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    It was about seven o’clock on a Saturday night when I learned—in a text message with a link to his New York Times obituary—that Stephen Sondheim, aged ninety-one, the man who lifted the Broadway musical to new heights of artistry, had died the day before, November 26, 2021, at his home in Roxbury, Connecticut.

He had not been noticeably ill. Eleven days earlier, as I told the students in my musical theatre class, he had attended the first performance of the acclaimed gender-swap Broadway revival of Company. Greeted with cheers and a standing ovation, Sondheim rewarded the stunned audience at the Bernard B. Jacobs Theatre with a flash of that famous lopsided grin. He moved haltingly, but unaided, gripping the seatbacks for support as he inched his way to his own seat in the fifth row. The day before his death, Thanksgiving Day, Sondheim and his husband, Jeff Romley, dined with friends in Roxbury. He was frail, they recalled, but as quick-witted as ever and bursting with backstage gossip. Yet he collapsed soon after returning home with Romley and never regained consciousness.

That Saturday night I was at my home, watching tick, tick… Boom!—the musical biopic about Jonathan Larson, composer and lyricist of Rent. In director Lin-Manuel Miranda’s film, adapted from the stage version, Sondheim becomes a true-to-life character: part idol, part crusty critic, and part mentor who had learned from his own mentor, Oscar Hammerstein, the power of a nurturing word. Bradley Whitford played Sondheim with studied precision, contorting himself, as he put it, into “a crooked smile on an unmade bed.”

Yet the scene in the film that really got to me was when Sondheim, just as he did in real life, leaves a message on Larson’s answering machine after attending a fraught workshop of the young composer’s musical Superbia. “It’s first-rate work and it has a future,” Sondheim said; “and so do you.” He wrote that line himself for the screenplay; he recorded it, too, for the film. The prophetic voice on the telephone was, thrillingly, Sondheim’s own.

At that moment, at that very moment, the ping of my cell phone announced the text message telling me that he was dead.

Instead of clicking on the link to Sondheim’s obituary, I returned to his voice on the answering machine. And I kept replaying that scene, obsessively—just as I imagined Larson himself did, back in 1985, listening to Sondheim’s uplifting words over and over, wearing the cassette tape thin. For me, it was an act of pure denial: Sondheim can’t be dead if I can still hear him on the telephone. The telephone, of course, wasn’t mine, and it wasn’t even real. Yet it consoled me, in my sudden sadness, to believe that his message on the answering machine was meant for me. Sondheim was speaking to me—and about me.



Haven’t we all felt just this way about a favorite artist? As much as we admire the painter’s skill, the novelist’s style, or the singer’s perfect pitch, what we really respond to in a work of art is how it speaks to us. Our private bond with it. Not, or not just, the connoisseur’s appraisal of its formal qualities, but something more intimate: how the painting or the book or the song makes us feel, what it opens our eyes to, the way it—not always comfortably—enlarges our life.

The artist, to be an artist, must “give us more to see.” Dot asks George for exactly that in “Move On,” their soaring final duet from Sondheim’s Sunday in the Park with George. Her deceptively simple words—so short in length, so extended in meaning—are her call for something new. She doesn’t just mean new works of art, although that’s how it starts. Dot wants to pass through George’s art—move on—to arrive at a greater understanding, a sharper perception, a fuller way to make sense of her world.

In his Manhattan town house, Sondheim kept an impressive collection of Japanese wooden puzzle boxes. He had a lifelong fascination with puzzles of all kinds, from cryptic crosswords to scavenger hunts to escape rooms. Unlike a jigsaw puzzle, where the goal is to assemble interlocking pieces to form a complete picture, the point of a puzzle box is to figure out how to dismantle it. This, to me, seems the perfect metaphor for what Sondheim’s works accomplish. He doesn’t put the pieces of life back together again; he takes them apart. What Sondheim offers us is not life with all its riddles happily solved, but life deconstructed and laid bare, in all its confusion and disarray.

Musical theatre is often branded, and mocked, as a form of trivial escapism, and, doubtless, some instances of the genre are. But not Sondheim. Never Sondheim. Because through his works we do not so much escape life as confront it. His words and his music feel not like a denial of reality but rather its unsparing exposure. Virginia Woolf once described George Eliot as a novelist for “grown-up people,” and the same is true of Stephen Sondheim. His musicals are for grown-ups. My students regard his songs as a rite of passage, their own induction into adulthood.

The formal tributes to Sondheim began within days of his passing. It was a moment for eulogies and reverences, for praising a legendary career and being grateful that we were around to witness some of it. Still, I remember feeling a little unsatisfied. Unsatisfied, because all the eloquent panegyrics didn’t reach what was, for me, the heart of the matter: how the theatre of Stephen Sondheim rhymed with my own life. Not just one show or at one time, but all his shows and all the time. Isaac Butler, writing in Slate, came closest to what I was feeling: that Sondheim’s works “follow us through each stage of our own lives.”

I kept wondering, what is the “more” that Sondheim gives us to see? What do his music and lyrics bring into focus? How are his works like a message to us, and about us? Such questions crystallized in my mind in the wake of Sondheim’s death. Yet in all the words of praise that I was reading, those questions weren’t being answered; they were barely being asked.

That’s when, and why, I decided to write this book.



I begin with deep respect for Sondheim’s artistry. At age eighteen, I saw Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett in the first national tour of Sweeney Todd. I stayed up late in my dorm room at Georgetown reliving the show and then bombed my economics final exam the next morning. (I don’t regret it.) That was just the beginning. Since then, I’ve seen Judi Dench as Desirée Armfeldt, Maria Friedman as Fosca, Adrian Lester as Bobby, and Victor Garber as Franklin Shepard, Inc. In Elaine Stritch at Liberty, I saw the original Joanne in Company perform her iconic number “The Ladies Who Lunch.” In London’s West End, I heard Barbara Cook sing mostly Sondheim, along with some of the songs that he wished he had written. And I’m grateful to have seen the first production of Sondheim’s last work, Here We Are.

