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Mark Eden Horowitz's Sondheim on Music: Minor Details and Major
Decisions (The Scarecrow Press, 2010) has a number of in-depth interviews with
Sondheim, concentrating on the compositional process. Joanne Gordon's Art Isn't
Easy: The Theater of Stephen Sondheim (Southern Illinois University Press, Da Capo
Press, 1990, 1992) has some interesting information but is thin on analysis, mostly
concentrating on contemporary press reaction to the shows. Meryl Secrest's Stephen
Sondheim: A Life (Bloomsbury, 1998) is similarly useful on background detail but
shows no critical insight. Craig Zadan's Sondheim & Co (Da Capo Press, 1994) does
not attempt to analyse the shows but has many interviews with Sondheim and his
collaborators. Martin Gottfried's Sondheim (Harry N. Abrams Inc. 1993) is more of a

pictoral celebration than a critical overview.

Steve Swayne's How Sondheim Found His Sound (University of Michigan Press,
2007) has an excellent chapter on Hollywood film noir and its influence on Sondheim.
Swayne also fruitfully looks at the influence of European cinema on Sondheim's
work, especially the films of Alain Resnais. Stephen Banfield's Sondheim's Broadway
Musicals (University of Michigan Press, 1993) is a thorough examination of
Sondheim's work up until that point. Its focus is musicological rather than

dramaturgical but he throws up many useful points of discussion.

Stephen Sondheim: A Casebook has a variety of essays, which vary in quality.
Reading Stephen Sondheim is similarly variable, and many of the essays, as do many
in the Casebook, show an extraordinary hostility to the Broadway musical, as if
desiring to make Sondheim intellectually respectable by rescuing him from the

tradition he works in.
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Robert L. McLaughlin's Stephen Sondheim and the Reinvention of the American
Musical (University Press of Mississippi, 2016) has many intelligent insights but is
dedicated to putting Sondheim in a post-modern framework that pose epistemological
problems that marginalise the stories that the shows actually tell — for instance
McLaughlin reading of Passion is of two people who try and fail to find a reality
beyond language. This reading goes against Giorgio's rhapsodic acceptance of
Fosca's love as something that has broken through his carapace of caution. He also
sees Sunday in the Park with George as rejecting the idea of artist as transcendent

genius outside of time, an idea which the show clearly endorses.

In 1974 Harold Prince wrote Contradictions: Notes on Twenty-six Years in the
Theatre (Dodd, Mead and Company) and in 2017 revised and updated it with Sense of
Occasion (Applause Theatre & Cinema Books) which provide a great deal of insight

into the making of the shows.

Unless otherwise stated, Sondheim's lyrics are taken from Finishing the Hat and

Look, I Made a Hat.
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CHAPTER ONE

Saturday Night (1954) and West Side Story (1957)

Sondheim's first show, Saturday Night (1954, unproduced professionally until
2000) was a fairly conventional musical comedy, based on an unproduced play by
Julius J. and Philip G. Epstein called Front Porch in Flatbush. Gene, the main
character, is a social climber from Brooklyn who tries to impress a girl by pretending
he is rich, which leads to a spiralling series of complications before everything is
sorted out and there is a happy ending. In the show we are in the world of escapist
musical comedy and behaviour that would be obnoxious or repulsive in real life is
acceptable because we know that nobody is actually going to get hurt. This is
common in many shows, for example, in Guys and Dolls (1950) Sky Masterson gets
Sarah Brown drunk by slipping rum into her milk so that he can seduce her to win a
bet — but of course he starts to care for her and doesn't seduce her after all. There is a
similar moment in Saturday Night: in the song 'Exhibit A' one of the neighbourhood
boys, Bobby, boasts of his seduction techniques, which include getting girls drunk.

Of course Bobby is revealed to be lying, and is in fact a virgin.

Although the show does not seriously engage with the idea of disillusionment it
is set in 1929, just before the Wall Street Crash. Gene, the main character, dreams of
making it big by investing in stocks and shares, and so the audience knows that his
dream is doomed from the start. Chaos is just around the corner, and Gene is only
saved from it by the love of a good woman. There is one song, 'In the Movies', which

hints at some of the later themes in Sondheim's work. It is sung in a scene where the
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boys are out on a date with their girls: the boys squabble pettily about splitting the bill
for the night's entertainment while their dates look at the movie posters on the outside
of the cinema. The girls playfully contrast the dreams peddled by the movies with

what life is actually like in Brooklyn.

CELESTE In the movies, life is finer,
Life is cleaner.
But in Brooklyn, it's a minor

Misdemeanor.

(Sondheim, 2010: 9.)

The girls good-humouredly accept that life will never be like the movies and

conclude:

CELESTE, MILDRED  Never trust
MGM.
Keep your hips in
And settle for the dream.

(Sondheim, 2010: 9.)

In later shows the characters cannot simply accept, as Celeste and Mildred do, that life
will not measure up to one's dreams. There the clash between the dream and reality

will be painful.

22



Sondheim's first theatre credit was as the lyricist for West Side Story (1957)
where he wrote lyrics to Leonard Bernstein's music. In recent years Sondheim has
been rather dismissive of the show: 'West Side Story [...] was a fantasy which took
place in a romantic never-never land' (Sondheim, 2011, 146). Yet this criticism is
needlessly harsh: it is rather that Tony and Maria want to live in a romantic never-
never land, and cannot. The dream place that Tony and Maria imagine escaping to in
'Somewhere' is revealed as a fantasy. Tony dies before they can get there, and anyway

there was nowhere for them to go to.

Tony and Maria have the ability to make the world vanish for a brief while.

Their first meeting, at the dance at the gym, is described thus:

The lights fade on the others, who disappear into the haze of the background as a
delicate cha-cha begins and Tony and Maria slowly walk forward to meet each
other. Slowly, as though in a dream, they drift into the steps of the dance, always
looking at each other, completely lost in each other; unaware of anyone, any
place, any time, anything but one another.

(Arthur Laurents, West Side Story, 1958, 1959, 34.)

Later, the lovers duet on "Tonight'.

MARIA: All the world is only you and me!
(And now the buildings, the world fade away, leaving them suspended in space)

(Laurents 1958, 1959, 44.)
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But, as the show progresses, the world moves in. In the 'Quintet' we hear Tony and
Maria sing of their desire to see each other again, and this is contrasted with the Jets
and the Sharks plans for the rumble. In Act Two, in the song 'Somewhere' the desire

to escape from the world becomes active:

[...] the two lovers begin to run, battering against the walls of the city,
beginning to break through as chaotic figures of the gangs, of violence, flail
around them. But they do break through, and suddenly — they are in a world of
space and air and sun.

(Laurents, 1958, 1959, 97.)

The lovers imagine a world without violence, though this vision doesn't last long.
For Tony has already killed Barnardo, and this act of violence has set in motion the

events that will lead to Tony's death.

Romeo and Juliet hovers over the show as an ironic memory. Society has broken
down and instead of being encased in rigid codes of honour, the characters are trapped
in a brutal world, partly of their own making, but partly because they are at the bottom
of the heap socially and economically. When Tony and Maria marry, they perform the
marriage ceremony themselves: they do not recognise any outside authority. They do

not seem to be rebelling against it, it is not there any more.
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Bernstein wrote in a log chronicling the creation of the show that he wanted to
create 'a musical that tells a tragic story in musical-comedy terms, using only musical-
comedy techniques, never falling into the 'operatic' trap.' (Playbill, September 1957.
Quoted in Leonard Bernstein, Humphrey Burton, Faber and Faber, 1994: 187.) The
'operatic trap' would be using operatic music to demonstrate that the show is to be
taken seriously. The kids gain strength by refusing to take themselves tragically. In
the song 'Gee, Officer Krupke' they make fun of all the liberal platitudes about their
deprived backgrounds: making a joke of having bad families, menial jobs and
psychological problems.” The song is a musical-comedy number and at the end of the
song, on the words 'Gee, Officer Krupke - Krup you!" (Sondheim, 2010: 51.)
Bernstein quotes the musical phrase known as 'Shave and a haircut', that goes Ba-da-
da-da-daa-da BOM-BOM, which was often used after the pay-off for a vaudeville
sketch. This makes the characters seem more resilient — they do not ask for our pity —
but also possibly more naive, in that they don't really understand that their situation is
tragic. If Tony and Maria are naive in West Side Story in believing that they could get
away and be happy together, the show does not criticise them. the fact that they have
a dream that is shattered by the cruel world that they live in, it is entirely the world's
fault. Their love, the dream that unites them, is unambiguously seen as good, and the

futile violence of the Jets and the Sharks, is bad.

This was the first show on which Sondheim would collaborate with the book-
writer Arthur Laurents. Laurents was a playwright (Home of the Brave, 1945) and
screenwriter (Rope, Alfred Hitchcock, Universal, 1948) who had been attached to the

project since its inception, and who suggested Sondheim as a lyricist. They were to
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collaborate on three more shows, Gypsy, Anyone Can Whistle and Do I Hear a Waltz?
(Sondheim was also to write incidental music for Laurents' 1973 play The Enclave).
Raymond Knapp describes their shows as

[...] creating a situation in which redemption can happen, not through

community, but only by opposing or standing apart from community. All of the

Laurents-Sondheim shows involve this kind of necessary estrangement.
(Raymond Knapp, 'Sondheim's America, America's Sondheim', collected in Gordon
and Jubin, 2014: 442.) We can see this estrangement in each of these shows: in West
Side Story Tony and Maria try to break away from the cycle of hate that surrounds
them; in Gypsy Louise learns to play a cynical game with audiences in order to escape
her mother; in Anyone Can Whistle Fay and Hapgood rebel against the conformist
world of Cora Hoover Hooper and her minions; and in Do I Hear a Waltz? Leona
Samish tries not to act like a typical tourist. With all Sondheim's shows with Laurents
self-assertion is against a community, whereas, as we shall see, in the shows

Sondheim writes with James Lapine, the characters develop by becoming part of a

community.

When Tony is shot by Chino he is cradled by Maria, and says 'l didn't believe
hard enough.' (Laurents 1958, 1959, 126.) A belief in a better future is at the heart of
many American musicals, and indeed American mythologies. But, in West Side Story,
these hopes don't come to fruition. In the song 'One Hand, One Heart' Tony sings
'Only death will part us now' but when he and Maria duet the line changes to 'Even
death won't part us now' (Sondheim, 2010: 44). But this dream, of love transcending
death, (a frequent motif in opera, for example the liebestod from Wagner's Tristan und

Isolde) fails them when Tony is shot. They do not duet as he dies: instead Maria,
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unaccompanied by the orchestra, sings a reprise of 'Somewhere'. He tries to join in

with the song but he dies and Maria weeps.

It is important that Tony does not rail against an unjust fate or ask for our pity,
instead he blames himself for not believing hard enough. This might seem ironic:
surely Tony had believed in Maria enough and is hardly to be blamed that Chino shot
him. But it is appropriate that Tony believes in the possibility of change. He commits
to life rather than death — in that regard it is important that he is murdered and does
not, as Romeo does in Romeo and Juliet, commit suicide. The show's creators wanted
to overturn the audience's expectations. The Shakespearean scholar Bertrand Evans
has referred to the knowledge that an audience has of a story that the characters in the
story do not have, as 'discrepant awareness', (Bertrand Evans, Shakespeare's
Comedies, Clarendon Press, 1960, quoted in Marvin Carlson's The Haunted Stage:
The Theatre as Memory Machine, University of Michigan Press, 2001: 29). In other
words the audience, for the most part, knows that the show is based on Romeo and
Juliet and so knows, as the characters do not, that the show must end tragically. The
show, to some extent, breaks these expectations - Maria, unlike Juliet, survives — thus

preventing the show from being taken as simply another retelling of a familiar story.

If the show is about characters learning to break damaging patterns of the past, it is
appropriate that it breaks the pattern of Romeo and Juliet to make the audience aware
that things don't have to be that way. In the show, it is only as the two gangs join

together in carrying Tony's body from the scene, that there is a hope of reconciliation
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— though it is hardly a joyful one, rather the two groups are stunned into co-operation

out of shame at what they have inadvertently brought about.

After the show's countless revivals and a successful film it is hard to recapture
how unusual this ending must have been to audiences seeing it for the first time in
1957. Characters had died in musicals before: in Carousel (1945) and The King and 1
(1951) Rodgers and Hammerstein had killed the male lead character, but in no
Broadway show previous to this did the music fail the characters. The charm doesn't
work. Not that the show, unlike Bernstein's previous show, Candide (1956), is
primarily ironic. It would be a better world, the show seems to say, if the music did
work, if we did believe hard enough. As Knapp puts it: 'In the world of West Side
Story, only the difficult is real, and anything that comes easily or seems too secure is
automatically suspect.! (Knapp, 2005: 214.) That remark could be applied to almost

all of Sondheim's work. Happiness, if it is to come at all, must be earned.
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CHAPTER TWO

GYPSY (1959)

After West Side Story Sondheim was initially reluctant to write just lyrics again,
despite his admiration for Gypsy's composer, Jule Styne. But Oscar Hammerstein
persuaded Sondheim to change his mind. 'He thought it would be valuable for me to
learn how to write for a star, a specific and predictable personality who makes an
audience feel as if they are greeting an old friend." (Sondheim, 2010: 56.) The star in
this case was Ethel Merman. By the time Merman appeared in Gypsy her persona was
well-established from shows such as Annie Get Your Gun and Call Me Madam: a
Merman character had guts, determination and indomitability. But instead of simply
tailoring the material to suit Merman's persona, Sondheim and Arthur Laurents, the
show's librettist, investigate the whole notion of the dream of stardom. Gypsy is a star

vehicle about the madness of stardom.

Rose's dream is to be a star. As McLaughlin points out:

Styne's four-note I-had-a-dream theme recurs at key moments throughout the
show and reminds us of the importance of dreams — in this case, dream as a
vision for the future — as a motivating force for the character of Rose and as a
fundamental part of the American experience.

(McLaughlin, Stephen Sondheim and the Reinvention of the American Musical,

University Press of Mississippi, 2016 2016: 41.)

The idea of 'The American Dream' is enshrined in the Declaration of Independence,

which states that 'all men are created equal' with a right to 'life, liberty and the pursuit
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of happiness'. This idea leads to a popular belief that everything is possible; that if
you have a dream you can make it a reality if you have determination. It is the
embodiment of the frontier spirit as defined by the historian Frederick Jackson Turner
in his 1893 essay 'The Significance of the Frontier in American History'. This put
forward what became known as the Frontier Thesis, that stressed the action of the
settlers in expanding America as more formative of the American notion of

democracy than the ideals of the original settlers who came over on The Mayflower.

When they first meet, Herbie tells Rose: "You looked like a pioneer woman
without a frontier' (Laurents, Gypsy, 16). But Rose's dream to conquer new territory
is ultimately frustrated. This is partly because she is a woman: the show subtly
criticises the restrictions put on women by the society of the time — Rose is held back

because she is expected to be a home-maker and nothing else.

POP:  God put you down right here because He meant for you to stay right here!
ROSE: God's like me, Pop: we both need outside assistance.

(Laurents, 9.)

Rose rejects the role that is imposed on her: she even says 'Goodbye/To blueberry
pie!' (Sondheim, 2010: 58), a very unAmerican sentiment, attacking motherhood and
domesticity. This line has an ironic echo of Hammerstein's 'I'm as normal as
blueberry pie' (Hammerstein, 1949: 88) from 'A Wonderful Guy' in South Pacific.

Nellie Forbush happily embraces a feminine role of adoring lover, feeling that this
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makes her normal. This idea of normality is something Rose rejects. And stardom is

Rose's means of escape.

