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In the first full-scale life of the mostimportant composer-lyricist at work in musical theatre today,

Meryle Secrest, the biographer of Frank Lloyd Wright and Leonard Bernstein, draws on her

extended conversations with Stephen Sondheim as well as on her interviews with his friends,

family, collaborators, and lovers to bring us not only the artist--as a master ofmodernist

compositional style--but also the private man.Beginning with his early childhood on New York's

prosperous Upper West Side, Secrest describes how Sondheim was taught to play the piano

by his father, a successful dress manufacturer and amateur musician. She writes about

Sondheim's early ambition to become a concert pianist, about the effect on him of his parents'

divorce when he was ten, about his years in military and private schools. She writes about his

feelings of loneliness and abandonment, about the refuge he found in the home of Oscar and

Dorothy Hammerstein, and his determination to become just like Oscar.Secrest describes the

years when Sondheim was struggling to gain a foothold in the theatre, his attempts at

scriptwriting (in his early twenties in Rome on theset of Beat the Devil with Bogart and Huston,

and later in Hollywood as a co-writer with George Oppenheimer for the TV series Topper),

living the Hollywood life.Here is Sondheim's ascent to the peaks of the Broadway musical, from

his chance meeting with play-wright Arthur Laurents, which led to his first success--as co-

lyricist with Leonard Bernstein on West Side Story--to his collaboration with Laurents on

Gypsy, to his first full Broadway score, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. And

Secrest writes about his first big success as composer, lyricist, writer in the 1960s with

Company, an innovative and sophisticated musical that examined marriage à la mode. It was

the start of an almost-twenty-year collaboration with producer and director Hal Prince that

resulted in such shows as Follies, Pacific Overtures, Sweeney Todd, andA Little Night

Music.We see Sondheim at work with composers, producers, directors, co-writers, actors, the

greats of his time and ours, among them Leonard Bernstein, Ethel Merman, Richard Rodgers,

Oscar Hammerstein, Jerome Robbins, Zero Mostel, Bernadette Peters, and Lee Remick (with

whom it was said he was in love, and she with him), as Secrest vividly re-creates the energy,

the passion, the despair, the excitement, the genius, that went into the making of show after

Sondheim show.A biography that is sure to become the standard work on Sondheim's life and

art.



Acclaim for Meryle Secrest’sStephen Sondheim: A Life“Even walking Sondheim encyclopedias

will find news here. Secrest spent hours interviewing Sondheim, and he talked with

unprecedented candor about his homosexuality, his unhappy childhood and his ‘snappish

intolerance’ of others.”—Newsweek“Admirable.… [Secrest] is clearly a tireless researcher and

marathon interviewer.… Those with and those without a special interest in the musical theater

are kept happy.”—The New York Times Book Review“Impressively researched, eminently

readable.… [Secrest] does a remarkable job of integrating the life and the work. The result is a

portrait of a brilliant, deeply sensitive man.”—Philadelphia Inquirer“Definitive.… Secrest has

connected Sondheim the human being with Sondheim the genius.”—Houston

Chronicle“Secrest’s book on Sondheim is so fascinating that anyone can enjoy it.”—

Minneapolis Star Tribune“A must-read for anyone interested in the musical theater.… In

Stephen Sondheim: A Life, Meryle Secrest sheds some light on the complex sensibility that

grew out of a golden yet emotionally ragged childhood.”—New York“What distinguishes

Secrest’s work is her access to the very private, vulnerable and sometimes quite prickly

composer himself, and through that, the first detailed study of his complex personal life.”—

Chicago Tribune“Meticulously researched.… A bonanza.”—The Denver Post“Superb.…

Garners our trust, seducing us into a delicious and uncommonly erudite show-biz read.”—

Newsday“A portrait of a complicated, contradictory and compelling artist.… Secrest does much

to illuminate some of the darker corners of Sondheim’s life, as well as to describe his long

years in the spotlight.”—The Miami HeraldALSO BY MERYLE SECRESTBetween Me and Life:

A Biography of Romaine BrooksBeing Bernard BerensonKenneth Clark: A BiographySalvador

DalíFrank Lloyd WrightLeonard Bernstein: A LifeSomewhere for Me: A Biography of Richard