I’ve spent the past four decades, nearly all my adult life, working in the performing arts. I started out as a theatre director in Washington, DC, and New York City, putting onto the stage new plays and new musicals, plus a few classic old ones. Later, I worked at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, raising money for its extraordinary archives in theatre, music, dance, and recorded sound. Getting to know those collections, which are housed in the library’s Lincoln Center branch, helped me to realize that I enjoyed studying theatre as much as I enjoyed making it. For nearly thirty years now, I’ve been a university professor, a role that allows me to be both a scholar of theatre and a teacher of theatre practice. My experience has taught me that these roles are mutually enriching, each one inevitably enhancing the other.

What’s made it possible for me to write a book on Stephen Sondheim are the years I have spent teaching his works to aspiring singer-actors, guiding them through the particular journey of each particular song. My students, not entirely in jest, call my class “Sondheim boot camp,” because we start with the toughest of musical theatre workouts: “Rose’s Turn,” from Gypsy. If you can handle that song, you can handle any song. It’s a useful number for students to tackle early on, because its story—finally, Rose gets to be the star—resonates with their own desire to stand in the spotlight and be applauded. There’s something in Madame Rose that’s also in them, and the song reveals it. I hope that in this book I can make similar, but much broader, connections between Sondheim’s music and lyrics and what they can mean for us individually.

And so, this book is not so much about Stephen Sondheim as about what we can learn from him. The more I think about Sondheim’s works, the more I realize that their greatness—beyond the clever lyrics, beyond the complex music—lies in telling stories that insinuate themselves into a spectator’s own life story, until in some way the stories click. His works understand us as much as we understand them. Sondheim, if we let him, can change our life.

“Being Alive,” the final number in Company, is Bobby’s late-in-the-game plea for intimacy and love. It’s up for debate whether Bobby is truly ready for someone to hold him too close, but the song itself declares what the theatre of Stephen Sondheim is all about: being alive. Being alive not in the sense of controlling our life, but of bearing witness to it; being fully present to its terrors as much as to its joys, to its conflicts as much as to its concords, and to its mysteries as much as to its banalities.

Sondheim’s theatrical worlds open our eyes to our own world. He lures us into the lives of imagined others—lives that are always knotted, often tormented, and never tranquil for long—only to return us to the here and now. Yet, and here’s the twist, we return to the world changed, because as Little Red Riding Hood puts it in Into the Woods, we “know things now / many valuable things” that we “hadn’t known before.” The ambitions, dreams, disasters, and fixations of Sondheim’s characters can teach us how to get through our own lives—so that, like Petra’s vow to herself in A Little Night Music, we’ll not have been dead when we die.

Sondheim always rejected the notion that his shows were veiled autobiographies. There may well be parallels between him and solitary figures like Bobby in Company and George in Sunday in the Park with George, but that hardly equates to self-portraiture. It’s precisely because Sondheim’s works are not explicitly confessional that they can be continually relevant to us; that they can be about us. Sweeney Todd’s revenge lust, Fosca’s humiliating passions, Louise’s triumph when reborn as Gypsy Rose Lee, and Ben’s regret over the dreams he didn’t dare. Those aren’t just Sondheim’s stories; they’re ours too. I have, in my own way, lived out each one. And I suspect that you have done the same.

As Oscar Hammerstein put it, “The Song Is You.” Sondheim often said he envied Hammerstein and Jerome Kern for writing that song, and I think I know why: because it dissolves the barrier between art and its audience. For all its brilliance, Sondheim’s work is not trying merely to divert us; it’s trying, in fact, to involve us.

That’s the nub of my argument: his song is you.

This book is not a Sondheim biography, although it traces his career more or less chronologically. Nor is it a “behind the curtains” stage history, although it tells many stories about performers and productions. Still less does it aim to be a formal critical study, although it offers close readings of most Sondheim musicals.

Most, but not all. Because I have not sought to write a comprehensive study, I have been free to approach Sondheim’s works selectively. I have focused on those that in my opinion best reveal what Stephen Sondheim can teach us about life. The omission that might surprise, or disappoint, you the most is West Side Story (1957). It was Sondheim’s first Broadway show, was twice turned into a film, and is still performed around the world. But to the end of his long life, Sondheim disdained his own lyrics, judging them overly grand for the show’s youthful characters and lacking the spark of spontaneity. Nor do I look at A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), although it was the first musical for which Sondheim wrote both music and lyrics and had the longest initial Broadway run (964 performances) of all his shows. Nevertheless, the songs in Forum, as Sondheim himself admitted, served mostly as delightful respites from its zany plot. Neither of these well-known musicals offers the mature “life lessons” found in his later works.

I’ve also left out Sondheim’s least-produced stage shows—Saturday Night (1955), Do I Hear a Waltz? (1965), The Frogs (1974), and Road Show (2008)—on the grounds that readers are least likely to know them. (I do glance, though, at his 1966 television musical Evening Primrose.) Even so, you will find in the pages ahead a sustained look at most of Stephen Sondheim’s theatrical legacy: thirteen shows in total, from Gypsy (1959) to the posthumously produced Here We Are (2023).

Sondheim freely acknowledged that everything he achieved came about through collaboration with other theatre artists. The stories I tell include them—directors like Hal Prince and James Lapine, librettists like Lapine and John Weidman, and performers from Ethel Merman to Len Cariou to Lindsay Mendez—but the figure who unites these disparate stories is Stephen Sondheim. He is the thread that runs through it all.