There are innumerable musicals about the theatre, and many shows seem to take
it as axiomatic that everyone wants to be a star, and that the most important thing in
life is to override everyone else's personality and hog the spotlight. What Sondheim
does is make Rose brazenly display the contempt for other people that is implicit in
that desire. In the song 'Some People' she sings of her desperation to get out of her
home. Staying at home is: 'peachy for some people,/ For some/ Hum-/Drum/People
to be,/But some people ain't me!"' (Sondheim, 2010: 58.) She spits in the face of the
audience. Yet the show's many revivals prove that audiences through the years have

loved her.

Perhaps they love her because she has 'a total absence of self-censorship'
(Sondheim, 2010: 66). While many of Sondheim's later characters are not sure who
they are, Rose has no doubt whatever, and, until near the end of the show at any rate,
goes flat out for what she wants. In 'Some People' Sondheim gives us a hint of Rose's
monomania in an unexpected word: when one hears Rose sing: "When I think of/All
the sights that I gotta see yet,/ All the places I gotta -' one expects to hear the word
'go'. But she doesn't say 'go’, she says 'play'. (Sondheim, 2010: 58.) This tiny verbal
jolt reminds us that Rose sees the world mostly as a series of venues. And she sings
as if she is the one who will be playing them, not her daughters. In her own mind, she
is the star. And the song is a sell. Although she is telling the truth about how she

feels, she is singing the song to try and persuade her father to give her his retirement
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plaque so that she can sell it. The dramatic subtext transforms our knowledge of the
song: it's not simply an expression of Rose's brash personality, it shows her
ruthlessness. As Knapp points out: 'the idealistic triplets motive is forced to carry the
mundane “eighty-eight bucks™ (Knapp, 2006: 223). Does this mean that all that Rose
really cares about is money? No, rather it shows that she /as to think of money, in
order to keep her dream alive. This reuse of the musical motif subtly hints at the

impossibility of keeping one's dream unsullied when one is poor.

Sondheim has said (Sondheim, 2010: 55) that Gypsy had characters of more
dimension than had been seen in a musical before (if one didn't count Porgy and
Bess.) But it isn't that Rose is a particularly complex character, she has one ambition:
to be a star. As she cannot achieve this herself she tries to make it happen through her
children. What is complex is the way the audience feels about her: they can
sympathise with her as a victim of a restrictive upbringing, or see her as a monster
who would destroy her daughters. For instance in Scene Six we see Rose both as a
caring mother, she has arranged a birthday party for June, and as a tyrant when she
refuses to put more than ten candles on the cake: 'ROSE: As long as we have this act,
nobody is over twelve and you all know it!" (Laurents, 1959, 24.) Rose's denial of the
reality of ageing leaves June confused about her identity, as expressed in the poignant

'Little Lamb' with its refrain: 'l wonder how old I am..." (Sondheim, 2010, 63.)

Rose's grotesque behaviour is made acceptable to the audience because it is
comic. Her meanness, her stealing, her bullying, her inability to listen, are, for the

most part, played for laughs. Her behaviour is outrageous (she pretends that a hotel
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manager tried to rape her, just so she can avoid being thrown out for keeping animals
on the premises) but ultimately everybody gets away from her. The Newsboys all
leave and start up their own act, Herbie leaves her and June and Louise both escape.

Rose hurts no other person as much as she hurts herself.

She hurts herself because she is deluded. Sondheim has said that it was the
character's self-delusion that drew him to the material: 'Best of all for both Arthur and
me, Rose was that dramatist's dream, the self-deluded protagonist who comes to a
tragic/triumphant end' (Sondheim, 2010: 56). A character who cannot see the
mistakes that they are making, while the audience can, creates tension on stage. This
tension underpins all of Rose's songs, and makes them dramatic events rather than
recitations. The audience is made aware that, before the end of the evening, Rose will

snap.

Sondheim and Laurents suggest that her desire for the kind of stardom that
cannot be shared with another performer is a form of madness. This is not an idea
that is unique to Gypsy, but few shows have taken it to such an extreme. Rose thinks
of nothing but stardom, and this fixation in the end drives her to a breakdown. She
puts all her imagination into twisting everything to her advantage. In all of her songs
she is manipulating someone. In 'Some People' she tries to get her father to give her
eighty-eight bucks, in 'Small World' she persuades Herbie that they should get
together, in "You'll Never Get Away from Me' she persuades Herbie to stay with her, in
'Everything's Coming Up Roses' she tries to sell the idea of becoming a star to an

unwilling Louise, even the buddy number 'Together Wherever We Go' is sung with an
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ulterior motive: to keep Louise from quitting the act. Every song she sings is an 'l

Want' song.

Her inability to connect with reality is shown in the way she treats the act she
creates. The boys are dressed as newsboys, singing: 'Extra! Extra! Hey, look at the
headline!" (Sondheim, 2010: 61.) Then they become farm boys, so that Rose can
incorporate the pantomime cow. (Perhaps Jack's cow in Into the Woods is a sly
reference back to this show.) But they still sing 'Extra! Extra!', though why they
should when they are farm boys Rose doesn't explain. Then she changes the act so
that they become city boys, so that they can sing about Broadway, but they still start
their song by singing 'Extra! Extra!' This is a comic way of showing how bad show
business works: it gets less and less to do with reality, and more to do with clichés,
with trying to replicate its effects. Just as Rose is mean with material (the blanket in
her hotel room is cut up for costumes for June and Louise, and for her pet dog), so she
is mean with written material: recycling it beyond its natural lifespan. And just as the
act gets further and further from reality, so, it might be said, does Rose. This denial of

reality will culminate in her disillusionment in the show's finale.

In the routine that Rose has written (and that she claims came to her in a dream)
June's character is a farm girl who gets the chance to go to Broadway, but who turns it
down as she can't leave her pet cow. The character chooses friendship over stardom.
We see Rose is hiding what she really feels from the audience (Rose would not only
leave the cow, she'd sell it for hamburgers) behind a mask of conventional sentiment.

Not that Rose would think of it as a lie. Show business to her is just a series of
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numbers: the stars and stripes that the boys fire from their canes at the end of the act,
(to a musical quotation from Sousa's 'The Stars and Stripes Forever') is another
display of platitudinous sentiment. But the whole act is a denial of reality: the kids in
the troupe have to go on pretending to be kids while they are growing into adults.
They must deny growing up and getting older. Performance is seen as a denial of

ageing, as a denial of reality.

Rose is not the only character in the show to be in the grip of a dream. Tulsa,
one of the boys in the troupe, dreams of having his own act. In the song 'All I Need Is
the Girl' we see him rehearsing a number of his own and telling Louise about it. He
narrates what he will do, and what he will wear: he will play the typical debonair
man-about-town. Once again there is a tension between what we see, a hard-working,
underpaid dancer in a bad act who is dreaming of escape, and the song he's singing:
about how he is: 'smooth and snappy' (Sondheim, 2010: 66). Here, though, it is not
the performer who is in danger of being disillusioned. The number creates dramatic
tension, first by showing Tulsa narrating his act as he rehearses it, thus revealing the
work behind being debonair, and secondly, and more importantly, by the fact that
Tulsa does the act with Louise, not noticing that she is beginning to fall in love with
him. A more conventional show would have had Tulsa doing the dance with June,
with whom he will soon elope, but there is more tension in making his partner Louise.
When she dances with Tulsa Louise dances well for the first time in her life. Tulsa is
so intent on making an impression as a performer that he doesn't realise just how deep

an impression he's making. He sings 'All I Need Is the Girl' without noticing that the

3 Sondheim was to take this device much further later on, when he based a whole song around Sousa
marches in 'How I Saved Roosevelt' in Assassins.
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girl is right in front of him. His act represents something real to Louise: the world of
sexuality and maturity has been tantalizingly held out to her and then snatched away.
Tulsa isn't being cruel, merely oblivious, but once again the show questions the whole
idea of performance. It can be a tease, that arouses desires that can't be fulfilled.
Which is precisely the business that Louise herself later goes into. Strip-teasing (the
term is significant) is about a performer simultaneously being available (i.e. naked, or
seemingly so) and unavailable (on stage, out of reach). The desire is stimulated but

cannot be acted upon.

We have seen Tulsa take apart his song and dance routine for Louise: as he sings
'Strings come in', (Laurents, 1959: 54) we hear exactly that. The music that we hear is
Tulsa's fantasy, what he dreams is made audible to us. This is not the first instance of
this device being used: the title song in Rodgers and Hart's On Your Toes (1936) does
the same thing. But in On Your Toes the song works as it usually does in musical
comedy: it brings the hero and heroine together. In Gypsy the song does not bring the
couple together, rather it emphasises the distance between them. As so often in
Sondheim's later shows it is the silent listener (in this case Louise) who is the
important one, the one who is affected by the song. We can assume that when Tulsa
says 'Strings come in' she can imagine them too. It is this acknowledgement of the
power of music that means one must be careful how one uses it; one must, in the

words of a later show, be careful the spell one casts.

Once June and the boys have left the act Rose has to believe that she can make

Louise a star, and so sings 'Everything's Coming Up Roses', a phrase that Sondheim
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invented himself, but wanted to sound like a phrase that was already part of the
language. In the song Rose tries to sell the idea of stardom to Louise. Once again
there is disparity between what we hear, Rose's unstoppable confidence, and what we
know: that Louise isn't particularly talented and doesn't want to be a star. Rose, like
Tulsa, is selling an idea, trying to convince herself as well as the audience: 'All you
need is a hand' (Sondheim, 2010: 66). A hand of course, can mean both help and
applause, two things that Rose gets mixed up. Rose sings: 'That lucky star I talk
about is due!' (Sondheim, 2010: 66), (words that are reminiscent of Tony's: 'l got a
feeling there's a miracle due,/Gonna come true,/Coming to me!' [Sondheim, 2010: 35]
in West Side Story). The song is a typical uplifting show-biz ballad, but, seen in its
dramatic context, it is a sign of incipient madness. Rose doesn't make Herbie or
Louise share her vision. Throughout the show songs are contradicted by what
actually happens. 'You'll Never Get Away from Me' does not come true: Herbie does
finally leave Rose, albeit reluctantly. 'Together Wherever We Go', a buddy number, is
not true: in the end Herbie does not stay with them. 'If Momma Was Married', which

articulates Louise's dream of a house and family, never comes true either.

But Louise does become a star, though not the kind Rose had dreamed of. In a
conventional show Louise would get her big break in a Broadway show, and live the
dream that her self-sacrificing mother had always had. But in Gypsy Louise's big
break is in burlesque. This in itself is a kind of disillusionment. Burlesque, a mixture
of female strip acts and lewd male comics, existed on the edges of the American

theatrical scene; disreputable but persistent. Burlesque was a shameful byway, not
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part of the mainstream®. The show confronts an unseemly side of America not often
seen in musicals. However, the strippers in this show all cling to a kind of dignity by
having stage names which suggest high art and 'class'.” Tessie Tura suggests opera,
Electra is a heroine from Greek tragedy and Mazeppa is the title of a poem by Byron.*
This foreshadows Louise's own attempts to be sophisticated by learning French and
hanging around men of letters. This clinging to the trappings of culture by a crew of
jaded and disillusioned strippers in a third-rate burlesque joint only brings home how

desperate their plight is.

And, by the time they reach burlesque, Rose and Louise are themselves desperate.
They have hit the lowest of the low. They are going nowhere. Near the beginning of
the show Rose's father said of Louise: 'Nothin' wonderful is going to happen to her or
June — or to you' (Laurents, 1959, 10). Rose angrily denies this, but, when they arrive
in the burlesque house Rose says to Herbie '...nothin's gonna turn up for us, is it?'
(Laurents, 1959: 77). Rose is, it seems, finally facing up to reality. Gypsy focuses on
the excluded, 'the ones who might have been' as Assassins will later put it (Sondheim,

2011: 136): old strippers, and the mothers in the background who never got a break.’

4 See for example Bob Fosse's film A/l That Jazz (Twentieth Century Fox, 1979) where the young Joe
Gideon (Keith Gordon) gets a job as a dancer in a burlesque house. Teased by strippers while
waiting in the wings, when he goes on stage to do a dance routine he is unable to hide the fact that
he has ejaculated into his trousers.

5 The ironic use of a high-class name can also be found in Merrily We Roll Along with Gussie
Carnegie, the musical comedy star. Although she is called Carnegie, reminiscent of the world-
famous concert venue Carnegie Hall, she helps to deflect Frank Shepard from composing serious
music.

6 The Byron poem was dramatised as a play in 1866, with the actress Adah Isaacs Menken playing
the (male) title role. She created a scandal by appearing apparently nude (though really in flesh-
coloured tights).

7 It is perhaps significant that Rose, while clearly the star part, is not the character who has their
name in the title. Gypsy refers to Gypsy Rose Lee, i.e. to Louise. Rose doesn't get her name in
lights. Gypsy is also a slang term for a travelling player, which is what Louise becomes: a gypsy
who dreams of a home that she never gets.
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Something does turn up for Rose and Louise, however, though hardly what they
expected. Just as Rose is about to capitulate and marry Herbie and settle down,
Louise gets a chance at the star strip. There is an ironic contrast between what we
might expect to see in a musical — the nervous beginner who saves the show as in the
film 42" Street (Lloyd Bacon, Warner Brothers, 1933) — and what is actually
happening: a mother pushing her daughter to strip in a burlesque house. But Louise
discovers herself. '"Momma... I'm pretty... I'm a pretty girl, Momma!' (Laurents,
1959: 94.) It is important to note that when she realises that she is pretty she tells her

mother. She doesn't think, at that point, about impressing men.

The song she uses in her act is a version of the first song that we hear in the
show: the number that had been sung by the young June and Louise when auditioning
for Uncle Jocko's Kiddie Show, 'May We Entertain You'. This is an innocent song
about children wanting to make an audience happy. Later the song is quoted briefly in
'If Momma Was Married' where the girls sarcastically reprise their act while dreaming
of escaping show business. Then it reappears as 'Let Me Entertain You'. The change
in title is subtle, but suggestive. The song has been corrupted. In a way reminiscent
of William Blake's Songs of Innocence and Experience, where the innocent lamb is
contrasted with the terrible tiger, the innocent children's song that we saw in the first
scene becomes at the end of the show, a strip number. As Robert Gordon puts it

Structurally, the transformation of Louise and Baby June's cute kiddie number

“May We Entertain You?” into Gypsy Rose Lee's (Louise's) striptease routine,

“Let Me Entertain You,” sexualises the innocent clichés of the little girls'

vaudeville song and dance to become the typically risqué lyric accompanying

the bump and grind of a burlesque act, while at the same time emphasizing the

irony of Louise's ascent from failed vaudeville performer to burlesque star].]'

(Robert Gordon, footnote 22, 'Old Situations, New Complications' collected in
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Gordon, R. and Jubin, O. 79.)

'Let Me Entertain You' is staged as a montage sequence of Louise playing
different venues. Rose's dream of touring the country has come true for Louise. The
scene is like the montage scenes found in many biographical films of stars (e.g. The
Jolson Story, Columbia, dir. Alfred E. Green, 1946) rising to the top of their
profession. But Louise is not being acclaimed as a singer or an actress, but as a
stripper. When Louise becomes famous she, like Tessie and the other strippers, tries
to give herself a little class. She shows off with some choice vocabulary: 'At these
prices, I'm an ecdysiast!' (Laurents, 1959: 97) she says, twitting the audience with how
much they have paid.®* When Louise becomes a star she is taken up by the beau
monde as an amusing bit of rough. Finally Rose and Louise have the confrontation
that has been coming since Louise became a star. And Louise is perhaps more like
her mother than she realises (she has after all taken Rose's name to be part of her stage
name). At the beginning of Act One Rose had lost her temper with Uncle Jocko, who
had laughed at June and Louise's act: 'Don't you laugh! Don't you dare laugh!
(Laurents, 1959, 6) and then, in Rose and Louise's confrontation in Act Two, Louise
says: 'Nobody laughs at me — because I laugh first!' (Laurents, 1959, 101). Louise has
learned not to care: she is disillusioned, not so much with show business (she always
knew that she had little talent) as with life: she treats it all as just a game, because it is
the only way she has found to escape from her mother. She doesn't get the family she

dreamed of, but she will survive.