RodgersDuveen: A Life in ArtShoot the WidowModigliani: A LifeMERYLE
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Vintage EditionMay 2011THIS BIOGRAPHY OF STEPHEN SONDHEIM, published in 1998, is

the result of fifty hours of taped interviews conducted with my subject in 1995 and 1996. I

transcribed them myself—anyone who has tried this knows how excruciating that is—followed

by a year of organizing and writing the book.The collaboration began in an unlikely way, and

his longtime collaborator Arthur Laurents played a major role in its inception. I had just

published a biography of Leonard Bernstein, which had the bad luck to arrive on the scene a

few months after an earlier Bernstein book, in 1994. This was by another biographer whom

Bernstein’s company, Amberson, had chosen, and who had access to all the personal material

to which I was denied access. Sales of my book did not measure up to expectations and

reviews were lukewarm. I sometimes joke that only five people in New York read the book, but

they were, among others, Jamie Hammerstein, Oscar Hammerstein’s son, Mary Rodgers,

Richard Rodgers’s daughter, and Arthur Laurents, playwright and co-author of West Side Story.

Arthur subsequently wrote to say that he had never read a study of Bernstein’s character that

was as on the mark as mine. The stage was set. The next thing Arthur did was persuade

Sondheim, who had already said no to me once, to change his mind.Sondheim explained he

had not wanted to sit for his portrait because of the time it would take to get the story right. He

might have added, to tell the story completely. His own recollections and reminiscences in

Finishing the Hat are a testament to how much more there was to tell. On the other hand, I

leapt at the chance. Years of experimenting with the biographical form had taught me how

unsatisfying the resulting portrait can be, if the author does not have enough information about

her subject’s formative years. I knew that Sondheim was famously unwilling to be interviewed. If

he would allow me to see him, I thought I could make a contribution to a major chapter in the

history of American musical theater.The problem of writing about a still-living subject is the fact

that the author always is uneasily aware that the subject is going to read the book. Should one

be careful, and risk being boring, or refuse to be intimidated? Should it be a love letter or its

diametric opposite? How is one to construct a nuanced portrait? Fortunately I had come to

realize that, unlike the profile interview form, which I used to write for the Washington Post, the

extended form of biography makes a rounded portrait much less difficult. There is time and

space and almost everything can be said, if done with sufficient tact. I was astonished when

my first book, a biography of the expatriate artist Romaine Brooks, which I had imagined

painted a very dark life indeed, was chosen by the American Library Association for its annual

list of the thirty best books of the year. The choice was made, the Association wrote, because it

portrayed a woman triumphing over almost impossible odds.I had made heavy use of direct

quotes for my book on Romaine. So I decided that the hours and hours of interviews with

Sondheim would form the structural underpinning of this book. This can have pitfalls of its own,

depending on the circumstances of course, but on the other hand my subject was incapable of

being boring. Another danger was that the narrative might get bogged down in amusing

anecdotes that went nowhere. Happily, here was a life riveting enough that the pace could

stand an occasional digression. There are asides here from Sondheim that still make me laugh.

And the triumph of his accomplishments has never needed any underlining from me. So there

we were, that late afternoon in October sixteen years ago, agreeing on the collaboration which

has led to this book. As I left I remember going to the door for my coat. He leaned forward from

some distance away to take my hand. He said, “The floodgates are open.” So they

were.CHAPTER 1An Institutionalized ChildTHE SAN REMO apartment building on Central

Park West, to which Stephen Joshua Sondheim was taken in 1930 when he was six months

old, has been a landmark in New York City almost since the day it first opened that same year.

Like the familiar view of the domes, spires, and towers of Whitehall as seen from the bridge of



St. James’s Park, London, the twin towers of the San Remo are distinctive for the silhouette

they present when viewed from the Lake in Central Park. They rise serenely from the broken

line of trees at their base, their genteel reflections trailing at the water’s edge. The juxtaposition

of such a sophisticated architectural style with a pastoral setting, of man living in harmony with

nature, one as old as Arcadia, brings thoughts of Andrea Palladio and Inigo Jones. By no

accident Emery Roth, architect of the San Remo, was as dedicated as were his famous

precursors to the study of Greek and Roman architecture; he was also a fervent adherent of

the Italian Renaissance revival that swept the country at the turn of the century. Like other

architects of the period, Roth saw his role less as the builder of gilded drawing rooms than as a

calling: that of a high priest designing temporal cathedrals in the manner of those European

counterparts who were expressing, they felt, the human links between art and

habitation.However, one cannot take the analogy between these views of the London scene

and the San Remo too far. The dreaming vistas of Whitehall have the same air of ancient

splendor, but they are farther away and their outlines tend toward the horizontal. The emphasis

is all on the foreground, the silhouettes of boats, a fountain in full flood: the bewitching promise

of an oasis in the middle of a metropolis. As seen from Central Park, the San Remo commands

as much awe as admiration. It is as if a citadel had soared into the air beside that urban refuge,

one designed to defend and exclude: the emblem of prohibitive chic.That the parents of