Each musical gets its own chapter, and the chapters run in chronological order. Mostly, I take a rounded view of each show, looking at its range of characters and songs. Sometimes, though, I focus on a single topic—the Baker’s Wife in Into the Woods, say, or “Someone in a Tree” from Pacific Overtures—if such intense scrutiny helps me to argue my point. Yet whatever approach I’m drawing upon, I’m doing it to make this one claim: Sondheim’s works can change your life. A prolonged encounter with them will reveal predicaments—and the paths out of them—that we recognize as our own. The better we understand Sondheim, the better we will understand ourselves.

A musical becomes a hit when its songs “land” with the audience. No longer merely watching, the audience, now stirred to respond, reaches out and grabs the songs, absorbs them, becomes one with them, and then enacts them in their own way: toe-tapping, finger-drumming, quiet sobbing, wriggling in their seats, clapping in time, or holding their collective breath on the high note. A fifteen-year-old Stephen Sondheim wept into Dorothy Hammerstein’s fur coat at the end of the first act of Carousel. It was permanently stained with his tears.

In such moments of transference, when the song leaps from performer to spectator, Sondheim’s musicals are no longer just about Madame Rose burdening her daughters with her own frustrated dreams, Sweeney Todd vowing revenge upon the entire world, or the painter George spurning the woman who loves him because he must finish the hat. It’s now also about you and me. Building upon, but then wholly surpassing, the accomplishments of his predecessors, Sondheim created musicals that don’t just entertain or fascinate us, but also include us. That are, ultimately, about us. Like a message from him on our answering machine.




INTRODUCTION The Song Is You
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    Grateful, no doubt, for having Oscar Hammerstein as his mentor, Sondheim always called teaching a “sacred profession.” Sondheim was himself carefully taught for the first time in the summer of 1945, when Hammerstein spent an afternoon at his farmhouse in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, pointing out to fifteen-year-old “Stevie” (a friend of his son Jamie) the many flaws in a musical that the boy had written. Sondheim later boasted that he learned more about musical theatre in those four hours than most librettists or composers do in a lifetime.

Teaching became Sondheim’s profession, too, and not just in the master classes he offered over the years. Everything he wrote was a lesson in life—and it’s all there for us to take to heart.

Yet to become himself a teacher—our teacher—Sondheim had to learn one important lesson: the people who truly own a musical theatre song are neither those who write it nor those who perform it. They’re just, to echo Madame Rose in Gypsy, “spreading it around.” The ones really in charge are those who receive it. Every musical theatre song, as Sondheim had to learn, is ultimately about its own audience. Have, by all means, something of consequence to share with your audience—but be careful how you do it. If you’re careless, you might not get your point across.

Before we look in depth at Sondheim’s works, let’s “pause for a mo’ ” (as Buddy sings in Follies) to look at how Sondheim learned that the audience comes first. Hammerstein tried to teach him just that lesson: by critiquing the novice’s work, by the example of his own songs written with composers from Jerome Kern to Richard Rodgers, and even (the tale is a theatrical legend) by persuading Sondheim to change the ending of “Rose’s Turn” so that the audience could applaud Ethel Merman’s unforgettable Madame Rose. But still, Sondheim had to learn the lesson for himself. He learned it the hard way, and early on, with the disastrous original production of Anyone Can Whistle.



Sondheim once found himself seated on an airplane next to the English dramatist Peter Shaffer, best remembered now for writing Amadeus and Equus. Later, they became good friends, with Shaffer advising on the Cockney slang in Sweeney Todd. But at the time, around 1965, they didn’t know each other well. Yet, in a remarkable coincidence, Shaffer numbered among the few people who had seen the original production of Sondheim’s Anyone Can Whistle, which closed at the Majestic Theatre in New York on April 11, 1964, after only nine performances.

Now a cult classic—I’ve seen it performed in a tiny basement theatre near London’s Piccadilly Circus—the show was then Sondheim’s first flop. A stinging belly flop, too, after the stunning high dives of West Side Story, Gypsy, and A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. An “exasperating musical comedy,” bristled Walter Kerr in the Herald Tribune. “Anyone can whistle, but nobody can sing.” (Angela Lansbury, by the way, was one of the leads.) The New York Times, dispensing a little mercy, noted the show’s “attempt to be meaningful” in its critique of bourgeois conformity, McCarthyite red-baiting, and nuclear weapons. Still, its drama critic Howard Taubman chided Sondheim and director-librettist Arthur Laurents for not leavening their blunt, partisan commentary with a single spoonful of “entertainment.” It does sound like heavy going for a musical that opened four months after Hello, Dolly!

Sondheim never courted failure, but neither was he ashamed of it. “I don’t mind putting my name on a flop,” he insisted years later, “as long as we’ve done something that hasn’t been tried before.” What hadn’t been tried before was transplanting the dark mood of European absurdist theatre—plays like Eugène Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano, Jean Genet’s The Balcony, and Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot—into American musical comedy, an art form so unstoppably optimistic that even saddle-sore Oklahoma cowboys begin their day with an ode to a beautiful morning.

The graft did not take. Convinced, though, that they had created a work of some importance, Sondheim and Laurents pulled out all the stops to keep the show running. They even paid $3,000 for an advertisement in the New York Times, hoping that word of mouth would cancel out the bad reviews. It was the Mad Men era, but not even Don Draper at Sterling Cooper could have salvaged Anyone Can Whistle.

So eye-blinkingly short was its run that the cast album, produced only at the insistence of Columbia Records executive Goddard Lieberson, who believed that Sondheim’s score deserved a legacy recording, was made after the show had closed. How the abruptly unemployed actors got through that funereal day in the CBS 30th Street Studio remains a wonder.

All the more surprising, then, that Peter Shaffer, sitting next to Sondheim in the airplane, told him that Anyone Can Whistle was “among the most brilliant and original theatre pieces” that he had ever seen. The show’s composer-lyricist was now, with or without a midflight vodka stinger, flying high. “As well as,” Shaffer continued, “one of the most irritating.”