8 The term ecdysiast (one that sheds its skin) was coined by H.L. Mencken in a letter to a stripper
called Georgia Sothern, who had asked him to think of a more acceptable alternative to 'strip-
teasing'. The letter was dated April 5, 1940, when the real Gyspy Rose Lee was 29, and so its
inclusion in this scene is an example of dramatic license. (Accessed from the website World Wide
Words 30 July 2019. www.worldwidewords.org/weirdwords/ww-ecd.lhtm)
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If the show had ended on 'Let Me Entertain You' then Gypsy could be seen as a
dark nihilistic joke, an ironic post-modern deconstruction of the story of the rise to
stardom: Rose pushes her daughter into being a star, but she becomes a star in
burlesque and survives by laughing at the audience. But 'Rose's Turn' takes the show
to a new level. Rose, in a state of shock, realises that she is not a part of Louise's life
any more, a painful moment for any parent, but far worse for Rose as she has been

living vicariously through Louise.

The breakdown that Rose has been heading for since the beginning of the show
now happens in spectacular fashion, brought on by Louise's rejection of her. The
show, by creating a character that allows a talented performer to give a bravura
performance, both celebrates and questions the whole idea of stardom. After all, as
Sondheim has said, Rose comes to 'a tragic/triumphant end.! The show embraces the
ambivalence of stardom. If there are stars there are also people, like Rose, who want

to be stars and never get there. And this is who the show focuses on.

Rose could have been a standard comic character: a pushing, stealing, lying,
cheating, lovable stage mother — lovable because she makes audiences laugh. Light
comedy often takes place in a kind of limbo where the normal rules of living are
suspended and characters who in life would be insufferable or tragically frustrated can
be presented as entertaining. Gypsy could have ended on Rose once more dreaming
of success, and the audience could laugh indulgently and shake their heads because

Rose never learns, but never knows defeat. But Rose does not finally live in the
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world of musical comedy. Instead, unlike most comic characters, she grows older and
has to confront the fact that her dream isn't going to happen. In 'Rose's Turn' we see
her fantasy collapsing in front of us. Reality breaks in on her, shockingly, in the first

and one of the most powerful of Sondheim's nervous breakdowns in song.

The title itself has three possible meanings: it is Rose's turn in the sense of it
being Rose's go, her turn to be famous. Turn also, of course, means a vaudeville act.
And turn, as in funny turn, can also refer to a bout of illness. All of these meanings
apply to the song. As with Company the 'l want' song comes at the end of the show.
Of course, all of Rose's songs have been 'l want' songs, but for the first time in the
show she isn't trying to manipulate anyone, she actually admits what she wants to
herself. It is an 'l Want' song for Rose that ends in a realisation that she won't get it.
In this song we hear the 'I-had-a-dream' motif again and this leads Rose into

confronting in her head each of the people she feels abandoned by.

ROSE  Thad adream -
I dreamed it for you, June.
It wasn't for me, Herbie.
And if it wasn't for me,
Then where would you be,

Miss Gypsy Rose Lee?!

(Sondheim, 2010: 75.)

Rose doesn't call her daughter Louise, instead she uses her stage name. This is the

source of Rose's resentment. After pushing and pushing to make her daughter a star,
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she finds herself pushed out.

Right at the top of the show Rose's first entrance had been from the audience
onto the stage (see Laurents, 1959: 5). This shows us that Rose is, so to speak, one of
us: she is a member of the audience who climbs on stage. In her final song she claims
the stage, but the theatre is empty, and the audience is all in her head. In effect, we
the audience have become her illusion. She wants us to be there, but we aren't. Of
course the audience is there, watching a potentially barn-storming performance, but in
the world of the play, the audience is not there. This may confront the audience with
the fact that there are many people like Rose who want to have an audience, but who

are stars only in their own head.

The scene regurgitates the show we have just seen. In some kind of Oedipal
nightmare, Rose’ starts to act out a striptease. Then, from the lines: 'Hold your hats
and Hallelujah,/Momma's gonna show it to ya!' (Sondheim, 2010: 75) she says the
word Momma, 'Momma's talkin' loud,/Momma's doin' fine!..."' no fewer than nineteen
times: the nineteenth time is when she says: '"Momma's gotta let go!". (Sondheim,
2010: 75.) This word reminds her, not only of Louise's jab: 'Momma, you have got to
let go of me!" (Laurents, 1959: 102) but also of Rose's desertion by her own mother.
(Though this point could perhaps have been made more firmly, we know nothing
about Rose's mother, so her absence is hardly felt.) Rose breaks down on the word,

and then starts to say what she really feels. She says: 'Well, someone tell me, when is

9 The character is often referred to by commentators as Momma Rose, but she is called this nowhere
in the show. The girls call her Momma, Herbie calls her Rose and everyone else calls her Madam
Rose. But it is significant that audiences identify her principally as a mother. She could be seen as
a Gentile version of a Jewish mother.
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it my turn?' (Sondheim, 2010: 75). Her anger finally forces her to confront the truth:

she did it for herself, not for her children, as she screams to some dissonant chords:

ROSE  This time for me!
For me!
For me!
For me!
For me!
FOR ME!!

(Sondheim, 2010: 75.)

She is disillusioned as she must face up to the fact that she has only thought of herself,
and also to the fact that she will never get what she wants. To survive she has had to
be aggressive and competitive. And that, inevitably, leads to loneliness, which might
be seen as the psychological condition of American capitalism: ruthless competition
that alienates the competitor. Rose cannot admit her need for other people and

instead has to dominate everybody around her.

Sondheim has said, of his own ability to compose music while in a busy
restaurant: "When the cocoon is self-created, the surroundings matter not at all'
(Sondheim, 2011: 30.) This remark could also apply to Rose, to whom the world is
simply a series of venues to play. She lives in a cocoon of her own imagination: as
June says with cold anger: 'Momma can do one thing: She can make herself believe

anything she makes up. [...] She even believes the act is good.' (Laurents, 1959,
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47.) This is the downside of having a dream, one that Hammerstein didn't examine in
his shows. In his shows characters must stay true to their dreams: not to do so is a
kind of emotional death. This is also true in Sondheim's work, but sometimes, as in
this show, a character can have the wrong dream, can have an illusion rather than a

dream, and must cast it off.

In this song Sondheim dramatises Rose's change from comic persona to dramatic
character. Rose, who up to this point could have been taken as a comic personality,
whose outrageous actions can be laughed at as they have no serious consequences,
becomes a three-dimensional character: that is to say a person whose actions have
consequences, who must take responsibility for her own life; a person whose naive
dream that everything will come up roses has to be rejected. Rose's partial
reconciliation with Louise at the end shows Rose at least admitting that stardom will
never happen to her, which is a gain in knowledge. But the final image, of the lights
of the runway going out in her face, shows that knowledge has not become mature

acceptance. She is still trapped in false desire.

Sondheim has said: 'Our lives aren't scripted' ('Sondheim's Passionate 'Passion"
Interview with Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times Arts and Leisure Section.
March 20, 1994. 1, 30-31), but Rose's mistake is to think that hers is, that she is fated
to be a star, or at least the mother of a star. She made her daughters' lives a nightmare
by thinking that her life was destined to take a certain path. As we will see in future
shows, Sondheim will help to create characters who often learn to accept uncertainty,

and in that acceptance be able to create themselves.
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CHAPTER THREE
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A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), Anyone Can Whistle

(1964), Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), Evening Primrose (1966)

Sondheim's first professionally produced score was for 4 Funny Thing
Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), with a book by Burt Shevelove and Larry
Gelbart, based on characters invented by Titus Maccius Plautus. In 1958 Sondheim, a
friend of Shevelove's, suggested they collaborate on a musical, and it was Shevelove
who suggested Plautus as a basis for the show. Shevelove brought in Gelbart as they
had both written for a television series starring the comic Red Buttons, and Shevelove
had directed some television shows for Art Carney that Gelbart had written. (See
'Savoring a Moment: A Conversation with Stephen Sondheim.' Interview by John
Guare. Lincoln Theater Centre Review, Summer 2004, Issue 38. 8-10.) Sondheim's
other book-writers all have had experience as playwrights, whereas Shevelove and
Gelbart were, at that time, mostly sketch writers. An Authors' Note (Four By
Sondheim, Applause Books 200: 11) refers to the piece as 'a scenario for
vaudevillians', and the title of the show is a play on a traditional lead-in to a joke used
by many vaudeville comics: 'A funny thing happened to me on the way to the

theatre...'

The opening number, 'Comedy Tonight', sets the tone of the show by, as it were,
proclaiming a holiday, a respite from seriousness. 'No royal curse,/No Trojan horse,/
And a happy ending, of course!' (Sondheim, 2010: 83). The lyric explicitly
announces that it is a show and what kind of show it will be: 'Nothing with kings,/

Nothing with crowns,/Bring on the lovers, liars and clowns' (Sondheim, 2010, 83).
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The shadows of horror are evoked, only to be dismissed: 'Tragedy tomorrow,/Comedy
tonight!' (Sondheim, 2010, 83). The song tells us that the show is escapism, with the
implied qualification that escapism is harmless, as long as one recognises that it is a

momentary respite.

Sondheim has said:
Forum 1s not generally recognised as being experimental [...] but I find it very
experimental. Forum is a direct antithesis of the Rodgers and Hammerstein
school. The songs could be removed from the show and it wouldn't make any

difference...

(Quoted in Zadan, 1994, 68).

Looking through the show one can debate this: most of the songs do serve a purpose
in the plot. 'Love, I Hear', reminiscent of a Lorenz Hart lyric in that it likens love to
an illness, establishes that Hero is falling in love; in 'Free' Pseudolus has a classic 'l
want' song — he wants to earn his freedom; in 'Lovely' Hero and Philia are falling in
love; in 'Pretty Little Picture' Pseudolus is selling the idea of escaping to an island to
Hero and Philia; 'Bring Me My Bride' establishes Miles Gloriosus's desire to take
Philia; the reprise of 'Lovely' serves the function of persuading Hysterium to keep in
drag, and the 'Funeral Sequence' sets up Hysterium's mock funeral. In Act I only
'Everybody Ought To Have a Maid' and possibly 'I'm Calm' serve no function in the
story. But perhaps the show is experimental because none of the characters need to
sing, they have no deep emotions — even the young lovers are a couple of amiable

dimwits.
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As Gordon points out: '"The pastiche of the form renders Roman comedy as camp,
inviting the spectator to revel in a ritualized rehash of the oldest comic clichés in
Western theater.! (Robert Gordon, eds. Gordon and Jubin, 2014, 64.) There is no
disparity between the form of the play and the story that it tells. Pseudolus treats life,
and invites the audience to treat life, as a farce. He spins wild lies on the spur of the
moment and he manipulates events to a happy conclusion. Pseudolus draws us into
his confidence the way Groucho Marx would directly address the audience in a film:
"Well, all the jokes can't be good, you've got to expect that once in a while' (4nimal
Crackers, Paramount, Dir. Victor Heerman, 1930). This breaking of the fourth wall
assures the audience that the comic is in control. Pseudolus is in control of the story,
at the end of Act One, when his life is threatened, he buys time by shouting

'Intermision!" (Shevelove and Gelbart, 1962: 78.)

Although the show might seem to be cynical, as its hero is a wily manipulator,
yet Pseudolus ultimately has a dream. His dream is to no longer be a slave, as we can
hear in the song 'Free' where he even dreams of having a slave of his own. 'Can you
see him?/Well, I'll free him!" (Sondheim, 2010: 89.) Unlike Rose in Gypsy, who
dreams of dominating others, Pseudolus dreams of taking responsibility for his own

life.

It is a nostalgic show (vaudeville was more or less over by 1962) that harks back
to a world of red-nosed comics and good-looking women: a kind of idealised
Broadway vaudeville that will never degenerate (as it does in Gypsy) into burlesque.

The women in the house of Marcus Lycus gyrate suggestively but don't do a
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striptease. It also harks back to a pre-Rodgers and Hammerstein type of show.
Broadway musical comedy as produced by Florenz Ziegfeld, relied a lot on spectacle,
on lavish sets prodigiously peopled with extras. A Funny Thing Happened on the
Way to the Forum makes fun of this tradition by drawing attention to its own
cheapness — in 'Comedy Tonight' we are promised: 'Hundreds of actors out of sight!'
(Sondheim, 2010: 83). All the walk-on parts are played by a small group of players
called the Proteans. Thus the show, whether the production is really cheap or not,
celebrates tattiness. Also in 'Comedy Tonight' Pseudolus tells us, of the actress
playing Dominia: 'She plays Medea later this week,' (Sondheim, 2010, 83). This
evokes memories of provincial theatres, where actors would learn parts quickly and
runs were short. Although the original production was on Broadway the jokes
provoke memories of threadbare touring companies. The show is in effect a

celebration of actors and the tenuous lives they live.

Thus the audience is disillusioned in a sense that they are told that the show is
cheap, only this disillusion is not serious, it is part of the fun. But there is a hint of
Sondheim's more serious concerns to come in the fact that the characters are able to
lie in song. Sondheim is not the first composer to write songs where the singer is a
liar: 'It Ain't Necessarily So' from Porgy and Bess is an example of a song that is sung
with malicious intent. But Sondheim unusually allows his heroine to lie, both to Hero
and perhaps to herself in the song: 'That'll Show Him'. In the song, Philia, a
courtesan, says that she must go with the braggart soldier Miles Gloriosus because he
has bought her. But she assures Hero that, when she kisses Gloriosus, she'll really be

thinking of Hero. The gag is, of course, that she is actually imagining what it would
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be like to be made love to by the grotesquely macho Gloriosus.

In her duet with Hero, Philia sings 'Lovely is the one thing I can do'
(Sondheim, 2010: 93). That she uses the word 'do' rather than the word 'be' shows
that being lovely is about putting on an act. We see the absurdity of the act when later
the male slave Hysterium has to dress up as a woman, and finds that he starts to feel
lovely, especially when Pseudolus reassures him that 'l can't take my eyes off you'
(Shevelove and Gelbart, 1962: 100). Sondheim starts to disillusion us about the
nature of traditional feminine beauty, a subject he will go into in more depth in

Follies.

Forum makes gentle fun of musical spectaculars, but it doesn't rework the
genres of farce or vaudeville the way that Gypsy questions the underlying assumptions
of the musical that celebrates the ascent to stardom. The characters are stock comic
figures: soppy young lovers; henpecked dirty old man; harridan wife; braggart soldier.
They are not intended to be real and so do not go through the process of

disillusionment that characters in later shows will.

Anyone Can Whistle (1964), with a book by Arthur Laurents, is a satire where
two people, Fay Apple and J. Bowden Hapgood, try to expose the machinations of a
corrupt mayoress, Cora Hoover Hooper, who has faked a miracle (water springing
from a rock) to drum up business for her town. Fay is a nurse who prides herself on
her rationality but who actually, in the song "There Won't Be Trumpets', reveals that

she harbours a dream of a hero who will come and rescue her. She accepts that the
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man she dreams of won't look like a hero. But she believes he will be one.
Throughout the course of the show she learns to abandon the idea of a hero, someone
who will solve her problems for her, and instead takes responsibility for living her

own life.

In Act One Fay sneers at the phoney miracle, and by extension all miracles, but
later Hapgood accuses her of wanting to believe in it the same as the populace do.
She admits it: her scientific training does not satisfy every longing and she needs
something more. She sings the title song, expressing her regret at her inability to be
spontaneous. The idea of whistling is perhaps a reference to the famous scene in
Howard Hawks' film To Have And Have Not where Slim, played by Lauren Bacall,

tells Harry Morgan, also known as Steve, (played by Humphrey Bogart)

SLIM You know you don't have to act with me, Steve. You don't have to say
anything and you don't have to do anything. Not a thing. Oh, maybe just
whistle. You know how to whistle, don't you, Steve? You just put your

lips together and blow.