Stephen Sondheim, Herbert and Janet Sondheim, should have chosen such a background

was perhaps no accident, since, like their architect, the Sondheims had dedicated themselves

to “les arts de vivre” and were newly rich. Although Herbert Sondheim was only thirty-five when

he moved into the San Remo, he had made a rapid advance from lowly beginnings in the

garment trade to found his own dress house before he was thirty. Both husband and wife were

involved in the firm, he as president—he had just become sole owner of the house he co-

founded seven years before—and she as chief designer. Sondheim had begun at the very

bottom of the ladder, but that he was destined to prosper seems unsurprising, given his

paternal ancestors. He was the grandson of German Jewish immigrants. His grandfather,

Isaac, born in Bessen-Darmstadt, emigrated to the United States in 1848 and settled with his

wife, Rosa, on the Lower East Side. Family legend gives no clue to his occupation, but in the

city directory of 1866 there is an Isaac Sondheim listed as a peddler; no doubt Rosa took in

lodgers. Isaac died at the age of sixty-five in a freak accident. He was hit by a streetcar in his

own neighborhood in 1883 and succumbed as the result of his injuries about two months later.

His wife lived on in quiet obscurity until 1914, but by then she had moved to a much better

address.Isaac and Rosa Sondheim had four sons. Three of them, Meyer, Joseph, and

Abraham, died young, mute testimony perhaps to the conditions to which they had been

exposed as children in the New York slums. The firstborn, Simon (who became Samuel),

survived and prospered. Before long he was in business for himself, making shirtwaists, or

“waists,” as they were called, the tailored blouses with starched collars and cuffs that were all

the rage for working girls at the turn of the century. He had two locations, on Broadway and on

East Thirty-eighth Street, and was soon well enough off to move his widowed mother to a

better address just off Fifth Avenue, on East Eighty-eighth Street. His marriage to Bertha

Guttenstein in the summer of 1894 in the fashionable Temple Emanu-El must have been a

splendid affair. Quite soon thereafter they were living two blocks away from Rosa Sondheim, at

23 East Ninetieth Street. In due course three children arrived: Herbert, born on July 2, 1895;

Walter, born a year later; and Edna, born in 1900.Grandfather Simon Sondheim with his sons

Herbert (Sondheim’s father) at left and Walter: a photograph taken at the turn of the century

(Illustration Credit 57)Grandmother Bertha Sondheim with Walter at left, Herbert, and Edna



(Illustration Credit 57a)Family photographs of about 1905 show the two boys in starched

collars, ties, belted jackets, and knickerbockers; Edna has a big bow in her hair; and their

mother stands in the background, wearing a severe summer dress and a pale expression. If it

was a privileged upbringing, it was an unbending one. Stephen Sondheim recalls his father

saying that his grandparents were “strict German disciplinarians, you know, keep your hands

folded and don’t put your elbows on the table.” There was also the fact that Samuel, who was

almost forty by the time he married, soon took on a portly look and had, perhaps, the reactions

of any middle-aged man, with pressing problems at the office and a heavy dinner inside him,

when confronted with a roomful of boisterous children. All one can tell from his photograph is

that he cut his hair very short, in the German style, wore a military mustache, and that if his

views matched his eyebrows, they were most emphatic. His sons bore him no resemblance. As

children they had heads as delicately modeled as Botticelli angels and faces as grave and

unfathomable.Then, when Herbert was in his early teens, disaster struck. There was a run on

the Knickerbocker Trust Company in Wall Street which led to a general bank panic. Some

respectable companies collapsed in 1908; Samuel Sondheim’s was one of them. The family

was forced to move to a house on Elm Street in New Rochelle, a location they chose because,

as everyone knew, one could live there comfortably on much less than one could in Manhattan.