Crash landing. More intrigued than downhearted—Sondheim had, after all, survived the scorching reviews—he listened as his newest critic pinpointed the end of the show’s first act as the reason why the press and the public had been so hostile. It committed, Shaffer explained, the mortal sin of insulting the audience. Arthur Laurents, a man for whom flinging abuse at others was the highlight of each day, rejected that judgment, even though Sondheim himself came to see the wisdom of it.

Musical theatre audiences are a forgiving bunch, but one thing they won’t forgive is “being made asses of.” So pronounced Angela Lansbury, who played the lead role of Cora Hoover Hooper in that ill-fated production. Yet, as she regretted, that’s just what happened with Anyone Can Whistle: it mocked the people who had paid to see it. Sondheim and Laurents crafted a lengthy musical scene—the one that Shaffer felt was both brilliant and irritating—that ended with the cast laughing at and then sarcastically applauding the audience. A striking coup de théâtre, yes; but it totally backfired. Instead of captivating the audience, it only irked them.

The number was titled “Simple,” though it was anything but. In fact, it remained Sondheim’s longest and most complex musical sequence for two decades, until “Putting It Together” from Sunday in the Park with George. “Simple” flipped from singing to speaking, and then flipped back, but all the while the orchestra never stopped playing.

They devised it while sitting side by side on a piano bench. In a jazzlike back-and-forth, Sondheim developed a melody at the keyboard, Laurents ad-libbed some rhythmic dialogue to be acted over it, and then he handed the song back to Sondheim, who came up with the accompanying lyrics on the spot. This particular scene had to be created in tandem, because the whole point was to blur any distinction between the score and the script. The result was a fifteen-minute tour de force that alternated between solo, chorus, spoken lyrics, dialogue, and rhythmic movement. A typical 1960s show tune lasted barely three minutes. In the published libretto, “Simple” takes up a whopping twenty-nine pages.

Let’s back up for a moment. Anyone Can Whistle takes place in a bankrupt American town whose mayoress, the loathed Cora Hoover Hooper, stages a phony miracle: curative waters gushing from a rock in the town square. Her fraudulent plan is to attract “pilgrims” who will spend enough money in the town to save it from financial ruin. Nearby is a mental asylum, known as the Cookie Jar because its residents are called “Cookies” (kooky) by the locals. As it happens, the residents are not insane but only social nonconformists. Fay Apple, the asylum’s chief nurse (a role created by Lee Remick), releases them to take the miraculous waters. Filling the town square, the pilgrims and the Cookies intermingle so much that no one can tell one group from the other. Cora, alarmed by this mass confusion, recruits the asylum’s new psychiatrist, J. Bowden Hapgood—who, it later transpires, is not a doctor at all but a mental patient—to divide the crowd into the sane and the insane. Yes, the plot is convoluted and wholly improbable, but so is Hamlet.

It goes on. Hapgood, swearing a pretend fidelity to “logic,” conducts six nonsensical interrogations, all set to music, in which he divides the crowd into the equally nonsensical “Group 1” and “Group A.” Each group is certain that only its members are sane. But it’s impossible, as Hapgood’s questioning reveals, to distinguish between the normal and the deviant, because any apparent difference between them is meaningless. As meaningless as the difference between, say, “1” and “A.” This is “Simple,” the ironically titled number that closes the first act of Anyone Can Whistle.

It’s also the number that insulted the audience. It ends with the stage lights dimming to an eerie glow at the footlights, as Group 1 and Group A rush to the front of the stage, chanting, faster and faster, “Who is what?” and “Which is who?” Those are illogical questions, each formed with mixed-up words. Everyone falls silent as the stage goes suddenly black, except for a tight spotlight on Hapgood. He looks straight out at the audience, smiles at them, and whispers, “You are all mad.”

Instantly, the stage explodes with sound and color. As galloping “circus music” plays, a strip of lights, like a theatre’s balcony rail, descends from the fly loft over the stage and covers the audience in a wash of pink, blue, and yellow light. At the same time, the lights on the theatre’s actual balcony rail switch back on to illuminate the stage. During the blackout, the scene had changed. When the lights come up, the audience sees the entire cast sitting on the stage in a row of theatre orchestra seats—as if they were the audience—and fanning themselves with their programs. The actors, staring back at the real audience, begin laughing and applauding. Their jeers and their claps get louder and louder, until the act curtain falls.

The curtain falls, but on whom? Or, as Sondheim put it, “Who is what?” Hapgood has only pretended to separate the rational people from all the irrational ones because there’s no actual difference between them: everyone is mad. The actors taunt the audience by mimicking them to their own faces, insisting that they, too, are acting out an illusion. Yet so virtuosic is their collective performance that they deserve a round of hearty applause.



Truth lurks in this taunting. In our daily lives, we do perform the identity roles that over the years we have learned to master. If we’ve been lucky enough to choose our roles, they’re usually flattering: “Happy and successful! Liked and loved and beautiful and perfect!” as Cora promises her depressed citizenry. Yet the roles can feel like burdens if others have imposed them upon us, as usually happens to outcast groups like the Cookies.

Either way, these roles become how we make our impression upon others. Those same others are, likewise, enacting their own roles to make an impression upon us. Although the persona we show to the world may be an obligatory charade, it’s a charade all the same. As Shakespeare knew, “all the world’s a stage.”

How talented we are. We inhabit our accustomed roles so thoroughly, and so automatically, that it takes the jolt of a stranger laughing in our face to make us admit that our life has indeed been a kind of performance. Not necessarily a dishonest one, but necessary, for sure, to get through the day. Our reality is structured, because it must be so structured, like a theatre. This, to me, seems the lesson we are meant to learn when the actors and the audience in Anyone Can Whistle swap their roles.