(To Have and Have Not. Warner Brothers, dir. Howard Hawks, 1944.)

In the film it is the woman who is confident, and brings out a cagey man. But in the
musical it is the woman who can't whistle and, by analogy, cannot let go emotionally.
She learns to trust Hapgood, and then thinks he has betrayed her, and she sings 'See
What It Gets You', a song of disenchantment. But this disenchantment brings on an

important discovery for Fay.
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FAY And when the hero quits,
Then you're left on your own,
And when you want things done,

You have to do them yourself alone!

(Sondheim, 2010: 134.)

This realisation that one must take responsibility for one's own life is one that many of
Sondheim's characters will have in future shows. Those who cannot learn it, such as

the assassins, are doomed to a life of frustration.

The play is like a troubled revisiting of The Wizard of Oz (MGM, dir. Victor
Fleming, 1939). The opening number (that appears in the published script of the
show, but not in Finishing the Hat) is 'I'm Like the Bluebird": an echo of the line from
'Over the Rainbow' where Dorothy sings: 'If happy little bluebirds fly/Beyond the
rainbow,/Why, oh why, can't I?' This last line is echoed in the lines from the show's
title song: 'It's all so simple:/Relax, let go, let fly./So someone tell me why/Can't [?'
(Sondheim, 2010: 129). In a sense both The Wizard of Oz and Anyone Can Whistle
are about characters learning to not rely on magic from outside, but rather on one's

own powers. This will also be the lesson of Into the Woods.

But if one doesn't look for help from heroes then one must do without the
certainty that they offer. The title of Fay and Hapgood's love duet is '"With So Little to
Be Sure Of', which is about embracing the uncertainty of life. When Fay and

Hapgood embrace, the rock finally does miraculously spurt water. They didn't wait
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around for miracles but went ahead and learned to live for themselves, and it is

precisely this that makes the miracle happen.

On the CD of the Original Broadway Cast album one of the bonus tracks is a
recording of Sondheim singing an earlier version of this song. There the lyrics
include the lines: 'If there's anything at all/l want it forever' and later 'Tell me, it's
forever,/It's forever,/What we have we have forever,/And forever. These lines had
been rewritten by the time of the recording and become: 'Everything that's here and
now and us together!' (Sondheim, 2010: 138). The idea of a love affair being eternal
is one that Sondheim backs away from, though there is still a hint of the idea in the
final version of the song: 'None of it is wasted,/All of it will last' (Sondheim, 2010:
138). 'Forever', an idea that was central to the romantic imagination, and indeed the
popular love ballad, is not a word that Sondheim uses a great deal. His world is more

uncertain.

Another line that was changed between the demo recording and the
performance was the plea that they 'Then stay for ever here with me,/And shut the
world away'. This dream of being away from the world is always exposed in
Sondheim as a dream. There is no sequestered place away from the world.
Happiness, and we shall see that this is always true in Sondheim's work, can only be

achieved by letting the world in, not shutting it out.

Sondheim said of the show:

On another level, it’s about the difficulties of maintaining idealism and
romanticism as well as the dangers of them. Our two principal characters were
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an idealist who turns out to be a cynic and a cynic who turns out to be a
romanticist. [...] The show also dealt with the need for miracles in people's lives.
The hero and heroine tried to expose the miracle for what it was, out of different
motives. Though organised religion may be dead, there is an enormous need in
people to think that something beyond them and not explainable in terms of
ordinary human activity is going on... which is another form of idealism or
romanticism, contrasted with that of the two characters.

(Zadan, 1994: 88.)

In each of the shows we have seen so far the main characters have, for the most part,
been romantics or idealists. The distinction between the two terms is not always clear,
but I shall use 'idealist' to mean someone with a vision of what life can be like, and a
romantic to mean someone who lives a life of feeling. Tony and Maria are romantics;
their love is the most important thing in their life, Rose is an idealist who has a dream
while her daughter is rather more pragmatic, and even the otherwise cynical
Pseudolus has his dream of being free. Here Fay is an idealist, she dreams of
defeating Cora Hoover Hooper, and Bowden a romantic, in that he helps Fay get in
touch with the emotions that she has denied. Ultimately they triumph in a hostile
world, and defeat the forces of conformity as represented by Cora and her henchmen.
The ease with which Fay and Hapgood make fools of their enemies weakens the
drama, however: Hapgood especially, in Laurent's book, comes across as inordinately
pleased with himself. Sondheim has acknowledged this weakness.
Arthur and I had written the piece as if we were the two smartest kids in the
class (in the back row, of course), wittily making fun of the teacher as well as
our fellow students, demonstrating how far ahead of the established wisdom
we were [...]

(Sondheim, 2010: 111.)

In future shows the characters' search for meaning will be taken more seriously.
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Sondheim's last show as just lyricist is Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965). With music
by Richard Rodgers and book once more by Laurents, it is also about an uncertain
woman who cannot open up emotionally. A middle-aged American, Leona Samish,
holidays in Venice and finds love with an Italian, Di Rossi. As with Fay, Leona is

looking for a 'Magical mystical miracle'. (Sondheim, 2010: 158.) In the song 'Stay

Di Rossi sings that she should learn to let go her illusions.

DI ROSSI I am not the dream come true,
But stay.
Not perfection, nor are you,
But stay.
Who is brilliant, who is witty?
Am [ handsome? Are you pretty?
Throw the dream away,
Stay and stay and stay!

(Sondheim, 2010: 158.)

She should learn to accept imperfections, a lesson that many of Sondheim's characters
will learn. Leona must throw away her dream because it is a false one: one of a

perfect lover.

This learning to live with imperfection is also the theme of the song "We're
Gonna Be All Right', sung by two supporting characters: an American couple called

Eddie and Jennifer. This sour-sweet look at marriage prefigures the scores of
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Company and Follies. The original version is very much darker than the one that was

finally used — it hints at the death of feeling:

EDDIE  One day the ache is gone -
There's nothing like senility[...]

(Sondheim, 2010: 155.)

And the marriage might degenerate into violence.

EDDIE  Lately, he tends to
Hit her.
JENNIFER Sometimes she drinks in bed,
EDDIE  Sometimes he's homosexual,
BOTH But why be vicious?
They keep it out of sight.
Good show!

(Sondheim, 2010, 158.)

Morality does not matter as long as no-one knows. Not that Eddie and Jennifer are
like this themselves, they are imagining what they might become. Richard Rodgers
loved the lyric and then abruptly changed his mind, guided by his wife Dorothy. (See
Sondheim, 2010: 155.) The lyric that finally was used is fairly innocuous, but, in the

staging, becomes sinister. Eddie and Jennifer sing a few verses, and then:
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(The music now becomes hushed and they are in a position reminiscent of Grant
Wood's “American Gothic.” Their faces are dead; their voices are thin. They sing)
(Laurents, 1965, 109.) They sing the same words again, but the reassurance has
grown thin. Simple reassurance never works in any Sondheim show. Eddie is in fact

being unfaithful to Jennifer, but she forgives him and their marriage survives.

Leona, as does Fay, finds that the miracle happens when she accepts reality,
which is to say she accepts the fact that the ideal man, like Fay's hero, will not arrive,
and she will have to accept what she can. With Di Rossi she accepts a 'little but
lovely time' (Sondheim, 2010, 161), similar to the 'marvellous moment' (Sondheim,
2010, 138) shared by Fay and Hapgood. If one accepts that life won't be perfect, and

the miracle may happen after all.-

Yet the show never really gains any dramatic momentum: in all future shows by
Sondheim the characters have to decide how they will live the rest of their lives.
Leona only has to decide whether or not she will have a fling with a man, which isn't
going to make very much difference to her life in America. Venice in the show is
treated stereotypically: all the Italians are sex-mad and enjoy life to the full, and the
Americans are all hypocritical, censorious and unhappy. Leona's choice is too
lightweight to matter very much. Sondheim's unhappy relationship with his composer
and the fact that he worked on the show out of a sense of obligation to his late mentor
Hammerstein rather than a need to write it, led to a show that Sondheim has referred

to as 'not a bad show, merely a dead one' (Sondheim, 2010: 142).
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More substantial is Evening Primrose (1966) a television musical Sondheim
composed with a script by James Goldman, dramatised from a 1940 short story by
John Collier about a colony of people who live in a department store and disguise
themselves as shop dummies. Collier was a novelist and short story writer nowadays
best remembered for his elegantly macabre stories such as 'Back for Christmas'.
Goldman's work as a playwright and screenwriter often dwells on faded glories: The
Lion in Winter (Haworth Productions, dir. Anthony Harvey, 1968), Nicholas and
Alexandra (Columbia Pictures, dir. Franklin J. Schaftner, 1971), Robin and Marian
(Columbia Pictures, dir. Richard Lester, 1976). In each of these films an era is
coming to an end: whether it is the reign of Henry II, the reign of the Romanoffs, or
the lives of the legendary figures of Robin Hood and Maid Marian. The underlying
attitude of these works is remarkably pessimistic: Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine,
despite all their plotting and counter-plotting, end up unable to defeat the three sons
who hate them; The Czar and Czarina cannot save themselves or their family; and
Robin and Maid Marian die, as (presumably) do most of the Merry Men, and the evil
King John is victorious. Action is seemingly futile, except as an assertion of self in a
world that doesn't care, and the films mostly end either on a departure (The Lion in
Winter) or the death of the main romantically linked couple (Nicholas and Alexandra,
Robin and Marian). This pattern continues in his work with Sondheim: Evening
Primrose ends in the double death of the romantic couple and Follies ends in

departure as everyone leaves the theatre.

Sondheim remembered:

Occasionally, as in the case of Follies, I've gone to a writer and said “Let's do a
musical”’; I went to James Goldman because I'd read a play of his called They
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Might Be Giants that bowled me over. And I said, “Have you any ideas?”
("The Musical Theatre' A talk given by Stephen Sondheim in 1978 at a session of The
Dramatists Guild Special Projects. Collected in Broadway Song & Story, Edited by

Otis L. Guernsey Jr. Dodd, Mead and Company, 1985. 230.)

They Might Be Giants, which was filmed with a screenplay by Goldman, (Universal
Pictures, dir. Anthony Harvey, 1971), tells the story of an unhappy psychiatrist being
liberated by one of her patients who thinks that he's Sherlock Holmes. The show is
very reminiscent of Anyone Can Whistle, even the ending where, it is implied, the
patient's fantasies are coming true and he is really Sherlock Holmes in a battle with

Professor Moriarty.

Evening Primrose concerns a poet, Charles Snell (Anthony Perkins), who
means to live in the store permanently, undiscovered. Almost his first words are 'Am
I alone?' (Sondheim, 2011: 388). To be alone is something that Sondheim's mature
characters dread. In his first song the music hints at the hollowness of Charles'
victory in hiding himself away from the world. He sings: 'If you can find me — I'm
here' (Sondheim, 2011: 389). He repeats the phrase 'T am here' triumphantly, but the
orchestra stops while he is singing and his voice, unaccompanied, goes on singing 'l
am here' until he hears the night-watchman moving and he dives for cover. The

triumph Charles feels is all in his head.

As with Anyone Can Whistle, the show is an oblique criticism of conformity: the
society of dummies is a sad and decrepit one, that lives in terror of being discovered.

It is run by the autocratic Mrs Munday (Dorothy Stickney), who herself is lost in a
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fantasy of the past. She was in love once with a man who left her in 1896, and she
still wonders if he will ever come back for her. She nurses a hopeless romantic
dream, but this does not make her behave any more kindly; it is she who calls in the
dark men - the murderous dwellers of a mortuary who come and dispose of anyone

who threatens the community.

Charles falls in love with Ella (Charmian Carr) a maid who is forced to work for
Mrs Munday. Ella sings of her desire to join the world in her song: 'Take Me to the
World'. Tony and Maria had wanted to escape from the world, Rose wanted to
dominate it, Pseudolus wanted to be free, and Fay and Hapgood wanted to assert
themselves against it. But Ella sings of her desire to belong to the world, a sign that
she has reached maturity. Over this song Charles speaks, claiming that he is wiser
and he will make the decisions. Then he sings in counterpoint with her, still trying to
dissuade her, but the fact that he is singing indicates that he is coming round to her
way of thinking. Despite his claim to be the one to make the decisions, she wins him
over. He is disillusioned with the world, but this is shown to be the immature
response: Ella, although seemingly naive, is the wiser of the two. This depiction of
the instinctive wisdom of the female which is favourably compared to the cold
egotism of a controlling male who finally opens up to the woman's generosity of

feeling is very much in the tradition of Rodgers and Hammerstein.

What is unlike the Rodgers and Hammerstein tradition is the fact that it is
Charles's emotional opening up that dooms him and Ella. For it is when he agrees to

help Ella escape that he sings. But an intercom system has been left on, and Mrs.
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Munday and all the other members of the community overhear Charles' promise to
help Ella escape. 'We shall have the world/Forever/For our own!' (Sondheim, 2011:
393.) The word 'Forever' is sung on a triumphant high note. We hear this song
repeated at the end: it is played over the final scene, when Charles and Ella have been

turned into shop dummies and are in a window display.

As we have seen, Sondheim is sparing in his use of the word 'Forever." The idea
of love lasting forever, is undercut by the gruesome deaths Charles and Ella suffer.
While this might be read as hostile to the very idea of love lasting forever, and to the
Rodgers and Hammerstein tradition, it is more a sort of ironic recoil; a recognition
that sometimes the forces of oppression win. In an opera the repetition of the love
theme would work as an assertion of love surviving death. Here that assertion is
ironic; the abiding image is of Ella and Charles as wax models of a bride and groom —
they are trapped forever in the shop window. The only other 'forever' that seems to be
true in the show is the sad statement of Mrs. Munday who says ruefully: "We're here

forever.'

We do not see the capture of Charles and Ella: in the show's final minutes we
see them hiding in a delivery van, hoping to escape. The next scene is outside the
shop, we see a couple on the street outside looking in the shop window. The couple
are similarly dressed to Charles and Ella, and at first one might think it is them.
Then they are seen in close-up, and are revealed to be a different couple. We then
see that Charles and Ella have been turned into the dummies in the window display.
The disillusionment is forced on us as we realise that they didn't get away. Instead,

with a grim irony, they have been dressed up as a bride and groom at a wedding
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ceremony: an image of love lasting forever.

We hear Charles and Ella's voices sing, but their song mingles with the noise of
traffic on the street,'’ this reminds us that the world cannot be so easily stifled. The
world carries on indifferent to the tragedy that has been enacted within the shop.

This disillusionment, so to speak, is for the audience: undercutting the idea that love
triumphs even in death. Yet the triumphal sound of the song cannot be completely
undercut by irony. The echo of so many duets of love surviving death means that the
show, even if it seems to be despairing, doesn't feel despairing. The completeness of
Charles and Ella's defeat does not invalidate their action in trying to escape. The dark
men are an embodiment of the dark forces surrounding every mature Sondheim show:
the spectres of failure, negation and death that hover at the edge, so to speak, of the
action, and yet never finally win. Charles and Ella have made their choice and the

show does not demean them for it.

