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and we had our eyes set on satisfying some of our hungen. But wl 
reach an era like this one, with abundance everywhere-and when th 
dance isn't distributed properly, SO that only a few grab it and so many are left in 

poverty and in slums-then the immorality of the situation shows. 
"But I've always been aware of the idiocy of the whole establishment and 

the system. That's what titillated me into using satire. I've always thought that 
the way to educate, to teach, the way to live without being miserable, even 
though you're surrounded by misery, was to laugh at the things that made you 
miserable. For me, satire has become a weapon . . . the way SwiR used it in 
his prose, Gilbert in his verses, Shaw in his drama. I am stirred, and my juices 

start flowing more when I can tackle a problem that has profundit) , and 
real danger . . . by destroying it w'th laughter." 
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'Everything's Coming U p  ' 
Roses' 

STEPHEN S o N D H E I M arrived on the Broadway scene as the lyricist for 
Leonard Bernstein's score for West Side Story, in 1957, when he was a 

mere twenty-six. In the years since then, the ranks of Broadway's working com- 
posers and lyricists have thinned down with the regularity of the passing of 
Foreign Legionnaires in the last reel of Beau Geste. But Sondheim can well say 
(to quote one of the songs from his score for Follies), "I'm still here." 

Sondheim fields all the accolades that come his way with an offhand candor 
that is refreshing in a business so dominated by ego hang-ups. If you sit with 
him in his New York home, surrounded by his vast collection of antique puzzle 
games, amusement-parlor novelties, and an authentic nickel-grabbing Las Vegas 
slot machine, he is quick to point out that he has always had considerable 
assistance from others. 

"There were three major influences on me, lyric-wise," he says. "The first 
being Oscar Hammerstein, who really taught me everything. He was articulate, 
tough, and, I think, almost never wrong-quite a different man than the public 
imagined. He was a totally urbane man, yet he believed 'Oh, What a Beautiful 
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Story, the Ethel Merman hit show Gypsy, Anyone Can Whistle, and Do I 
a waltz?, on which Sondheim collaborated with Richard Rodgers. 
'c~*hur taught me mostly about playwritingethe major thing was sub- 
~ h ~ t . ~  a big Actors' Studio word. It  refers to what's going on underneath 
e, A shallow scene is what exists only in the words, whereas if there's a 

or a counterpoint underneath, it gives the actor something to play. Look, 
tting here and having this nice conversation, you're asking me questions 

IPrn answering them, and it's not very interesting to watch. But supposing 
here and what you really have in your mind is to kill me. Even though 
omes out in your words, now, as a scene, it gives the actor something 

instead of just sitting there. Very important lesson for me. 
z ~ o r  instance, in ~ y p s y  we-~ule Styne and I-had a song for Ethel Mer- 
called 'Some People.' Hose is singing a song about how she's got to get out 

lace, but in fact what she's trying to do is to con her father out of $88. 
nly a statement about how small-town life is stifling her and she wants 
the city and the bright lights and the glamour and success-it's really 

at she's determined to get that plaque on her father's wall that represents the 
oney to do it with-which, in fact, she steals! But that gives Merman something 
play, and it's more interesting, niuch more than having her come out and 
dress herself to the audience and just sing it flat out. Now she's playing 

Omething . . . sub-textual. 
"1 can give you an example of that from Follies. Dorothy Collins has what 

to be a ballad called 'In Buddy's Eyes.' She sings it to the guy who Jilted 
her thirty years ago, and she's angry at him still for having loused UP her life. 
so she's singing this sweet-ass song about how her husband makes her so happy, 
and just having him there at home is all that counts, and he's a wonderful guy. 
~~t what she's doing is trying to get the other man's goat. So Dorothy 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 p i n ,  and the fact that it doesn't work is even more frustrating. But the 
p i n t  is, itss a scene, rather than a pretty ballad. That's the kind of thing that 
Arthur taught me. It's the kind of thing that Oscar did use occasion all^, but that 
wasn't essentially what he was about as a dramatic songwriter. 

"Arthur is the collaborator with whom I've worked the closest. He's taught 
me a great deal about matching diction with ideas, and about continuity of 
content. He a]so is terrific on titles, as any good bookwriter-colaborator had 
better be if he works with me, because I steal from them all the time. 'Some 
People,' the one I told you about, is one of Arthur's; SO is '1 Feel Pretty,' from 
West Side Story, and 'Something's Coming,' from the same show. 