That moment when Hapgood, standing in his spotlight, confirmed the audience in its mass delusion was not so different from the ending of Genet’s The Balcony, when Irma, madam of the “House of Illusions” brothel, tells her own audience, “You must now go home, where everything—you can be quite sure—will be falser than here.” Genet’s play had its New York premiere just four years earlier, at the renowned Circle in the Square. And the urban liberal elite to whom Anyone Can Whistle so obviously catered may well have been familiar with Erving Goffman’s landmark sociological study The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, published in 1956, which first made the argument that day-to-day social behavior is essentially theatrical, with each of us being simultaneously an actor and a spectator.

Sondheim’s insight, although not unique to him, was certainly significant—and Anyone Can Whistle was the first American musical to express it. That’s why, as Shaffer told Sondheim, when they were speeding at 36,000 feet above the planet, the show was so brilliant. But so irritating, too—because it belittled its own audience. The performance had crossed the line, as Sondheim himself later conceded, from “smart” to “smart-ass.”

And so the lesson that Anyone Can Whistle worked so furiously to impart—be aware of the roles that you enact in your life—never really broke through in any of its nine performances. Overly enamored with the boldness of his artistic vision, Sondheim forgot the elemental lesson that Oscar Hammerstein had taught him: put the audience first. Or, to use the famed lyricist’s own words, “The Song Is You.”

Sondheim never forgot it again.




1 GYPSY How to Be Who You Are
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    Looking back on Gypsy—the 1959 musical inspired by the life of celebrity stripper Gypsy Rose Lee, but whose irrepressible lead character is her mother, Rose—Sondheim judged it one of the “best” (also, one of the “last”) musicals in the Rodgers and Hammerstein tradition. He meant that its songs were dramatically purposeful: they revealed the show’s characters and they drove the story forward.

I wonder about that. There’s richness of character, for sure, in Gypsy’s songs. Only Madame Rose could sing “Rose’s Turn,” her own macabre inversion of the eleven-o’clock showstopper. (Musical theatre fans often call her “Momma Rose,” but nobody in the show itself does.) Only Louise, the neglected tomboy not yet reborn as the burlesque star Gypsy Rose Lee, could sing the plaintive “Little Lamb.” And who but those clapped-out strippers Mazeppa, Electra, and Tessie Tura could entertain us so shamelessly with their trademark gimmicks?

And yet there isn’t much obvious action in those and other songs. Rose doesn’t get eighty-eight bucks from her father for the act’s new costumes. Louise, on her birthday, never figures out her true age. Nor does she become a star overnight just because Momma promises it. Rose doesn’t get married, let alone stay married, even though her daughters June and Louise beg her to walk down the aisle. And boyfriend-turned-manager Herbie, locked in Rose’s gripping arms, isn’t going anywhere. The world at the end of all those songs is pretty much the world at their beginning. Lyrical time has passed—music aplenty has been heard—but dramatic time has stood still.

I couldn’t, at first, make sense of it. Sondheim was the lyricist, after all, so these songs must be accomplishing something. Then I wondered if maybe I was looking for the drama in the wrong places. It took me a little while to detect Sondheim’s pattern, but it’s consistently there. And it’s brilliantly condensed in Rose’s lyric “you’ll never get away from me,” one of the many in Gypsy that sound endearing right up until they sound sinister. That’s the action in the songs: not getting away; not moving on; and not having what you want, whether it’s bright lights, a quiet family life, or just a life of your own. Mostly, you’re stuck with life as it is. Now that’s an action that some people can definitely relate to.

Everybody in Gypsy wants to get away, even Tulsa and the other chorus boys named for the cities from off whose streets Madame Rose had more or less kidnapped them. But nobody wants to get away more than June and Louise. It’s not a place, though, but a person—Momma—that they need to escape from. June is more honest about it than Louise, but the truth is that they both feel trapped by their own mother.

Who wouldn’t feel trapped? It’s a crushing burden that Rose forces on her children, pushing them onto the vaudeville stage because she “was born too soon and started too late.” Madame Rose could have been, should have been, the greatest star, if only those lucky stars above had aligned for her just once. So says Madame Rose. But the stars never did align for her, and that loss has marked her sorry life ever since.

To survive it, she tasks her daughters—first June, then Louise—with succeeding where she failed. Succeeding no matter the cost. It’s now the child who, in a reversal of family values, must sacrifice for the benefit of the parent. There’s no getting away from that distorted fact of life. Sure, Rose relishes playing the martyr: the mother who gave up everything, or so she tells everyone, for the sake of her two precious girls. But that’s just an act, and not a particularly good one. Wherever Madame Rose goes, and whatever Madame Rose does, you can bet your bottom dollar that it’s all for the greater glory of Madame Rose.

Well, you gotta get a gimmick.



The famed Swiss psychologist Carl Jung believed that the greatest burden placed on a child is the unlived life of the parent. Not material lack, not school or peer group pressure, and not even family instability. He said that the heaviest burden for a child to bear is the psychological distress felt by a parent, because all that distress gets pushed onto them.

The trouble starts with whatever has been left unrealized in the parent’s own life: a risk never dared, a talent never nourished, a height never scaled. Instead of taking a deserved pride in whatever they have achieved, they sabotage themselves. They accuse themselves of missing the mark in their own lives. “I could have been,” that’s their petulant motto.

Who among us has never uttered a similar word of regret or self-reproach? Perhaps fear of failure holds us back, or lack of encouragement, or being shamed for being different from everybody else. I’ve felt each of those rebukes, and sometimes still do. Or maybe we never got that one lucky break. Everything’s coming up roses, just not for us. Naturally, we would resent those who did get all the breaks. Why them? More importantly, why not me? Yet we would also resent ourselves, for never having become the bigger person we set out to be. We would feel, instead, only the smallness of our lives. How it diminishes us. How every day it reminds us of all that we have not yet done, and likely never will do.

It’s intolerable that our unfinished business lives on, lives on to mock and to berate us for leaving it unfinished. We have no choice but to demand, although the demand itself is mostly unconscious, that somebody else get up and finish the job for us. That’s how some children get saddled, so unfairly, so damagingly, with the responsibility to fulfill a parent’s unmet needs.