10 Such is the powerful effect of music, however, that I didn't notice the traffic noise until after several
viewings
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CHAPTER FOUR

Company (1970)

Sondheim established himself as a mature artist with Company, with a libretto
by George Furth. Furth tended to write contemporary stories with a New York
setting: this was to be the first of two books he would write for Sondheim, the other
being Merrily We Roll Along (1981/1985). They also collaborated on a thriller,
Getting Away with Murder (1996) and Sondheim wrote incidental music and a song
for Furth's 1971 play Twigs. Furth's tone tends to be lighter than Goldman's, and he
does not show the same interest in the legendary past. In Company Robert, a single
man in his thirties, observes five married couples who are his friends, and is
abandoned by three girlfriends. At first glance the show might seem a cynical account
of the imperfect nature of marriage: Walter Kerr, writing in the New York Sunday
Times, said that: 'the mood is misanthropic, [...] the attitude middle-aged mean'
(quoted in Joanne Gordon's Art Isn't Easy, Southern Illinois University Press, Da
Capo Press, 47). In fact this chapter will argue the opposite point of view: that the
show is fully in favour of marriage, and that the only alternative that it imagines to

marriage and commitment is loneliness.

The show doesn't have a plot as such: 'Company does have a story, the story of
what happens inside Robert; it just doesn't have a chronological linear plot.'
(Sondheim, 2010: 166). This lack of a plot reflects the emptiness of Robert's life:
nothing much (at first) is happening inside, so nothing can happen outside. The

scenes are fragmented: the framing story is a birthday party that might be one party or

64



four parties over a period of years. But there are no clearly defined flashbacks: this is
perhaps because Robert hasn't really got a past because he has never really connected
with anyone. And the classical Rodgers and Hammerstein model, where a character
finds an emotion too big for mere speech and so starts to sing, is broken up as well:
we see Harry and Sarah having a playful karate fight that has some real animosity
buried in it, but they don't sing. Instead it is Joanne, the most cynical character in the
show, who sardonically sings 'The Little Things You Do Together'. This song is not
motivated in the usual sense, Joanne was not in the scene in the apartment, but it is as
if all the characters know each other: Joanne can guess what their marriage is like
because all her friends' marriages are like it and, by implication, so are all other
marriages. They are based on small deceptions, irritating habits and odd quirks. But,

crucially, all the marriages that we see in this show work, after a fashion.

All the husbands agree that they are 'Sorry-Grateful' that they got married.
David, one of the husbands, says: "You hold her, thinking, “I'm not alone.”/You're still
alone.' (Sondheim, 2010: 175). This expresses the fear that everyone is ultimately
alone: that even marriage cannot cure that. Not that Robert, at first glance, seems to
be alone. He is surrounded by friends who insist 'We loooooooooooooooove you!'
(Sondheim, 2010: 173.) They do, but it is the sort of love people have for familiar
friends: it is an indulgent, slightly gushy emotion. It is a love that knows how to keep

its distance. It is not the kind of love that Robert has to admit that he needs.

He needs it because the only alternative is isolation and, ultimately, death. This

makes the show sound more stark than it seems to be when it is performed, but the
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isolation of living in a big city without friends is the subject of 'Another Hundred
People'. New York is no longer the exciting playground of, say, Leonard Bernstein's
On the Town (1944): it is 'a city of strangers.' (Sondheim, 2010: 179.) The lyric
pictures New York as an alienated cityscape of 'crowded streets', 'guarded parks',
'rusty fountains' and 'dusty trees/With the battered barks' (Sondheim, 2010: 179).
This is a disenchanted view of New York, where loneliness potentially waits for

cveryone.

When Joanne sings 'The Ladies Who Lunch' she expresses despair at her
meaningless existence: listing the different kind of middle-aged women that she

knows. At one point she seems to be about to lose control.

JOANNE Aaaaahhhhhh -
(4 scream which degenerates into:)
I'll drink to that.

(Sondheim, 2010: 193.)

She is on the edge of despair, her irony and cutting wit (and her drinking) are her
ways of keeping the horror at bay, of dulling the edge of reality. 'Look into their eyes/
And you'll see what they know:/ Everybody dies." (Sondheim, 2010: 193).

The spectre of death is at the end of the process of getting older, which Joanne has

already referred to in 'The Little Things You Do Together.'

SUSAN, PETER, JOANNE, LARRY Becoming a cliché together -
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JENNY, DAVID, AMY, PAUL Growing old and gray together -

JOANNE Withering away together -

(Sondheim: 2010: 174.)

Robert seems to be exempt from this ageing process. Larry says, during the song

'Side by Side by Side":

LARRY It's amazing. We've gotten older every year and he seems to stay exactly
the same.

(Furth, Company, 1996: 80.)

But Robert is not ageing because, as Kathy, Marta and April say in "You Could Drive
a Person Crazy', he is a zombie. (Sondheim, 2010: 177.) He is a zombie because he
is fundamentally alone. To be alone, to not connect, is the nightmare that haunts
many of Sondheim's shows. As Harry says: "You've got so many reasons for not being
with someone, but Robert, you haven't got one good reason for being alone." (Furth,
1996: 114.) Even Joanne isn't entirely cynical: when Robert refuses to become her
lover she isn't hurt or indignant, she is glad. Glad because Robert's reality has

changed and he has admitted that he needs a real relationship.

JOANNE Oh, I just heard a door open that's been stuck a long time.

(Furth, 1996: 111.)
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The friends voices can all be heard speaking to Robert during the final number, 'Being
Alive'. They are encouraging him to admit his need for another person. All of his
friends have their flaws but ultimately they are all good friends to him. As Peter says:
'Don't be afraid it won't be perfect... the only thing to be afraid of really is that it won't
be!' (Furth, 1996: 115.) Robert learns the same lesson that Leona does in Do I Hear
a Waltz?, they both learn not to look for perfection. One lets go the illusion of

perfection to gain the dream of a fully-developed relationship.

The show comes down squarely on the side of marriage: in this regard it is a
great deal more traditional in its outlook than a show such as Galt MacDermot's Hair
which envisages a 'tribe' that can encompass an alternative way of living to marriage
and family. Company has a traditional chorus line number in 'Side by Side by Side'
although the title, with its extra 'by Side', warns us that something is a little out of
kilter. There is an extra one that is out of place. The song gives an opportunity to
have an extended dance number in the show. At one point Harry does a brief dance
break and Sarah answers it, then Paul does a brief dance break and is answered by
Amy, and Larry does one that is answered by Joanne. Then Robert does a dance
break, which is followed by silence. (See Furth, 1996, 84.) At first glance this is
ironical: the dance, usually a celebration of togetherness in a musical, is broken up.
Robert 'stands stunned as the others look at him; after a brief pause, they continue
singing vigorously' (Furth, 1996: 84). This breaking up of debonair performance will
go much further in Sondheim's next show Follies, but here the number is telling

Robert something. Far from ironising the traditional Broadway teeth'n'smiles number,
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rather the show makes this number force a realisation on Bobby, a realisation that he
needs to have. The role of the traditional Broadway musical number in Company is
ultimately positive: when Robert can't live up to its ideal, so to speak, he realises that

there is something missing in his life.

Ultimately the spectres of futility and death, are defeated. Maybe it is the fear of
being alone that keeps the couples together, but this does not make the marriages any
less viable. In the song 'Getting Married Today' Amy panics and imagines telling the
congregation at the church that they should all go home as there is going to be no
wedding. Her panic-stricken verbosity contrasts with the wedding hymn and with her
husband's praise of her. It is another of Sondheim's nervous breakdowns in song, and
seems to express hostility to the idea of marriage: 'A wedding, what's a wedding?/It's
a prehistoric ritual' (Sondheim, 2010: 181). She keeps using the phrase 'I'm not
getting married,' but this is not the title of the song: the title is 'Getting Married
Today', as if to say 'This is what getting married today is like'. Everybody panics, but

then everybody does it. And Amy, once her panic attack is over, does marry Paul.

In fact, as Sondheim says, the show is:

[...] the most pro-marriage show in the world. It says very clearly that to be
emotionally committed to somebody is very difficult, but to be alone is
impossible; to commit is to live, and not to commit is to be dead. Every
marriage on that stage has its problems, but every one is a good marriage. It's
the central character, Robert, who is cold, who chooses to see his married
friends at their worst moments. He's a type one sees more and more these days,
a product of a depersonalised society, unable to commit himself.

(Quoted in Joanne Gordon, 1990, 1992: 47).

69



What is true is that Robert has no pre-destined partner. He has three girlfriends:
April, Marta and Kathy, but none of them is right for him. For Hammerstein, dreams
meant certainty: 'And somehow you know,/You know even then' (Hammerstein,
1949: 17). Whereas , in the song 'Wait' Robert wonders: 'Would I know her even if |
met her?/Have I missed her? Did I let her go?' (Sondheim, 2010: 179.) Sondheim

has the same belief as Hammerstein in commitment, but not the same certainty.

In Company Robert's final song is 'Being Alive.' In the place where many shows
would have a man and woman commit to each other we see a man alone on stage.
But he is committing to the idea of marriage: in fact he can see no alternative. 'But
alone is alone, not alive." (Sondheim, 2010: 195). None of the characters is
disillusioned at the end: most of the characters are already somewhat disillusioned at
the start, but are making the best of things. Robert, at the beginning of the show,
avoids commitment, and it is only in his final song that he learns to have a dream at
all. In fact he changes during the song: he begins by thinking that a wife would be
'Someone to hold you too close/Someone to hurt you too deep,' (Sondheim, 2010:
193) but then decides that this is what he wants and prays: 'Somebody hold me too
close,/Somebody hurt me too deep' (Sondheim, 2010: 195). He doesn't sing his 'l
Want' song until the end. As Amy says to him when he is on the verge of his

breakthrough:

AMY Blow out your candles, Robert, and make a wish. Want something, Robert!
Want something!

(Furth, 1996: 116.)
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To want, of course, means taking the risk of not getting; to want leaves one open to
the possibility of disillusion. Robert accepts, before he has met the woman, that he

may be hurt, but he decides to go ahead anyway.

To see characters who made the commitment while still unable to tell dream

from reality, we need to go to his next show, Follies.
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CHAPTER FIVE

FOLLIES (1971)

Songs of Innocence and Experience.

Follies is about the disillusionment of getting old, and about the collapse of a
dream. The form, a musical revue, is deliberately at odds with the subject matter.
Instead of a cast of beautiful young chorines, we see older people: the 'Beautiful Girls'
of the chorus are now middle-aged matrons. The characters sing but forget their lines,
get out of breath, and regret the past, instead of anticipating a wonderful future. The
show displays a constant awareness of the gap between the world that the songs
portrayed, and the lives that the characters actually live. The enchanted world of

revue ages in front of the audience.

Follies was the second collaboration Sondheim had with James Goldman.
The show, like many Goldman scripts, dealt with the end of an era. Sondheim
explained:
The reason that Jim [Goldman] chose that place for the reunion was that the
Follies was a state of mind which represented America between the two world
wars; up until 1945, America was the good guy and everything was hopeful and
idealistic. Now the country is a riot of national guilt. The dream has collapsed.
Everything has turned to rubble and that’s what Follies is about — the collapse of
the dream. How all your hopes tarnish, but if you live in despair you might as

well pack up.

(Quoted in Gordon, J, 1992: 80.)

Although the action of the play takes place in the early seventies (the characters

having lived through the Depression and the Second World War) the script says that
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the action takes place in 'The Present'. When they are young they yearn for a future
that will be successful; when they are old they look back to when they were young.
The present is what constantly eludes them. Follies does not mention race riots,
Vietnam or the counter-culture: the characters are mostly suburban, middle-aged and
'square'. Follies, certainly where Buddy and Sally are concerned, might be said to be
about the sort of suburban couple who come to New York to see a show. Follies is the

show where the musical meets its audience.

Sondheim and Goldman, just as Sondheim and Furth did with Company,
experiment with chronology. We do see flashbacks, but not long coherent scenes as
might be seen in classical Hollywood movies, but sudden short flashbacks: painful
splinters of memory. In this the show's collaborators were influenced by European
cinema of the 1960s. Harold Prince remarked of Follies:

Its hero, Ben Stone, is the perfect 1970s monolith approaching menopause on
the cusp of a nervous breakdown. Little wonder that I was reminded of 8§7%.

(Harold Prince, Contradictions: Notes on Twenty-six Years in the Theatre. Dodd,

Mead and Company, 1974. 159.)

8% (Federico Fellini, Cineriz, 1963) is about a film director (Marcello Mastroianni)

who has a creative block.

Follies is a title that has many meanings. The action of the show takes place at a
reunion for people who were involved in the Weismann Follies, but follies of course,
are also foolish actions: it is often a wistful word that an older person might ruefully

apply to the things that they did in their youth. But, more ominously, the French word
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folie means madness. Follies can also refer to architectural follies, meaning
something grand but useless. This last meaning could refer to Weismann's theatre
itself, that created glorious but ephemeral dreams. And perhaps the worst folly is to
waste one's maturity regretting what one did or didn't do in one's youth. In the song
'"The Road You Didn't Take' Ben claims that 'Ignorance is bliss' (Sondheim, 2010:
211), a quotation from Thomas Gray's poem 'Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton
College'. The line from the poem is 'No more; where ignorance is bliss,/'Tis folly to
be wise.' (Gray, 1742: lines 99-100.) Ben tells himself that the ultimate folly is to
face up to yourself. But he is lying: despite what he claims in that song the longings
haven't died, as we hear in the nervous questions that Ben keeps asking himself in that

song.

Printed on the inside front and back covers of both Finishing the Hat and Look, 1
Made a Hat is the phrase 'Content dictates form'. At first glance, the idea that the
content has dictated the form of Follies is a strange one. How can a story of middle-
aged disappointment and regret dictate the form of a musical revue, a form that is
dedicated to youth, beauty and optimism? Yet the content does dictate the form: it
dictates it by its very inappropriateness. By seeing these middle-aged to elderly
people recreating the shows of their youth we see the gap between what they dreamed
of being when they were young, and what they have now become. This disparity

makes us feel the contrast between youthful optimism and middle-aged compromise.

The show begins with an overture, which starts confidently, but soon turns into an

anxious echo of itself. The overture is based on a theme that was to have been reused
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in a song called 'All Things Bright and Beautiful', but the song was cut. Itis
appropriate, however, to have an overture based on a song we never hear. Unfulfilled
promises are to echo throughout the show. On stage stands Dimitri Weismann, a one-
time impresario, surveying his abandoned theatre: 'from the dark auditorium rises the
ghostly sound of audience applause."' (Goldman, 2001: 1.) Weismann himself is, it
turns out, a minor character. Rather, it is the theatre that is coming alive. Unnoticed
by Weismann there is the figure of a showgirl: 'Slowly she comes to life, as if she were
a ghost who had been waiting in the theatre for years in anticipation' (Goldman,
2001: 2). When Sally makes her first entrance the ghosts regard her, as if to see what

they will become.

Theatres often seem to be haunted by the many performances that have taken
place there. Marvin Carlson, in his book The Haunted Stage, writes
There appears to be something in the very nature of the theatrical experience itself
that encourages [...] a simultaneous awareness of something previously
experienced and of something being offered in the present that is both the same
and different, which can only be fully appreciated by a kind of doubleness of
perception in the audience.
(Carlson, 2001: 51.)
Carlson is writing of theatrical performance in general and the audience's knowledge
that a performance, unless it is a world premicre, has been performed before. But
here the 'doubleness of perception' is more noticeable because the disparity is greater.

Instead of the performances we see in the present being like the ones we imagine that

took place in the past, we see the older characters in the present being haunted by

11 This chapter will refer to the 2001 libretto, as it is the one that is currently licensed for performance.
The show was given a 1987 London production where Ben's song 'The Road You Didn't Take' was
cut, and 'Live, Laugh, Love' was replaced with the dramatically inert 'Make the Most of Your
Music'. The drama of Ben's breakdown in 'Live, Laugh, Love' was lost, and replaced with a mild
contentment. This version of the script is no longer licensed for performance.
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their past selves. We are encouraged to see the difference between what they were

and what they are.