By 1910 he had a business in men’s hats. Or perhaps he was just a salesman; no one was

quite sure. There could be no thought of further education for Herbert; he was fifteen and went

to work. He began by pushing carts in the garment district and graduated to carrying the

packing trunks of salesmen.That Herbert Sondheim advanced at such a rapid pace in the

rough and tumble of the garment district must have had something to do with his appearance.

In adulthood he had acquired his father’s strongly marked brows, which punctuated his

otherwise unremarkable features and gave his face a certain distinction. An air of natural

gentility was perhaps emphasized by the sleek head, hair flattened in the fashionable twenties

style, a fondness for well-tailored suits, beautiful manners, and a way of standing with a

quizzical smile, developed a decade before Clark Gable discovered its virtues—it is said that

ladies found Herbert very attractive. He had a “wonderful, sly sense of humor,” his son Stephen

said, an aptitude for business and an elusive something else that must have aided his ascent.

Perhaps it was the virtue of resourcefulness; at any rate, he demonstrated this at an early

stage when he decided to start a dance studio in the evenings. As luck would have it, one night

his pupil was a dress manufacturer, who naturally saw all sorts of promise in Herbert and gave

him a job. All that pushing and carrying was over; from now on, Herbert was a dress salesman

and young man about town.By 1923, when he was twenty-eight, Herbert Sondheim had

become president of the Sondheim-Levy Company, with offices on West Thirty-ninth Street;

and by 1930, at the height of the Depression, he had bought out his partner. He was

established as a manufacturer of beautifully made clothes of marked style and taste, selling to

select stores. Still, nothing quite explains the rapid transformation of this poorly educated,

penniless young man into a position on Seventh Avenue, if not quite that of haute-couturier,

certainly far above his peers, who were turning out cheap dresses in the thousands, a man

who knew what his particular client wanted almost before she did herself. The mystery about

his rise is equaled by an enigmatic aspect to his personality. Behind the energy and persuasive

charm was someone whose gentle manner concealed a melancholic view of life, and whose

emotions were as elusive as his smile; when he was faced with an unpleasant confrontation,

his solution was to slide away.If the picture of Herbert Sondheim’s personality is blurred—

people who met him later in life often dismissed him as a “good, gray businessman”—the same

cannot be said of his wife. Here was someone with whom you immediately came to grips, for



good or ill, a sprawling personality who escaped ordinary definitions, the kind of person who

came crashing into your life and left some kind of mark—usually a scar—before she crashed

out again. Janet Fox had the same penurious upbringing as her husband; she shared his

ambitious dreams and, like him, had a special gift that had catapulted her up the fashion

ladder.There, however, the resemblance ends. Whilst the Sondheims had long since made the

transition from working poor to genteel middle class, and from immigrant status to that of native

born, the Foxes were new arrivals with rough manners, still fighting for a foothold in the New

World, unsure of themselves and struggling to acquire, sometimes with comical results, the

veneer of savoir faire that would mark their transition into the bourgeoisie. Janet Fox, always

called “Foxy,” was the fifth child of Joseph M. and Bessie Fox. They were Lithuanian Jews from

Vilna who had arrived in the United States by a circuitous route. The family’s history is sketchy,

and no one knows what Joseph Fox’s name was originally—it certainly was not Fox. But it is

believed that he and his wife, Bessie, had their first two children, Anna Leah (1883) and Rose

Sarah (1890), in Vilna, before emigrating to England, where they had relatives in Nottingham.

They stayed there for a decade, and two more children were born, Frances (1892) and Victor

(1894). In 1895 they emigrated again, to Fall River, Massachusetts, where one of Bessie’s

brothers was already established. There the last two children arrived. Etta Janet was born on

March 13, 1897, followed by Marienne Gladys in 1900. Six children, the financial demands of

two major migrations, the need for shoes, coats, plates, pans, mattresses, blankets, and piano

lessons—one wonders how any man, even one who is being helped by his relatives, could

have survived. The one photograph that exists of Joseph Fox gives a certain clue. He stands,

hat on the back of his head, as if momentarily arrested from the grinding daily round, like a

man who has discovered how tired he is. In one hand a traveling bag, in the other a steel box:

these were the tools of his trade, since he dealt in precious stones. His granddaughter Joan

Barnet recalled that he traveled constantly. She thought he had fled from Vilna to evade

conscription in the Russian army. He and his wife were members of the Hasidim and, when

they were living on Sherwood Rise, a hilly section near Sherwood Forest in Nottingham, they

had sent their children to Hebrew school. When a father is hardly ever at home, perhaps it

does not matter so much that he is mean-tempered and unpleasant; even so, that is the only

thing that is said about Joseph. Their grandchildren have kinder things to say about Bessie.