Madame Rose is positively bursting with unmet needs. Bursting like one of those brightly colored balloons at Uncle Jocko’s Kiddie Show, where we first meet her as the stage mother straight from hell. She barges her way to the front, shouts everyone down, and says what she wants to hear. Her tiny dog, Chowsie, peeping out of her handbag, makes Rose look only more formidable. Get off her runway. And get Baby June booked on the Orpheum Circuit pronto.

Why the rush? Because Madame Rose scorns the humdrum life of “playing bingo and paying rent.” That’s swell for some people—Rose’s most sneering epithet—but not for a dreamer and a hustler like her. She’s got to “get up and get out.” Yet in the next scene she’s back at her childhood home in Seattle, pleading with her grumpy father for the umpteenth time to fork over a lousy eighty-eight bucks. He turns her down, so she steals his gold retirement plaque, shoving it furtively into her handbag. Rose sings her first song, “Some People,” with a fierce passion—but it’s the passion that comes from being locked outside your own life. From not yet being “all the things that I gotta be yet.”

Her song begins on a plunging low note. That’s tough, Sondheim conceded, for a singer. But the note is pitch-perfect because the whole song is excavating a depth of character, hauling up to the surface what’s been at the bottom of Rose’s obsession with stardom. Years ago, when Rose was still a little girl, her mother walked out on her. Never did come back. It’s now decades later, and her own father can’t stop bringing up that trauma, almost throwing it in Rose’s face. Lack of a mother’s love, and the lack of everything good that such love would have made possible, is the sad, central theme of Rose’s life. Here is the primal wound that she has been trying ever since to heal.

Being a domineering parent is how Rose compensates for the harm she suffered as a child. Neglected by her own mother, she must control, and not set free, her own children. She must be the parent who never leaves them alone. While it’s too late for her failed dreams, maybe there’s still time for them to come true for her girls. “I’ll be damned,” she swears, “if I’m gonna let them sit away their lives like I did.”



If only every parent spoke with such ringing clarity about making their child responsible for their own unmet needs. Life would go much easier for them both. Far more typically, though, what’s driving this sort of behavior—not from all parents, of course, but unfortunately from some—remains largely unconscious: never reflected upon, and so never dealt with.

Every Little League dad, to give a classic instance, believes that he’s doing the right thing when he pushes onto the baseball field an unwilling child (say, a ten-year-old me) who would rather be reading a book. It’s to toughen them up, they insist; build a sturdy character; and make them winners. Rose is hardly the only mother convinced that she’s doing her girls an unappreciated favor by dragging them and their toe shoes from one dance audition to the next. After all, isn’t it everybody’s dream to be desired and applauded?

Most parents are, thank goodness, loving, nurturing, and well-intentioned. But even the most caring of parents must deal with the fallout of how their own parents once treated them. There is no avoiding the familial hand that life has dealt us; there is only how we choose to play it. I do not blame anybody’s pushy parents, including my own. But I do want to think about why they push so hard—and why, sometimes, they enlist their own children in the pushing.

In extreme cases—and in Gypsy, it’s extreme—the parent’s obsession with their own unfinished business is revisited upon the child as a curse. As a fate so heavy that it cannot be lifted. An implicit bargain is now struck: “I will love you, my child, but only if you do what I want. Don’t you dare let me down.” The child will internalize the demand (to be loved, I must…) because their very survival depends upon it. When you’re in a tight corner, that’s a rational and self-protective response.

Unfortunately, it’s damaging in the long run. As psychologists Robert A. Johnson and Jerry M. Ruhl explain in Living Your Unlived Life, a child will feel a parent’s inner conflict as if it were the child’s own, and so devote all their efforts to resolving it. How sneaky this dynamic is, for it depends upon the child identifying with, and so never questioning, a parent’s wishes. Yet the child can never resolve the conflict because it’s not theirs to begin with. Worse still, they are utterly unaware of that liberating fact. They do not know that the burdens they feel belong to someone else. A deeply traumatized child, as Johnson and Ruhl elaborate, is barely conscious of the scant regard they have for themselves. Gradually, they lose a sense of selfhood.

I admit that the ordeal I’ve just outlined is an unusually grim topic for a book on Broadway musicals. And yet, I think it’s a pretty fair account of Louise in Gypsy. Especially the Louise who celebrates her birthday in an Akron flophouse. For breakfast, there’s a smashed-up cake, part of it already eaten by Gigolo the monkey, and some leftover chow mein. On that paltry cake stand ten paltry candles, the same as last year, even though Louise clearly merits more. Yonkers, one of the chorus boys, tries to remember for how many years now Louise has been celebrating her “tenth” birthday when Rose cuts him dead: “As long as we have this act, nobody is over twelve and you all know it!”

Those cheap candles will melt, but Louise remains frozen in time. Forever a child. Forever a child doing her mother’s bidding. And doing it with a quiet, servile smile. Louise’s birthday gift from Momma—a lamb—is no gift at all. It’s just the latest gimmick for June’s barnyard act. Louise’s party gets cut short by the arrival of Mr. Mervyn Goldstone, who bears the astonishing news that Dainty June has been booked on the Orpheum Circuit. Festivity turns on a dime, and the birthday party, measly though it is, abruptly ends. Rose all but snatches the food right out of Louise’s mouth. Those egg rolls are for Mr. Goldstone.

Amid the ensuing ruckus, Louise slips away—unnoticed, unwanted, unnecessary—grateful for a moment of solitude. She sits, as the lights come up, on a mattress, alone expect for the birthday menagerie that she has gathered around her: the lamb, a stuffed bear, a stuffed cat, a wooden hen, and a drawing of a goldfish. Then she sings, so softly, the only true love song in Gypsy.