The older characters are also, in a metaphorical sense, ghost-like: Phyllis refers to
herself as 'virtually dead' in 'The Story of Lucy and Jessie' (Sondheim, 2010: 236).
Ben says to his younger self: "You killed me — I've been dead for thirty years'.
(Goldman, 2001: 60.) In the original version Sally, referring to her unsuccessful
suicide bid, says 'l should of died the first time.' (Quoted in Banfield, 1993: 196.) If
the characters are like ghosts, they are also themselves haunted by memories of what
was done wrong and what was never done. As with many Sondheim shows,
(Company, Evening Primrose, Sunday in the Park with George, Passion) the story is

about the characters coming back to life and accepting the pain that entails.

Disenchantment is embodied on stage in a number of ways:

1 a. In the book and lyrics. Characters fail to complete their thoughts, both in speech
and in song lyrics. Buddy Plummer cannot finish his song "The Right Girl' because he
doesn't know what he wants any more, while, in 'Live, Laugh, Love', Ben Stone

cannot keep up the facade that he has made of his life.

b. In addition, the lyrics include phrases and ideas that would have been unacceptable
in Golden Age musical comedies. Buddy's spoken 'Ah, shit...' (Goldman, 2001: 51) at
the end of 'The Right Girl' expresses a despair (and a swear-word) that would have

been unacceptable in the Depression Era escapist musical.
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2. In the choreography. For instance with the 'Bolero d'Amour' we see Theodore and
Emily Whitman recreating the dance routines that they used to do, while in the
background we see their younger selves doing the same routine effortlessly without
the careful kicks and energy-preserving steps that they use when they're older. The
show displays a constant awareness of the gap between the world that the songs
portrayed, and the lives that the characters actually live, which is a kind of
disillusionment. We can also see this in the way the characters' younger selves pass
unnoticed amongst the older selves, maybe embodying their memories, or their
idealised memories of how they would have liked to have been. This reminds us of

how time has passed and how much has changed for the performers.

The choreography also shows dance expressing rage, (Buddy's furious tap
dance in 'The Right Girl'), a bitter emotion that Buddy can hardly control, and not the
pleasure and elegant control that dance expresses in the traditional musical comedy of
the 20s and 30s. This show gives the audience both the glamorous illusions of the
younger characters and the less than glamorous reality; the supple dreamlike young
dancers and their elderly counterparts. This gives the show a kind of layered effect,
where one sees the girls as they once were, or how they would like to have been, and
also sees them as they are now. In this way one experiences the passing of time: a
kind of disillusionment as one is forced to accept the haziness of memory and bodily

infirmity.
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3. In the placing of songs: instead of having unmotivated songs that don't relate to
character, as in a depression-era musical, or seamless changes from story to song, as
in the later Rodgers and Hammerstein integrated model, there are jarring
juxtapositions of song and dialogue. Songs are interrupted by painful memories ('The
Road You Didn't Take', 'In Buddy's Eyes') that show the singer is not necessarily to be
trusted. This also shows that the songs don't always work, they don't necessarily
soothe the person who is being sung to. Sondheim collaborated with book-writer
James Goldman, orchestrator Jonathan Tunick, and producer Harold Prince, who also
co-directed the show with choreographer Michael Bennett, to create a show that is an

aesthetic unity, where its disjunctions of style are deliberate.

The guests arrive at the reunion that Dimitri Weismann has arranged at his
theatre for his old performers, before the building is torn down to make way for a
parking lot. (In the version staged at the National Theatre in 2017 it is to become an
office block.) Weismann introduces an old-style tenor called Roscoe who sings the
song 'Beautiful Girls', which had served as the opening number of the Weismann
Follies. Sondheim refers to the songs as pastiches rather than parodies: '"To define the
term, at least as I use it: pastiches are fond imitations, unlike parodies or satires,
which make comment on the work or the style being imitated.! (Sondheim, 2010:
200, footnote.) We can both enjoy the song in itself, and then realise that it is not
necessarily as simple as it might have seemed at first. Songs can have troubling

subtexts, just as speech can.
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With the song 'Beautiful Girls' Sondheim pastiches Irving Berlin's 'A Pretty Girl
Is Like a Melody', a theme song for many of the Ziegfeld Follies. As with Berlin's
number, the song is sung by a man: while he sings the women offer themselves up to
be admired. But Sondheim's lyric destabilises this confident attitude: 'Careful,/Here's
the home of/Beautiful girls,/Where your reason is undone." (Sondheim, 2010: 202.)
Here is already a hint of the madness to come, which will culminate in what
Sondheim describes as 'a sort of group nervous breakdown' (Sondheim, 2010: 231) at

the end of the show.

Many standards of the Pre-Golden Age were sung by men gazing adoringly at
women: 'You Were Never Lovelier' (by Jerome Kern and Johnny Mercer, 1942), 'The
Way You Look Tonight' (by Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields 1936), "Moonlight
Becomes You' (by Jimmy Van Heusen and Johnny Burke 1942). Roscoe performs the
song as the one-time girls parade the way they used to thirty years ago: 'it feels as if
an entire era were coming down the stairs." (Goldman, 2001: 5.) The song 'Beautiful
Girls' offers the chorines up to the excited male gaze, only we see that the girls have
grown old. If the singer of "'The Way You Look Tonight' pleaded with the woman to
'Never, never change', then the staging of 'Beautiful Girls' reminds us that such a wish
is impossible. Thus there is a disparity between what we are hearing: a song about
girls, and what we are seeing: a line of women in late middle or old age. Sondheim
takes the young hopefuls beloved of many musicals and simply ages them.
Performance is often meant to be, as we will see in Loveland, a place where "Time
stops, hearts are young,' (Sondheim, 2010: 229). Follies sets time going again and

sees what happens to the chorus girls.
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As Knapp put it: 'Sondheim thus invites us to acknowledge the critical distance
between us and the stylistic pastiche while enjoying the type itself, often with a new
appreciation for its possibilities.' (Knapp, collected in Gordon, R. and Jubin O., 2014:
435). In other words, why not sing about being a beautiful girl, even if you're old?
The one-time chorus girls are not pretending to be young, they are simply performing
the song that they performed in the past. But the number ruefully acknowledges the
passing of time. Or rather, what we see acknowledges it, while the lyrics do not,
though the slightly strained voice and old-fashioned delivery of Roscoe hints at how

different things are now: singing styles change and his voice is not what it was.

The male gaze cannot be relied upon to keep them young. In the song 'In
Buddy's Eyes' Sally will claim that 'Nothing dies [...] In Buddy's eyes.' (Sondheim,
2010: 217)."* But she is lying. She is getting old and she no longer cares about
Buddy. The song could be taken out of context and sung 'straight': i.e. as a tender
love song from a wife to an adoring husband, but when we see it in Follies we realise

that we cannot trust the singer, because we have seen her use the song to tell lies.

The anxiety caused by ageing can be heard in Sally's first song 'Don't Look at
Me', when she meets Ben again after so many years. She is conflicted in her feelings
— she wants Ben to notice her and then she begs him not to look at her; her agitated
contradictory feelings are reflected in the rapid changes of tempo. She puts on an act

to cover her feelings. This act is reflected in the lyric, where she self-mockingly

12 Contrast this with Joanne's statement in 'The Ladies Who Lunch' from Company: 'Look into their
eyes/And you'll see what they know:/Everybody dies.' (Sondheim, 2010: 193.)
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introduces herself as if she were a star: 'Now, folks, we bring you/Di-rect from
Phoenix,/Live and in person,/Sally Durant!' (Sondheim, 2010: 204). As McLaughlin
points out, she is using her maiden name, (see McLaughlin, 2016: 85) eradicating the

past years, and her marriage to Buddy into the bargain.

When we hear the opening verse of the song for the first time Sally sings it
directly to the audience. But in mid-verse she is interrupted by Phyllis. Again there is
a sudden disjunction between speech and song. This disjunction reveals that the song,
like many in the show, is a private fantasy of a character, in this case a fantasy of
Sally's. The song isn't being sung to anyone: it doesn't create a new reality for the
characters, instead it stays inside the character's head. Sally chats with Phyllis and
then goes on to meet Ben, where, this time, she sings the whole song. It becomes
clear that when she was singing the first time she was rehearsing, gearing up to meet

the man she thinks she loves.

Sally is not the innocent she first appears to be. In a Hammerstein show, for
instance South Pacific, the girl who loves the hero is seen as generally a good person
(albeit not perfect; Nellie has to confront her own innate racism). Nellie, like Sally,
also gets nervous, at the thought of meeting a man, as we can hear in the "Twin
Soliloquies'. Nellie's nervousness, however, is perfectly natural, and she expresses it
directly, while Sally's good-hearted naivete is an act: she can be seen as somebody

who is selfish and manipulative, somebody who has put Buddy through years of hell.

BUDDY  The mess, the moods, the spells you get, in bed for days without a word.
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Or else you're crying, God, the tears around our place — or flying out to
Tom or Tim and camping at their doorstep just to fight.

(Goldman, 2001: 51.)

As Philia, in 4 Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, sings: 'Lovely is the
one thing I can do', (Sondheim, 2010: 93) so we might suspect that naivete is

something that Sally can do, when it suits her.

When Ben and Sally meet again there is another brief flashback. We see Ben
and Carlotta (with whom Ben has had an affair) talking and Sally watching them from

afar.

SALLY (Watching from a distance): Ben?

(Young Sally enters as Carlotta goes back to the party.)

YOUNG SALLY: Ben. Ben Stone, I want a reason. Look at me, damn it. You turn
around and look at me!

SALLY (Quietly): Ben, it's me.

(The memory fades as Sally, working up her courage to confront Ben, starts to sing:)

(Goldman, 2001: 11-12).

The memory fades quickly, after only a couple of sentences, but it is enough to warn
us that underneath Sally's act there is the memory of bitterness and rejection. The
flashbacks are presented in snippets, rather than in longer scenes: we have to piece

them together. They are of memories that hurt, that the protagonists maybe don't want
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to remember. Sally's memory of Ben's rejection is also a warning to her of what
happened last time: during the course of the evening Ben is to trifle with her and

reject her again. .

This is the sort of effect that Banfield referred to as 'a deliberate dimension of
self-criticism, a “cubism” of perspective' (Banfield, 1993: 258, following Hirsch
1989: 116). What we hear is different from what we see. Only when one contrasts
what one sees with what one hears, does one get the whole picture. The Rodgers and
Hammerstein type of show usually aimed to be seamless, to achieve a unity of song,
dance and dialogue — this is the meaning of the term integrated. Although Rodgers
and Hammerstein could write songs where characters struggled with emotions that
were too big for them (for instance 'People Will Say We're in Love' from Oklahoma!)
they didn't write scenes where characters deliberately used music to drown out the
truth. Follies, one might say, is a dis-integrated musical. The elements quite
deliberately do not match, song often contradicts dialogue. This means that we do not
always know what to trust. This might imply a disenchantment with the whole genre
of musical theatre, but it is not so much that Sondheim is saying we shouldn't trust it,
rather he is making the audience aware of performance, how it doesn't necessarily tell

the truth.

Although Follies is in one sense the opposite of an integrated musical, in that its
various elements are deliberately set against each other, in another sense it is a
Gesamtkunstwerk in a way that few musicals are. The songs cannot be taken out of

the show without changing their meaning. Sondheim is not the first composer to
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embed a song thus: Kurt Weill's 'September Song' (with a lyric by Maxwell Anderson)
seems to be a gentle song about an old man making the best of the time he has left. It
is often thought to be a romantic song, but, in the context of Knickerbocker Holiday
(1938), the show in which it first appeared, we hear that it is a song sung by a cynical
roué, Peter Stuyvesant, who thinks he can buy women. Sondheim employs this
device of embedding a song in a context which changes its meaning more consistently

than any other Broadway composer.

We hear the the opening line of the song "Waiting for the Girls Upstairs' first
sung by Young Buddy as an off-stage voice. It is as if a memory is stirring in Buddy's

head.

YOUNG BUDDY'S VOICE (Sings): Hey, up there...

BUDDY: I even carved my name here some place.

YOUNG BUDDY'S VOICE (Sings): Way up there...

YOUNG BUDDY AND YOUNG BEN'S VOICES (Sing): Whaddaya say, up there?

(Goldman, 2001: 15).

In the song Young Buddy and Young Ben are calling to Young Sally and Young
Phyllis to come down from the dressing room and meet them. But it is also as if
Buddy and Ben's younger selves are calling to their older selves from across the years.

After a few more lines of dialogue Buddy sings up to the flies:

BUDDY Hey, up there!
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Way up there!
Whaddaya say, up there?

(Sondheim, 2011: 204.)

It is as if Buddy is returning the call, trying to call down the past.

Just as 'Waiting for the Girls Upstairs' is beginning, Buddy says:

BUDDY: Isee it all. It's like a movie in my head that plays and plays. It isn't just the
bad things [ remember. It's the whole show.

(Sondheim: 2010: 204.)

It is noticeable that Buddy says 'bad things' rather than 'good things'. This gives us a
clue to Buddy's character: beneath his bonhomie there lurks an inability to be happy -
a desire, we will see as the show develops, to fall for the woman who doesn't love
him. It also shows that all four characters are unable to escape from the past and

neither are they able to lay it to rest.

'Waiting for the Girls Upstairs' is a book song where the four main characters
reminisce about how the boys used to wait for the girls to get changed so they could
go on the town. The tone is ruefully nostalgic: 'Life was fun, but oh, so intense./
Everything was possible and nothing made sense'. (Sondheim, 2010: 207.) This
couplet captures both the sweetness of youth and its confusion. While young people

still aren't sure who they are it gives them a sense of possibility. The boys are shown
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to be slightly dishonest: having talked big about taking them to a nightclub called
Tony's," they then try and take them somewhere else, presumably cheaper. But the
girls insist on Tony's and finally get their way. It is significant that the song is about
the moment of anticipation, rather than fulfilment. The four main characters
remember waiting, the girls 'Stalling as long as we dare'. (Sondheim, 2010: 206.)
The big moments: Sally and Ben's lovemaking, the angry scenes that took place when
Ben's treachery was found out, Sally's attempted suicide, are only shown in glimpses.
Trapped between fantasy and memory the characters are hardly ever there in the

moment.

Perhaps few of the other guests are, either. Take for instance the medley of
'Rain on the Roof 'Ah! Paris!" and 'Broadway Baby'. 'Showgirl ghosts look on as the
Whitmans, Solange and Hattie appear in separate pools of light.! (Goldman, 2001:
23.) At the end of the medley, the other party guests do not respond, instead: 'The
memory is shattered by a noisy return of the party guests." (Goldman, 2010: 27.) It
would have been easy to have shown the characters performing the numbers to other
guests at the party, but isolating the songs like this, taking them out of the real world,
makes them less celebratory and the performers more isolated. At the end the three
songs compete discordantly rather than in counterpoint. The fantasies do not come

together; the characters remain separate.

13 Tony's is referenced in Lorenz Hart's lyric for "Too Good For the Average Man' (from On Your
Toes): 'When England was Tudor/The King and his cronies/ Had cocktails at Tony's./The poor had
baloneys,/And that's how England grew!" (Hart ed. Hart and Kimball, 1986: 222.) However, it may
not have been an actual restaurant, just a generic name for one. In American slang 'tony' means
something similar to 'ritzy' or 'high-class'.
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'Rain on the Roof' is a novelty number like 'When the Red, Red Robin (Comes
Bob, Bob, Bobbin' Along)' (by Harry Woods, 1926). It embodies a philosophy found
in many songs: making the best of it. Rain in songs often represents misery, but one
that the singer transmutes into happiness by his attitude: as in 'Pennies from Heaven'
(by Arthur Johnston and Johnny Burke, 1936) and 'Singin' in the Rain' (by Arthur
Freed and Nacio Herb Brown, published in 1929). It also is an excuse for lovers to
remain together, as it is in 'Till the Clouds Roll By' (by Jerome Kern, Guy Bolton and
P.G. Wodehouse, 1917), and 'Isn't This a Lovely Day (to be Caught in the Rain?') (by
Irving Berlin, 1935) and in Sondheim's song the lovers transmute the pitter-patter of
raindrops into kisses. 'Ah! Paris!' is a pastiche of Cole Porter in what Sondheim calls
his 'T've-been-all-over-the-world mode' (Sondheim, 2010: 209). Such songs include
'Paree, What Did You Do to Me?' or "You Don't Know Paree' both written for the 1929
show Fifty Million Frenchmen. The third song, 'Broadway Baby', is a number about a
young actress dreaming of getting the big break. Seeing an old lady perform the
number makes it seem as if she has pounded 42™ Street for forty years. She hasn't, of
course: Hattie is simply singing the song that she sang when she was young, but
Hattie never did get the big break. Sondheim wrote about 'Broadway Baby' that

To see “Broadway Baby” sung by a tough old lady, superannuated and slightly
down on her luck, made our show's point about surviving the past as clearly as
any moment of the evening.