Like all the Fox women, she was tiny and slim-hipped, with a generous bosom. She kept a

kosher household and wore a wig like other Hasidic women, speaking in Yiddish or heavily

accented English, and the grandchildren all remember how tender she was, how generous with

her gestures, and forgiving.Several of the girls turned out to be artistic. Rose painted on china;

Frances (Frankie) played the piano beautifully; and Foxy showed a precocious interest in

fashion design. Anna was the Latinist and family scholar, who completed a four-year college

course in three at Brown and went on to get a master’s degree in education. Victor was the one

to whom no one paid much attention. But there were certain disconnections, certain fault lines

running through the family that must have shown themselves before they all became adults

and drifted away. Anna and Rose had grown up in the Pale of Settlement and had to learn a

new language and new, foreign ways in Nottingham; Frances and Victor had grown up in

Nottingham and then had to make their own adjustments to an industrial American city. Etta

Janet and Marienne would not have understood any of these psychic shocks. As adults they

were concerned about each other in a businesslike kind of way, but if they felt warmth they did

not show it.Anna, as oldest, was perhaps the most involved with the fates of her brother and

sisters. “She cared about everybody,” her daughter Joan Barnet recalled. “She was the

regretter in the family.” Frankie was the pretty one; her daughter, Myra Berzoff, recalled, “Anna



was the smart one, Foxy was artistic, but my mother was absolutely beautiful.” She was also

unreliable. “She told elaborate Little Women stories about skating on the pond and hot

chocolate, but she lied so much that I never knew what to believe. It was self-fulfilling, self-

gratifying; a way to make herself look better.” Mrs. Berzoff’s brother, Arthur Persky, said his

mother was like all the Fox women. “All of them considered themselves superior. My mother

was a New England Scarlett O’Hara who never raised a finger and was quite above doing

anything considered work, and the world’s worst cook. She couldn’t boil water.” A clue to the

evolving aspirations of Stephen Sondheim’s mother can be gleaned from a photograph taken in

1913, when Etta Janet, who soon dropped her first name, no doubt for aesthetic reasons, was

about sixteen and her sister Marienne in her early teens. Their fond mother looks benevolently

at the camera, signaling her approval while Foxy, with some kind of flower garland in her hair,

and wearing a dress in the “artistic” style that could have been her own design, takes center

stage. These were girls whose father dealt in small objects of great beauty and value, and who

had given Anna a present of a diamond surrounded by sapphires, even if the diamond was

flawed and one he therefore could not sell. Joan Barnet said, “Look at Herman Wouk’s portrait

of Marjorie Morningstar. The values are what you wear and how you look.”At some point the

Fox family moved to New York and were living in Harlem in the days when it was a Jewish

neighborhood. Foxy went to Parsons, the famous design school. While there, she made friends

with a young woman destined to become even more successful than she was: Jo Copeland.

Her daughter, the novelist Lois Gould, recalled that Jo Copeland had achieved such success

by the age of seventeen that she was able to put her brother through Harvard Law School.

They were “young women traveling together,” Gould said. Stephen Sondheim said, “Jo

Copeland was very commanding. When she came into the room, you knew she was a dress

designer. When my mother came in, it was this woman who had good taste in clothes.”Foxy

might have looked demure—her son suspected that in certain situations she could even be

quite shy—but no one who knew her was misled. Myra Berzoff said, “Stephen’s mother was a

doozie. The most pretentious, self-centered, narcissistic woman I have ever known in my life.