. "1 can give you another example of what he taught me in West Side Story. 
you remember when Maria sings 'I Have a Love.' Anita is Singing 'A BOY Like 

"I happen to love style, and even when I read I'm more taken by style ~ h ~ t '  at the same time; the tension is that she doesn't know her lover has Just 
than I am by content. At least, I tell myself I am. But people point out to killed her brother, We do; she doesn't. That makes the song have something. 
that I'm more interested in content than I pretend to be, so it's arguable. I A]] ~~~i~ is trying to do is to get Anita not to tell. She sings, '1 have a wonderful 

bve'-she could sing that straight out, but it wouldn't be a very interesting idea. 
it songwriting or other." ~~t it is interesting when she's using it to calm down a girl who's about to spill 

The third of the Sondheim influences is librettist and Arthur the beans and screw up her life. And that song functions; at the end of it, Anita 
Laurents, with whom Sondheim has worked on four Broadway shows-West is on side-and, remember, at the beginning she was against her- So 

there's something for Anita to play, too.'' 
* Loosely translated as “yeIling.m ~h~ question inevitably comes to mind: What with writing his songs for 



Stephen Sondlwim ( Z44 ) 

such s~lbtwtual umnes. nmgs which haw le la so tightly lnoldcd to fit his 
char*ers, with lyrical ideas that ~ t~us t  Et his aWu firm stmdurds of style, and 
imntmt and vet s u e d  with t k  audiencr. durs it botl~er Sondl~eim thd  

6, of the mng in his shows have Iwcornc pupr~lar hit5? 
"No!" he  u y s  firmly. "You don't get hits out of the theatre an" more 

cept on VLT rare occasions. Everything in the pist ten years or w, ha hecn rwk 
myway. with e~ceptions like He&. Dolly! Very n r e  exception. But the hl~sinrs 
d writing long to bemrne hits has never botherrd me heaua  I really dm*, 
know what makes a hit, do you? 

"As a matter of frt," he says. "the only two show albums that have soM 
at 41 in the past five years have been Hair and No. No. No-. So you must 
Rgerd them as freaks. ~ l b u m s  don't sell any mom-the hit mgr  today uc 
crwted by WP ~ p .  for gmup. When this e n  passes. then maybe evwybod~. 
induding nu, d l  have to give some thought again to the busineu of getting 
hits out d h . "  He hesitates. "If there's still a musial the.- running." 

Sorrdheim readily acknowledges how fortunate he was to have nrrived on 
the B d y v  m n e  when he did. "Nowredays the terrible thing is that the young 
pople don't get a chance to be hurd And therefore they get dircouragd. and 
hey say 'Screw it,' and they N r t  writing SNR for movies, or they try to start a 
d gmup. It's awful. A temble shame-nobody gets a chance to l a m  what 
he's doina. ., 

"On the other h d .  my era, that of the middle 'gas, was just ss t o ~ l ~ h  
Even after I'd done the lyrics tor Wcvt Side Story with L r i ~ n y  Bemstcin .tsd 

supposed todo the music for Cvpsr~. Ethel hlerman wouldn't allow it Lecausc. 
1 M n  t done any music h r  the t h a m  helore. She didn't wmt to take r clta~l~y 
baruse .he had just done a show with nem mrnpren and had gotten burned. 
-k God for Hd Prince-he's the only producer nmund who's msistently * @th unknmm cwmposers md 1vricists.- 
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you must realize how much l5njjay 
and meet later to see ~ Q W  ~deps 

* IhE b"\\iznce of Robbins as an w e d  man d the theatre ru to be domantmted 
during he and-toun tvaut of Sondhcirn'r next show. his fint as b t h  ~ a n p ~ e r  and 
lyricist, A Funny Thing f1apnrn.d on th? Way to thr Fmm.  .-We oped w i t  d t ~ m .  
and fi was r d~saster, t l ~  critics hated il. Sondhrim says today. " C s i ~ d l ~ .  whe11 p>u h m  
a show that's in wch trmhle, y w  sense what's w m g  ud why it's nut working when 

p u  s ~ n d  in the bsJ; af the theatre. In this -, we wcr. totally W c d .  RR?~Y. 
, wt to Washington, and vr dled  in J m m c  Robbins, whose first mrnmcnt ". Ev~v-  

thing's fine, but plm* rhmg the opnhg number. You've got to tell the au&cn@ *rN 
the wpning ir h n t l t . .  iveli. ofmum h e  trouble up front. The opening po"g 