What a strange love song “Little Lamb” is. Louise sings not to another person, but to animals—and not real animals, but fake ones. These inanimate objects are, in turn, less and less plausible versions of what they purport to be. A stuffed bear is fine; we all had one as children. But that sketch of a goldfish? It’s tacky and ridiculous.

For Louise, though, it’s serious. She confers upon each substitute figure a reality that is as compelling for her as it is illusory for us. Being dragged into service as a newsboy in a lousy vaudeville act—an imposture forced upon her year after year, even though she’s constantly being scolded for how little talent she has—is taking its toll. So great a toll that Louise now finds it hard to tell the fake from the real.

One of my students recently performed “Little Lamb” in my class on Sondheim. She brought with her all the toy animals named in the song. She placed them carefully around her, looked fondly at each one, and then sang straight to them. We in the audience were just eavesdropping. That’s when I understood that the toy animals are utterly real for Louise because they are Louise. They are the outward show of her inner state. Unable to admit her own sadness—and who wouldn’t be sad, stuffed into the back end of a cow costume because that’s where the ugly and the untalented ones belong—Louise needs an external object or two to carry her sadness for her.

Sondheim’s lyrics make this clear in their juvenile purity. Little bear sits reassuringly on her right, “right there.” Little cat looks so forlorn; it must be the cat’s birthday too. Louise asks the goldfish if her wishes will come true. And she shares with little lamb the great unknown of her life, “I wonder how old I am?” This most innocent of songs reveals the most scandalous of truths: that Louise herself is the lamb, the sacrificial lamb, whose life is offered up in selfless service to Momma.

Poor Louise. So totally does her life belong to Rose that she cannot sustain a reality any sturdier than a tea party with toy animals. The self-knowledge that she seeks (“I wonder how old I am…”) is always disappearing into whatever lunatic fiction Rose concocts and then preaches to the world as gospel truth. The biggest lie that Rose tells, the lie that almost nobody in Gypsy believes, and that the audience has never believed, is that the big time is only minutes away. Louise is stunned to learn how dreadful the act really is. Stunned, because she had always seen the world through Rose’s distorted eyes.

Before it got to New York, Gypsy was clocking in at nearly three hours. To trim the running time, director Jerome Robbins cut “Little Lamb” from one performance. Jule Styne, the composer, was so outraged that he threatened to pull all the other songs in the show unless it was put back in. It was put back in.

I can understand why Robbins chose “Little Lamb” for the chop. It’s a quiet number, and so maybe it feels like a letdown after Mr. Goldstone and his egg roll hullabaloo. But I’m glad the song stayed in. Because for the audience, it’s deeply moving. It hurts our hearts to see Louise be such a loving mother to those stuffed animals, giving to them—and through them, to herself—all the tenderness and care that her own mother withholds from her. And, maybe, mixed up in all our hurt is a remembrance of being once in that same lonely place, coping as best we could.



Siblings often cope in different ways. For Louise, there’s safety in cheerful compliance: whatever Momma wants, Momma gets. But for her sister—the cosseted Dainty June, star of the act—rebellion feels right. A cutie-pie onstage, the real June exudes a fierce bitterness: “It’s a terrible act and I hate it!” Waiting to learn if Rose will ruin June’s chance of becoming a legitimate actor under the patronage of Mr. T. T. Grantziger—she does ruin it, as you always knew she would—the sisters sing of how much better their lives would be “If Momma Was Married.” Louise, not pining for stardom, wants only to live with Momma, Herbie, and “six turtles” in a house “as private as private can be.” June, the feisty one, dreams of getting Momma, plus all those baby-doll hair ribbons, out of her hair. The melody is a playful waltz, but June is sternly resolved: it’s time to cut those ribbons and run.

We never see June again. She marches straight out of the story, along with Tulsa, her husband of three weeks, headed for Kansas City, where they’ve lined up a booking for their new double act. So absolute is June’s rebellion that she doesn’t hang around to tell Momma the news. She puts it all, rather, into a scribbled note, which she hands to Louise, who hands it to Rose, who reads it, and then throws it away, on the railroad platform in Omaha where they’ve been wondering why June’s running so late.

She’s not running late—she’s running away. Yet her defiance of Rose accomplishes nothing. June hasn’t grabbed the spotlight for herself so much as she’s surrendered it. She is gone, and it’s not yet the end of the first act. The play still belongs, as it always has belonged, as it always will belong, to Rose. She is, for a second, floored to read June’s kiss-off note. But only for a second. People have been walking out on Rose for years, so what’s one more? The irony is that June, in the moment of her seeming triumph, remains a bit player in the long-running melodrama whose one singular star is Madame Rose.

This can’t be a surprise. So often, a rebellious child’s vow—“I won’t be like you!”—doesn’t help them to rebel. In fact, their hostility keeps them tethered to a parent as tightly as ever, just in a more spirited way. Same with a compliant child—looking at you, Louise—except that it’s a bit quieter. Now that June has fled the scene, Louise gets shoved to center stage. And the mother who until this moment has all but disowned her elder daughter now promises her the whole world on a plate.

It doesn’t much matter if a child identifies with or against a domineering parent, because either way the domination holds. Either way, the child’s sense of selfhood—of identity, of individuality—still derives wholly from the parent. Louise and June, even when they are alone (but are they ever really alone?), sing about Momma, the character so firmly in control of events that she steals focus even when she’s offstage.

Meekness gets you nowhere; but then, neither does insolence. To break free from this pernicious cycle, we’ve got to live our own life honestly and to stop living someone else’s life dishonestly. We’ve got to be conscious about the choices that we make. For it’s the consciousness—and not the impulse to wound, or appease, an already wounded person—that will set us freely on our way. We must step off the Orpheum Circuit, for that path never goes forward but only round and round, a forever loop, returning us without fail to all the same familiar places.