My father [Robert Persky] adored Herbert and couldn’t bear her. She was a snob who didn’t

like the fact that she came from a working-class background. She was a very brilliant designer,

very successful, one who falsified her background and assumed a false accent. She was

pretentious beyond belief.”Joan Barnet thought Foxy was capable of generous gestures, even

affectionate, although “one never got a real feeling of warmth. She was vain. I remember

seeing twenty little hats in her wardrobe and twenty little bottles of perfume, everything in order

and very elegant. She could be so generous. She would bring me lots of presents, things like

exquisite little doll’s carriages from Paris. And she was very good to her mother; I think that

Bessie’s apartment on West Eighty-first Street was underwritten by Foxy after my grandfather

died.” She particularly recalls a photograph of herself as a little girl being hugged by Foxy, who

was wearing a flapper hat, and the memory made her feel sad. “That is my warmest memory of

her. I think she must have been very hurt to become so tough.” That was before Foxy had her

prominent nose reconfigured. Being the plain one in a family so concerned with personal

appearance must have been a trial, which could have partly explained her meticulous interest

in such matters, although it was one more reason for others to find her wanting. The novelist

Jill Robinson, who met her on the West Coast in the early 1950s, took a charitable view. She

said, “I remember her as very stylish and aloof in that 1940s way, wearing cocked hats with

veils. Someone who could walk well in high heels and handle a cigarette with style. She was

probably an Anna Wintour sort of person, full of guts and gumption,” which was her misfortune.

“In those days a lot of women who were ambitious, comic, raunchy, and sexy were considered



bitchy, because they weren’t sexy-cute. A woman could be self-destructive sexy, like Marilyn, or

reserved sexy, like Gloria Swanson, or icy sexy, like Grace Kelly, but she could not be

aggressive, bawdy sexy. She could not be comic sexy. That was dangerous.”Janet Fox,

Sondheim’s mother, center, with her youngest sister, Marienne, at left and her mother, Bessie

Fox, at right, circa 1913 (Illustration Credit 1)Joseph Fox, Sondheim’s maternal grandfather,

and the tools of his trade (Illustration Credit 1a)STEPHEN SONDHEIM THOUGHT his father

had married his mother for practical reasons. “I think—this is my opinion—that it was a bargain.

I think my mother was in love with my father, and he was not in love with her, but needed a

designer. That’s a guess.” Nevertheless, there were other reasons why Foxy might have

seemed an ideal wife. For someone as emotionally distant and evasive as Herbert, Foxy’s

ability to blurt out every thought that came into her head, good or bad, to express her views

forthrightly (as he might have thought), might have seemed an attractive quality, at least at first.

She might even have been giving voice to some of the things he longed to say himself but had

been thoroughly inhibited from expressing. To him she might have looked like a rough, gutsy

character, full of life and high spirits. She had a knack for gathering people around her, and a

staggering amount of chutzpah; Susan Blanchard, Oscar Hammerstein’s stepdaughter, said

she was the kind of person who could talk a jeweler like Van Cleef and Arpels into lending her

a priceless necklace and matching earrings to wear for the evening; perhaps that was

something else her husband admired. “She invented herself,” another friend commented. The

writer Dominick Dunne liked her gift of the riposte most of all: it was true she could be cutting,

but she was also very funny, he said. She could be charming. She loved parties, and any

fashion designer has to become a relentless social climber. In the days when even the Sears

catalogue was using the names of Loretta Young, Joan Marsh, and Fay Wray to promote its

evening gowns, hats, and handbags, every fashion house needed a retinue of actresses and

film stars. Foxy had already befriended Florence Desmond, Glenda Farrell, Colleen Moore,

Helen Kane (the baby-faced “boop-boop-a-doop” girl), and many others. She was always

seeking to add to her collection and was an indefatigable first-nighter at Broadway shows. All

this made her very useful if one were selling a line of expensive clothes.One can easily see

why Foxy Sondheim had decided that the San Remo was the perfect background for the kind

of sophisticated life she wanted to have. The new apartment building, which was to occupy a

whole block between West Seventy-fourth and Seventy-fifth Streets, had been in the news

since 1928, when a building syndicate had announced plans to buy the hotel of the same

name that was on the site and erect a splendid edifice of twenty-seven floors, placing it among

the city’s tallest apartment buildings at the time.Roth’s ingenious interior plan dispensed with

the usual long, echoing corridors, making use of semiprivate elevators to carry tenants to

within a few feet of their own front doors, which was considered a great improvement. The San

Remo’s lobbies were richly detailed with large terrazzo-square floors, marble walls in various

subtle shades, and dark beige marble panels. In terms of design, the San Remo was a

transitional building, and Art Moderne details were making their appearance beside the Beaux-