(Sondheim, 2010: 211.)

Time is the enemy of all the characters: its fleeting nature is captured in lyric
after lyric. Carlotta sings: '"Top billing Monday,/ Tuesday you're touring in stock,'
(Sondheim, 2010: 221) and in "Who's That Woman?' Stella sings 'She thought that/

Love was a matter of/ “Hi, there!”/*Kiss me!”/“Bye, there!”” (Sondheim, 2010: 219).
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'So life is ducky/And time goes flying,/And I'm so lucky/I feel like crying,' sings Sally
in 'In Buddy's Eyes' (Sondheim, 2010: 217), when of course she really feels like
crying for what she hasn't had. Time passing is an inevitable form of disillusionment.
Nothing lasts. Ben is obsessed by the thought of time passing, as evinced by the
repetition of the word 'time' in 'Too Many Mornings.' 'How much time can we hope
that there will be?/ Not much time, but it's time enough for me,/If there's time to look
up and see [...]' (Sondheim, 2010: 224.) In this song Ben claims that he has spent
too many mornings dreaming of Sally (he hasn't) but what he is really upset about is
that too many mornings have gone by: he is getting old. In 'The Road You Didn't

Take' he sings about how 'The decades fly'. (Sondheim, 2010: 211.)

Ben sings 'The Road You Didn't Take' on meeting Sally again. At the top of the
song he posits the choice: 'You're either a poet/Or you're a lover,/Or you're the
famous/Benjamin Stone' (Sondheim, 2010: 211) to the same tune that we have heard
Sally introduce herself with: "Now, folks, we bring you/Di-rect From Phoenix'
(Sondheim, 2010: 204). In a conventional show this would be a sign that they are
right for each other, because they are singing the same tune. Here it is a sign that they
are both liars. If Sally pretends to Ben, Ben pretends to himself. That he refers to
himself in the third person indicates that he sees himself as a construct, as an image;
not as a person. In his song Ben pretends that he never looks back on the past. But
his uneasiness is betrayed by his constant questions. The song swirls obsessively
around its theme of denial. The lyric's short lines, frequently ending in questions,
(there are twelve in total, in a song that lasts less than three minutes) give the song a

nervous impetus. He tries to persuade himself that he doesn't care. 'l don't
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remember,/ I don't remember/At all' becomes 'You won't remember,/You won't
remember/At all,/ Not at all...' (Sondheim, 2010: 211). Statement becomes
reassurance. But we have already heard his mounting hysteria in the repeated
question: 'The lives I'll never lead/Couldn't make me sing,/Could they?/Could they?/
Could they?' (Sondheim, 2010: 211.) And when he sings: 'And oh, the peace,/the
blessed peace...' (Sondheim, 2010: 211) this peace is contradicted by the nervous

underscoring.

At the end of the second verse, when he sings: 'l don't remember,/I don't
remember/At all,' we see a brief flashback to Young Ben borrowing Young Buddy's
car and some money. This flashback shows that he is lying, he does remember. He is
using the song to drown out painful memories. He sings another verse and there is

another brief flashback. In this one Young Ben tells Young Phyllis that:

YOUNG BEN Some day I'm going to have the biggest goddamn limousine.

(Goldman, 2001: 29.)

He doesn't say 'We're going to have' - an indication that Ben cares more about status
than he does about Phyllis. When Phyllis tells him that it doesn't matter he disagrees.
The memories are presumably real (otherwise Ben wouldn't need to fight them down):

the cracks are appearing in Ben's facade.

Throughout the song he doesn't talk of what he's done, but only what he hasn't

done, as he will do again later with 'Live, Laugh, Love'. The song ends with the
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question: 'The Ben I'll never be,/Who remembers him?'. (Sondheim, 2010: 217.) Ben
is trying to exorcise himself of his dreams. Although he might be Benjamin Stone
(that is, a successful public figure) he is not Ben (i.e. a fulfilled man.) Ben could have
married Sally, but didn't, so it is appropriate that he sings the song to her: she is the
road he didn't take. But Sally remembers the Ben who'll never be: in fact she's in love

with him. Not the Ben who is, but the image of himself that he projects.

If Ben is not honest with Sally neither is she with him. She sings 'In Buddy's
Eyes' ostensibly to praise Buddy. But she is singing it, not to Buddy, but to Ben, to
put the needle in him for having abandoned her. In this song Sally gets the chance, in
the words of Dimitri Weismann, to lie about herself a little. This dishonesty is hinted
at in Jonathan Tunick's orchestration: when Sally refers to Buddy the backing is dry
woodwind, and when she refers to herself we hear romantic strings. (See Zadan,
1994: 156-157.) We know this song is a lie because it is interrupted by flashbacks,
not of Sally and Buddy enjoying an idyllic marriage, but of Young Sally angrily
confronting Young Ben. Half-way through the song Sally has a catch in her throat —
she cannot perform for a moment. On the line 'And I'm so lucky/I feel like crying,/
And..." (Sondheim, 2010: 217) she breaks off and we see Young Sally angry with
Young Ben because he has given a ring to Phyllis while still messing around with
Young Sally. This is the painful memory that the older Sally is fighting down, trying
to sugar over with the song. Significantly, in the flashback, we do not see Ben and

Sally break up. In her mind they never really have.

As Sondheim described it:
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So Dorothy [Collins, the actress who originally played Sally] sings the whole
song with a sub-text of anger. She could kill him, but it's a very sweet, pretty
ballad; and she's lying through her teeth. She's doing it to get a knife into his
groin, and the fact that it doesn't work is even more frustrating. But the point is,
it's a scene, rather than a pretty ballad.

(Max Wilk, They're Playing Our Song. W. H. Allen. 1974: 235.)

A scene, in this sense, is created by allowing the words and music to contend with
each other, which means that there is always an undercurrent of tension. By
pretending that Buddy idealises her Sally keeps her ideal of herself alive. Unlike Ben,

she has found a way of hanging on to the person she'll never be.

The former chorines then get together and perform 'Who's That Woman?' The
song, about somebody recognising themselves, reflects the theme of uncomfortable
self-discovery that is present throughout the show. Later on, the two main couples are
made to confront themselves in the Loveland sequence. The song has an echo of 'l
Feel Pretty' from West Side Story: in that song Maria had sung: 'See the pretty girl in
that mirror there,/Who can that attractive girl be?' (Sondheim, 2010: 47). That is the
voice of innocence, whereas conversely the voice of experience in 'Who's That
Woman?' sings 'Mirror, mirror, on the wall,/Who's the saddest gal in town?'
(Sondheim, 2010: 217) and comes to the realisation that "That woman is me!'

(Sondheim, 2010: 219).

'"The vision's getting blurred./Isn't that absurd?' (Sondheim, 2010: 219) the lyric
goes, referring, presumably, to the singer dissolving in tears. But when the older
chorus girls sing it it could refer to the short-sightedness brought on by age. The lyric

takes on a new resonance - it could also be about growing old - but this does not

91



obscure the original meaning. This is another example of the 'cubism of perspective'
that Banfield speaks of, and the duality that Knapp speaks of: the song can be both
enjoyed for what it is and also seen ironically. This is a more mature attitude than
simple sarcasm or satire. The process of disillusionment is not complete; there is still

an echo of the former glory.

One example of what happens to a chorus girl who gets older is the story of
Carlotta Campion who sings 'I'm Still Here'. Sondheim worried that Carlotta
shouldn't have a book song when her character is no more developed than that of the
other supporting characters, (see Sondheim, 2010: 221) and yet it is appropriate
because she has more self-awareness. While the other ex-Follies members sang the
songs that they sung back then Carlotta acknowledges the passing of the years.
Unlike the other women, she has succeeded and, maybe because of this, she is more
disenchanted than they are. She doesn't still dream of being a Broadway Baby. In
fact, while Hattie Walker can sing that 'Some day, maybe,/All my dreams will be
repaid' (Sondheim, 2010: 211) Carlotta says that she has 'Seen all my dreams
disappear'. (Sondheim, 2010: 221.) Carlotta has learned not to rely on a mythical

'some day.'

'I'm Still Here' recalls Cole Porter's 'Anything Goes' or 'You're the Top' (both from
Anything Goes, 1934) in that both Porter songs refer to many of the people in the
headlines at the time. 'I'm Still Here' also refers to figures who were famous in the
1930s: the Dionne quintuplets, Brenda Frazier, (sometimes this lyric is amended to

'Shirley Temple'). But in Sondheim's song they are listed precisely because they are
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forgotten. They place Carlotta in a bygone time. Coincidentally or not, Cole Porter
himself referenced Beebe's Bathysphere, in 'Gather Ye Autographs While Ye May'
(Porter ed. Kimball, 1992: 187) and the Dionne babies in 'Good Morning, Miss
Standing' (Porter ed. Kimball 1992: 188-189). Both of these songs come from his
1935 show Jubilee. Similarly Carlotta's line 'I got through Abie's/Irish Rose'*
(Sondheim, 2010: 221) with its thyming of 'Abie's' with 'babies' recalls Lorenz Hart's
line in "We'll Have Manhattan': 'Our future babies/We'll take to Abie's/Irish Rose./1
hope they'll live to see/It close'. (Hart ed. Hart and Kimball, 1986: 33). Carlotta has

lasted so long she has seen it close. The time has gone past.

Carlotta's looks are fading:

CARLOTTA TI've gotten through “Hey, lady, aren't you whoozis?
Wow, what a looker you were.”
Or, better yet, “Sorry, I thought you were whoozis -
What ever happened to her?”

(Sondheim, 2010: 221.)

She no longer gets the admiring gaze bestowed on the Beautiful Girls. Despite this
she has learned to deal with life. One cannot get much more disillusioned than her
remark that she has 'Seen all my dreams disappear,' but she follows it up with 'But I'm
here." (Sondheim, 2010: 221). She has got through her sense of disillusion and can

face the good and bad in life. Appropriately this is the only song of the show that

14 Abie's Irish Rose was a comedy by Anne Nichols that ran on Broadway from May 22™ 1923 to
October 1* 1927, in a run of 2,327 performances, a record at the time.
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mentions the Depression: the painful reality that the Broadway shows of the time
(with a few exceptions) didn't deal with. 'T've stood on bread lines/With the best,/
Watched while the headlines/Did the rest'. (Sondheim, 2010: 221.) With that single
word 'watched' Sondheim conjures up the helplessness of somebody caught up in a
national disaster they can do nothing about. Carlotta goes on to say: 'I've run the
gamut,/A to Z./Three cheers and dammit,/C’est la vie.! (Sondheim, 2010: 221.) This
is a reference to the famous quip about Katharine Hepburn running the gamut of
emotions from A to B."® (This reference gives a sense of period and is also perhaps a
sly joke at Hepburn, who at that time was Sondheim's next door neighbour.) Carlotta
hasn't just been through the gamut on screen, she has been through it in life. The song
is, in a sense, a two act play as indeed, it may be argued, 'Losing My Mind' is. The
first half describes the times that Carlotta was on the breadline. In the second half she
becomes a success and finds that that is not much better. In Dominic Cooke's 2017
revival, Carlotta sang the first half of the song to a group of hangers-on and reporters;
then they all left and she sang the second half of the song, where she reflects on the
emptiness of success, to herself, as if we see her real anxieties when the crowds have
gone home. It might be that the number suddenly focuses on her in the second half
precisely because she has become a success. She no longer has to sit around and
watch while other people do things. Her success, however, is marked by persecution,
insecurity and alcoholism: 'Been called a pinko/Commie tool,/Got through it stinko/
By my pool'. (Sondheim, 2010: 221.) To be labelled a 'pinko' in the era of the House

Un-American Activities Committee could easily have ended a career.

15 The line is usually attributed to Dorothy Parker, but appears nowhere in her published work.
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The headline/breadline rhyme can also be heard in the song '"The Gold Diggers'
Song (We're in the Money)' (by Harry Warren and Al Dubin, 1933). This echo is
highly appropriate. Al Dubin's lyric is "We never see a headline/About a breadline
today', and the song is the opening number of Gold Diggers of 1933 (Warner
Brothers, dir. Mervyn LeRoy, 1933). The song suggests that the depression is over
but, in the film, the number is ironically undercut by what is happening on screen: a
troupe of chorus girls are rehearsing the song when the sheriff's men arrive to take
away the costumes which have not been paid for. As one of the chorus girls (played

by Ginger Rogers) wryly observes: 'It's the depression, dearie.'

Ben and Sally have been circling round each other during the first act: Sally
nervously approaching him in 'Don't Look at Me', Ben denying his feelings in "The
Road You Didn't Take', Sally digging at him in 'In Buddy's Eyes' and then finally they
seem to come together in 'Too Many Mornings'. Ben claims to still dream of Sally.
But, cruelly, he does not sing this song to Sally; he sings it to Young Sally. As
Banfield puts it: 'Sally's tragedy is that she cannot see that Ben is desiring what she
was, not what she is'. (Banfield, 1993: 195.) Sally and Young Sally simultaneously
say 'Oh my sweet Ben'. (Goldman, 2001: 43.) This shows that Sally has not been
able to move on, she is still stuck in the same place that she was when she was in her

twenties.

'We can always feel this happy...' (Sondheim, 2010: 224) sings Ben: as usual he
is singing what the other person wants to hear. In this song Sally admits that her

behaviour has all been an act:
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SALLY How I planned:
What I'd wear tonight and
When should I get here,
How should I find you [...]

(Sondheim, 2010: 224.)

and now that her dream seems to be coming true she has doubts. She sings the line
'And my fears were wrong!', with the word 'wrong' on a triumphant high note. But

immediately after that she sings:

SALLY  Was it ever real?
Did I ever love you this much?

(Sondheim, 2010: 224.)

Finally 'The couples are in identical embraces.! (Goldman, 2001: 45.) But it didn't

work last time either.

Buddy is observing them, just as Young Buddy observes Young Ben and Young
Sally and just as, earlier on, Sally observed Ben and Carlotta. First Sally was shut out
by Ben and Carlotta, now she is shutting out Buddy. This is a motif that reappears in
many Sondheim shows: the duet, or song sung to someone else, where a third, often
silent, character hears the song, but isn't a part of it. This makes them the dramatic

focus on the stage. We have already seen this in 'All I Need Is the Girl' in Gypsy and
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will see it again in 'My Friends' in Sweeney Todd, where Sweeney sings to his razors
while Mrs. Lovett sings to him; in Merrily We Roll Along Frank and Beth sing 'Not a
Day Goes By' as a wedding song unaware that Mary is miming the words as well,

expressing her hopeless devotion to Frank; in Road Show, the Mizner's mother sings
'Isn't He Something!' in praise of Wilson Mizner, who isn't there, while unthinkingly

excluding Addison, who is.