For Louise, the path that leads away from Rose—and toward herself—starts in the most dubious of sites: a sleazy burlesque house in Wichita, Kansas, where the only reason “Rose-Louise and her Hollywood Blondes” have been booked is to stop the cops from raiding the joint. Here, in a world that does not dance to Rose’s regimental tune, a world in which Rose’s nerve counts for naught because everybody else has more nerve, Louise can—at long last—come into her own.

On the final night of their booking, the top-billed stripper gets busted for soliciting and the stage manager needs somebody to go on in her place, and quick. Rose, offering up the sacrificial lamb one more time, volunteers Louise for the dirty job. This mother’s hunger for stardom, for stardom even in a dump like this, is so insatiable that she will pimp out her own daughter to snatch a crumb of it and then applaud herself for the feat.

Louise, in her borrowed silver heels, is at first wobbly with fear—and who wouldn’t be? But her fears fall away as easily as the shoulder straps on the gown she has been stitching for Tessie Tura but now shimmies into herself. And now, for the first time, she sees herself. The person who looks back at her in that dingy dressing room mirror is not the old, unloved Louise—the forever ten-year-old, the newsboy, the farm boy, the tin soldier, and the rear end of a goddamn cow—but Louise rebirthed in womanly triumph as Gypsy Rose Lee.

Gypsy is no new creature, though, but rather the unveiling—long desired, yet long obstructed—of the self she has always been. The self that has waited so patiently to emerge from underneath all the heavy layers of disfigurement and disguise. But the wait has been worth it. We know this from Gypsy’s first words: “Momma… I’m pretty… I’m a pretty girl, Momma!” I like to imagine that Gypsy speaks these words so quietly that they can be meant only for her. When you can see what is beautiful about yourself, you do not need anyone else to tell you so—or to tell you otherwise.

It’s a sublimity to be savored—yes, even a tatty strip joint in Kansas can be sublime—that Louise sheds her dependence upon Rose by shedding her clothes in public. If the real Gypsy Rose Lee had not provided us with such an enticing metaphor for self-actualization, then where would we be? But we’re right here, a few rows behind the out-of-tune upright piano, our eyes fixed on this new divinity as she peels off a long white glove here, dips on the drumbeat there, and unzips just one zipper (the tease!) as the spotlight goes out on her.

Sondheim’s reprised lyrics are working all their smutty charms. What had been innocence itself (“And if you’re real good, I’ll make you feel good”) becomes now the erotic promise of the temptress at whose slinking approach we fall silent. Until, that is, we explode into wolf whistles and shouts for encore.

A star, as they say, is born. Three midwives—Mazeppa, Electra, and Tessie Tura—attend the birth. For it is they who, in their salty and wisecracking way, deliver Louise into the brave new world of burlesque. They even christen her Gypsy Rose, and the stage manager adds “Lee.” So fondly do they care for this newborn that we may justly call them her surrogate mothers. In the warm limelight glow of such unexpected, but undoubted, maternal love, their daughter Gypsy thrives and blooms.

“To be a stripper, all you need to have is no talent.” So declares Tessie Tura in one of her backstage tutorials for Gypsy. The real Gypsy, in her memoirs, stated the same: “I didn’t have to sing or dance or do anything. I could be a star without any talent at all.” I don’t think that Gypsy—in life, in the musical—is giving herself nearly enough credit. For it seems to me that she possesses the truest talent of all: the talent of being yourself. And being yourself means not being someone else. It may look like Gypsy has merely a gimmick—a flashy falsehood—but all along she has been telling the absolute truth: “I am Gypsy Rose Lee! I love her!”

By the decree of the gods, Louise, whose heaven-sent name is Gypsy, must spend her days—I mean, rather, her nights—stripping her way down to the purity of selfhood, all the way down, removing with delight every last burden that has been imposed upon her.



Eleanor Roosevelt, who knew all about living in the shadow of a larger-than-life figure, sent a telegram of well wishes to the real Gypsy Rose Lee at the Shubert Theatre in Philadelphia during the show’s tryout. What bliss to have been at Western Union on the evening of May 8, 1959, as her message came in over the wires: “MAY YOUR BARE ASS ALWAYS BE SHINING.” This telegram still exists, and you may see it for yourself at the New York Public Library. Some have claimed that Mrs. Roosevelt was too dignified a lady to send so vulgar a message. Who knows? It pleases me to think that she did, and so I do.

What I hear in her words is not vulgarity but wisdom. The profoundest wish we can have for someone (ourselves included) is that they be that someone, naked in soul and spirit in the way that a stripper is naked in the flesh. To me, there is a bare candor in that telegram, one that recalls a state of grace—maybe now lost, but it once was there—before any of us learned the dark arts of beguilement and masquerade.

Perhaps, like Louise, we have felt cornered in our own life, blocked from following our own course, and curbed by another’s demands. But there is a way out: Louise found it, and so can we. We find it when we stop trying to complete someone else’s life and start trying to complete our own. Louise doesn’t so much solve the problem of Rose being so overbearing (Momma, no matter what, will always be Momma) as she outgrows it. The problem doesn’t disappear, but it does cease to matter. For Louise, her mother’s presence in her life—that fixed presence, alterable only by death, and maybe not even then—no longer worries her, because as she tells us, “for the first time it is my life!” Louise is, by the end of the show, living out what had for so long been unlived in her.

The surest sign that Louise—now Gypsy—has transcended the very problem that had kept her trapped for years is that, in the end, she does not walk out on Rose. She does not coldly abandon her mother. In fact, she keeps her warm, though when you’re the headliner at Minsky’s, you do it in style with a mink stole. In that moment—in that final scene, which Sondheim knew was so crucial to the audience—the cycle of trauma breaks for good. The suffering has stopped; and, in its place, compassion takes hold. Louise, because she has set herself free, is now free to look lovingly upon Rose—even though everybody else in the show has walked out on her—and stand right by her side.
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