Here it is Buddy who is left out of the music: he silently watches Sally and Ben
embrace. Angry and frustrated he sings. But his song isn't about how Sally has
betrayed him, instead he sings 'The Right Girl." Buddy is trapped between two
women: Sally and his mistress Margie. On the surface the right girl would seem to be
Margie. She manages the delicate trick of seeing Buddy as he is without being
disillusioned: 'She sees you're nothing and thinks you're king'. This acceptance makes
everything seem possible: 'You still could be - hell, well anything' (Sondheim, 2010:

225).

But, as with 'Don't Look at Me', the song's sudden changes of tempo dramatise
the character's mental turmoil. Buddy is less smooth than Ben: his vocabulary is more
restricted, and he needs time to think: 'Instead of - what? - like a rented tux.'
(Sondheim, 2010: 225). But the right girl, like the right man, doesn't exist. 'When
you got- yeah!/The right girl-/And I got...!" (Sondheim, 2010: 225). We expect to
hear the word "You' here, but we don't. Songs about the right girl are usually sung to
the right girl herself but Buddy sings this song to himself: he doesn't know which girl

he wants to sing to. Buddy cannot scream in rage and so he does a tap-dance. His
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anger disappears, however, when he thinks of Margie. She is his dream of
domesticity. One of the tropes of the popular song was for the singer to imagine the
little home that the couple will live in, e.g: 'The Folks Who Live on the Hill' (by
Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein, 1937), 'My Blue Heaven' (by Walter
Donaldson and George A Whiting, 1927), 'T've Got a Crush on You' (by George and
Ira Gershwin, 1928). This trope is upended in Sondheim's song: it is Margie, the
mistress, who lives in the little house. The simple dream of many songs is

unattainable.

Just as Time is an important concept for Ben so Home is for Buddy. But he
doesn't know where his home is — with Sally or with Margie. When he imagines
coming home to Margie he says 'T'm home'. (Sondheim, 2010: 225.) He starts to tell
her about his work problems and then ditches that so that they can kiss. Then he sings
"You wanna stay home!'. (Sondheim, 2010: 225.) Then he imagines time passing and
tells Margie to 'stay home' as she only cries when he leaves, and then he admits 'l
gotta go home'. (Sondheim, 2010: 225.) 'Home' has now changed to become the
house he shares with Sally. He imagines returning to Margie once more and saying
'T'm home' but then he breaks down as he admits 'T don't love the right girl'.'® Here he
is speaking to Margie. It seems that when he says 'l don't love the right girl' he means
he doesn't love Margie any more. He loves Sally, who, though she is his wife, is not
the right girl for him. If Sally has one dream figure, Ben, Buddy lives in a muddled
dream, always wanting to be where he is not — wherever he is, he dreams of

somewhere else. Buddy, in a state of hopeless confusion, stops singing and speaks a

16 In Goldman (2001:51) Buddy sings this line, but not in Sondheim.
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frustrated 'Ah, shit'"” (a word certainly not found in the popular song of the era.). The
music, instead of reaching a climax, seems to let out an embarrassed little trill and
shuffles off. Buddy is, despite having two women, fairly honest, and so, when he
cannot sing, the music stops. Ben, on the other hand, as we will see in the Loveland

sequence, will fight the music.

But before we arrive there we are given two extremes. 'One More Kiss' is sung
by one of the chorus girls, Heidi Schiller. This was the first song that Sondheim wrote
for the show, and it was the only one that he wrote with hostile intent. The song
parodies Noél Coward, a composer Sondheim calls "The Master of Blather'
(Sondheim, 2010: 229) and uses Coward's harmonic language, 'which is the kind I
usually avoid like dengue fever'. (Sondheim, 2010: 228.) Once again the song
changes once we see it staged: the conventional lyrics of lovers sorrowfully saying
goodbye contrast ironically with the fact that we have just seen Ben cheating on both
Sally and Phyllis with Carlotta, while Phyllis herself picks up a waiter. Butitis a
mark of Sondheim's generosity that the song, with its flowery sentiments, yet allows
Heidi to express a maturity that the main characters have not found. With the line:
'All things beautiful must die' (Sondheim, 2010: 225) we hear an acceptance of the
inevitability of passing time that Sally has failed to learn. Sally, on the contrary,

pretends that 'Nothing dies'. (Sondheim, 2010: 217.)

This line 'All things beautiful must die' articulates a major concern of

Sondheim's, that recurs in show after show: the idea of beauty, and how transient it is.

17 'Ah, shit' is on the cast album of the original Broadway cast of Follies, and in the 2001 libretto (51),
but in Finishing the Hat it is 'Ah, hell.'
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(We will meet this theme again in Sweeney Todd and Sunday in the Park with
George.) We have already seen that the 'Beautiful Girls' are girls no longer, and
Carlotta has been told that her looks are fading. Beauty doesn't last, and Heidi uses
this song to come to terms with this fact. The older Heidi duets with her younger self
on the song."® With the song the present-day Heidi says goodbye, not to a dream lover
who could never be real, but to her own younger self. The spell must be broken. As
the song says: 'Dreams are a sweet mistake./All dreamers must awake'. (Sondheim,
2010: 225.) And, in the Loveland sequence, this is what will happen. The characters
awake. 'One More Kiss' warns 'Never look back'. (Sondheim, 2010: 225.) The song
is about saying farewell to a lover, but it also delivers a warning to the four main

characters not to look back. They may not like what they find.

'Could I Leave You?', Phyllis's bitter attack on Ben, is the opposite, emotionally,
of the dreamy idealism of 'One More Kiss', as it is blazingly, scathingly vituperative.
If 'One More Kiss' is innocence, 'Could I Leave You?' certainly represents experience.
Phyllis is no longer the adored woman of 'Beautiful Girls', and admiring glances have
become 'the evenings of martyred looks,/Cryptic sighs,/Sullen glares from those
injured eyes' (Sondheim, 2010: 228). Phyllis is similar to Eleanor of Aquitaine in
Goldman's play The Lion in Winter: sharp-tongued and cruel, but still in love with her
husband, even though she can now see him for what he is. Phyllis exposes Ben's

shallowness, 'And your shelves of the World's Best Books'," (Sondheim, 2010: 228)

18 The director of the 2017 National Theatre production, Dominic Cooke, said in an interview with
David Benedict at the National Theatre (October 18, 2017), that he had imagined that Heidi, played
by Josephine Barstow, knew that she was dying.

19 The capital letters of The World's Best Books give away that this is a series of books from one
publisher. Phyllis is referring to the Modern Library's series 'The Modern Library of the World's
Best Books'. Ben, it seems, buys his culture by the yard, and the books sit on the shelves and
become "The books I'll never read' that 'Wouldn't change a thing'. (Sondheim, 2010, 211.)
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near-impotence, 'Passionless love-making once a year', (Sondheim, 2010: 228) and
general nastiness, 'Leave the quips with a sting, jokes with a sneer' (Sondheim, 2010:
228). She lists Ben's faults and then asks: 'Could I leave you?/Yes./Will I leave
you?/Will I leave you?' and the music reaches a climax before she spits out a final
contemptuous 'Guess!" (Sondheim, 2010: 229.) This seems to be simply a neat
punchline, a way of avoiding the expected repetition of 'Yes." But it is more than that.
We find at the end of the show that she will not leave him. If youthful idealism
doesn't last, cynicism doesn't stay in place either. The characters, some of them

anyway, can change.

Phyllis sings 'Could I Leave You?' and Young Ben and Young Phyllis enter and
we see how much she had wanted to impress him. Young Phyllis promises that she
will walk up and down and get an education at the Metropolitan Museum of Art: to
Young Phyllis art was something to be admired, not just collected like 'the Braques
and Chagalls and all that'.*® (Sondheim, 2010: 228.) Then, in the present day, Buddy
enters, furious that Ben has, once again, played with Sally's emotions. We see that
history is repeating itself as Young Buddy enters, and he is angry at the way Young
Ben has had a fling with Young Sally. Soon all four of the older main characters are
screaming, but not at each other. They are screaming at their younger selves for
making the wrong choices, while the younger selves lie. Unlike Heidi Schiller, the

four main characters are unable to say goodbye to their youth.

20 Ben is rather like Gene from Saturday Night (1957). Gene, a social climber, sings, in the song
'Class': I'd like to own a Rolls-Royce,/A Braque, a Dufy,/All things expensive and choice/And rare.'
(Sondheim, 2010: 7.) Like Ben, Gene sees art in terms of possessions, as a way of displaying
wealth. Gene, however, lives in the world of musical comedy, and he is saved by the love of a good
woman. Ben does not live in a conventional musical comedy and must face who he is.
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Just when the screaming has risen to a hysterical pitch and the tension seems to be
unbearable the costumed boys and girls of a Weismann extravaganza suddenly appear
and sing about a place called Loveland: "Where everybody lives to love'. (Sondheim,
2010: 229). The Loveland sequence is, possibly, a fantasy conjured up by the
characters. It is a place where they can express their anger, frustration, pain and rage
in an acceptable, entertaining manner. In Loveland we see them how they'd like to
see themselves, or how they'd like the world to see them, as entertaining and lovable.
Buddy, who, when we first saw him in the show had told a joke as a means of winning
popularity, comes on as a baggy pants comic: Sally is a lovelorn torch singer and
Phyllis stylish and sophisticated. Although they all put on an act, it is only Ben who

really lies: the others can admit at least part of the truth about themselves as they sing.

In this extravaganza Young Ben and Young Phyllis sing 'You're Gonna Love
Tomorrow' with its promise: 'Each day from now will be/The best day you ever had'.
(Sondheim, 2010: 231.) Young Buddy and Young Sally have the slightly more
realistic vision of 'Love Will See Us Through' where they admit that troubles lie
ahead, but believe that love will suffice to overcome them. Young Buddy sings 'l may
play cards all night/And come home at three', to which Sally replies 'Just leave a
light/On the porch for me' and they duet on the line 'Well, nobody's perfect!'
(Sondheim, 2010: 232). Thus the imperfections in a marriage are acknowledged and
yet played as a gag. This exchange is in fact remarkably similar to one that Will
Parker and Ado Annie have in 'All 'Er Nothin" from Oklahoma!. Annie sings to Will:
'So I ain't gonna fuss,/Ain't gonna frown,/Have your fun, go out on the town,/Stay up

late and don't come home till three,/And go right off to sleep if you're sleepy -/ There's
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no use waitin' up fer me!' (Hammerstein, 1943: 105-106.) Having established a
measure of independence, Ado Annie settles to being Will's wife. Buddy and Sally

reach no such accommodation.

Buddy, in 'The God-Why-Don't-You-Love-Me Blues' makes a burlesque of his
situation. Sondheim has said the title of the song was inspired by his first hearing of
the Gershwin's "The Half of It, Dearie, Blues'. (See Sondheim, 2010: 235). The song
is also reminiscent of Lerner and Lane's "How Could You Believe Me When I Said I
Loved You (When You Know I've Been a Liar All My Life)' in that it takes a situation
that would be painful but plays it as burlesque. Lerner and Lane's song, however,
composed for the film Royal Wedding (MGM, dir. Stanley Donen, 1951) was written
to be only an act. In the film Fred Astaire plays a dancer called Tom Bowen, and the
song is one of Bowen's routines. Thus the audience can enjoy the spectacle of Fred
Astaire playing a heel without having to dislike him. Sondheim, as it were, takes the
guard off. Buddy really is a two-timer, and his situation is painful. But although in
Loveland Buddy has managed to transform his pain into burlesque we are still
uncomfortably aware that his unhappiness is real. A remark Sondheim made about
Ethel Merman is relevant: 'She was able to tap into the reserve of anger that fuels
every comedian, high or low." (Sondheim, 2010: 68.) In 'The Right Girl', we have
already seen this anger openly displayed. If Buddy is now able to burlesque his pain
he hasn't made it go away. Performance, maybe, does not solve one's problems, but it

makes them bearable.
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Sally's song 'Losing My Mind' speaks of her hopeless love for Ben. Time, which
has passed so much in this show, seems to slow down and we hear it creak as it goes
by hour by hour in agonising and pointless longing. Sally isn't just growing old, as all
the characters are doing, she is hearing time go by. Ben pretended, in "Too Many
Mornings' that he dreamed of her every day. Here, Sally says the same thing about

Ben, but it is true.

The theatre director John Ellis has written of this song:
It's a two act play [...] and no-one ever observes that. The first verse is in the
'present' state of love when she was young, the transition is an awakening to its
loss and the reprise is a bitter reaction to the loss — as 'Not a Day Goes By' s,
though sectioned out over different scenes in the reverse time structure of
"Merrily."!
Sally repeats the last two verses, and that, it could be said, is her older voice talking.
Her situation hasn't changed except that she has grown more desperate. When she
says the line 'Or were you just being kind?' (Sondheim, 2010: 235) is she referring to
Young Ben's vows of love from thirty years ago, or the older Ben's vow earlier that

evening? Unlike Carlotta's 'I'm Still Here', in 'Losing My Mind' the singer has not

moved on. She has simply become more desperate.

The song pastiches George and Ira Gershwin's 1924 song 'The Man I Love' but
with a Dorothy Fields lyric (see Sondheim, 2010: 235). But Sondheim has not just
pastiched the Gershwin song, he has both paid homage to its artistry and subtly
criticised its underlying idea. In 'The Man I Love' a woman dreams of a hero-figure.
'Some day he'll come along,/The man I love;/And he'll be big and strong,/The man |

love..." (Gershwin, 1977: 3.) Sondheim shows a woman doing the same thing,

21 Personal communication on The Forgotten Musicals Facebook Site.
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dreaming of an idealised man, and moves her thirty or so years later in her life. The
song demonstrates what hopeless dreaming can do. It isolates one. It makes one
resigned to a futile life. And she gets more and more deeply mired in illusion. At the
end of the first verse she sings: 'It's like I'm losing my mind', but by the end of the
song the simile has become a distinct possibility: 'Or am I losing my mind?'
(Sondheim, 2010: 235). But in this song she admits the truth that she had denied in
'In Buddy's Eyes'. In that song Sally had boasted of the pleasures of domesticity:
'Gourmet cooking and letter writing,' (Sondheim, 2010: 217) but here these everyday
tasks are mundane, they have become 'every little chore' (Sondheim, 2010: 235).

Buddy himself is not mentioned in 'Losing My Mind'. She has obliterated him.

Phyllis gets to perform a pastiche Cole Porter number, 'The Story of Lucy and
Jessie'. This song shows that, like Buddy, though in a different way, she is betwixt
and between. She isn't trapped between two women: rather she is caught between her
older and younger selves. Lucy is the younger Phyllis and Jessie is herself as she is
now. Phyllis wishes they could combine so that she could be innocent as Lucy while
being as poised and confident as Jessie. She wants to go back to being young, but
with the knowledge that age brings, so that she won't make the same mistakes: "Cause

getting it together is the whole trick!". (Sondheim, 2010: 236.)

In their songs Buddy admits to his love for both Sally and Margie, Phyllis admits
her conflicted feelings and Sally sings of her obsessive love for Ben. But Ben, in
'Live, Laugh, Love', simply pretends that he is fine. His tone is insouciant. This is a

pastiche of the kind of devil-may-care number that Fred Astaire sang: as if Ben is a
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debonair, carefree charmer who never lets life get him down. Ben sings about all the
things that people spend their lives on, while claiming that 'Me, I like to live,/Me, 1
like to laugh,/Me, I like to love!'. (Sondheim, 2010: 238.) But this is the way that
Ben wishes he had been, not the way he actually is. His insouciant pose is something

that he can't maintain.

Many songs recommend that one takes life less seriously. 'Life Is Just a Bowl of
Cherries' (by Henderson, De Sylva and Brown, 1931) is a prime example. The lyric
says that people rush around trying to make a living, and yet they can't take the money
with them. One should realise the transience of life: 'And live and laugh at it all'. Ben
pretends that this has always been his philosophy. The reason for using a happy-g