Arts bas reliefs and ceiling vaultings. The average rent was two hundred dollars a month, in

days when a sales clerk at Woolworth’s made seven dollars a week and scores of the

homeless were living in Central Park in a shanty-town “Hooverville” erected on the Great Lawn

between Seventy-ninth and Eighty-sixth Streets, just five blocks away.Herbert and Foxy could

not afford the grandest apartments of all, the duplexes in the south tower, which consisted of

fourteen rooms, including seven bedrooms, seven bathrooms, and a library—those were

among the finest apartments in the city. Nor could they afford to live on the park, which did not

prevent them from entering their apartment from either of the two splendid lobbies on Central



Park West as well as from a relatively obscure one on Seventy-fifth Street. Nevertheless, they

had the comfort of knowing that their neighbors were all well-heeled and influential.Herbert and

Foxy’s first and only child was born on March 22, 1930, while they were waiting to take

possession of their new quarters. In the interim, they lived in a hotel.Herbert Sondheim

(Illustration Credit 58)As a mother, Foxy took the kind of progressive position one would expect

of someone whose livelihood depended on being absolutely up to the minute, if not in front of

it. If fashion decreed that a baby’s skin should have lavish doses of sunlight, the infant Stephen

must be divested of his clothes and paraded about in his carriage. “I was strolled naked!” he

said, his tone conveying the helplessness of someone whose life was being organized by a

determined woman, an image reinforced by an early photograph in which the two-year-old is

standing between his mother’s knees, each tiny hand imprisoned at arm’s length, looking like a

puzzled puppet. He had a nurse, a Miss Daly, whom he does not remember at all, and at the

age of four he was enrolled in a prekindergarten class. The school chosen for him was twelve

blocks to the south on Central Park West. It had been founded by Felix Adler, a nineteenth-

century social reformer who had begun life as a rabbinical student but who had decided that

religion was inadequate to deal with the problems of the modern world. Being born into an

observant household seemed to have left no mark on Etta Janet, or rather, seemed to have

convinced her that she wanted nothing more to do with it. She declared on numerous

occasions that she had been educated in a convent, a claim her son considered too

preposterous to be believed, adding to his suspicion that she was ashamed of being Jewish. If

this were the case, the Ethical Culture School was the ideal solution for parents uneasily

poised between a strict adherence to old dogmas and atheism: although it was considered a

radical school, it might have looked to both Sondheims as the only alternative. As for religious

instruction, Stephen Joshua Sondheim received none at all. He never had a bar mitzvah

ceremony, he knew nothing about the observances of the Jewish calendar, and he did not

enter a synagogue until he was nineteen years old.While Mommy and Daddy were at their

office at 530 Seventh Avenue, Stephen, often called Stevie or Sonny, had to be kept occupied.

He remembers going to Miss Mabel Walker’s prekindergarten class, then skipping kindergarten

and entering first grade in 1935, at the age of five, taught by Mrs. Esther Burnham. He took

second grade with Miss Marian Stevens and third grade with Miss Louise Welles. After school

every day he would go looking for his friends Henry (“Skippy”) and Felicia Steiner, who lived a

few floors below him at 146 Central Park West. Their parents, Ethel and Howard Steiner, were

friendly with the Sondheims. They would all play games in the Steiner apartment or various

forms of skip ball on the street. Six o’clock was suppertime, and Stephen would listen to the

radio until his father got home from work. He has no memory at all of his mother in those days.

“My father would come into my bedroom every night, and often he would hold out his hand and

I could touch his hand and I might get a quarter out of it, or something like that,” he said. “Little

bribes.”On Saturdays he went to “something called Group, which was a way of parents getting

rid of their kids. And Group would either be in Central Park or Van Cortlandt Park [in the Bronx].

Mostly Jewish kids, and mostly from the West Side. It started at nine in the morning and went

until six in the evening, and we’d do games like Hare and Hounds and stuff like that. So those

were my Saturdays.” Sunday mornings would be spent breakfasting with his parents; in the

afternoons his father might take him to a football or baseball game on the Polo Grounds or at

Yankee Stadium.He enjoyed school. “One of the reasons I love teachers, obviously, is that

where I felt great was in school, because … whether there was competition with my peers or

not, I didn’t feel any backlash from it. The teachers obviously thought I was terrific because I

was smart. And then I had Skippy and Felicia for fun after school, and so, who should



complain? And I loved Group. It wasn’t that I thought, Oh, I wish I could be with Mommy and

Daddy. I loved running around the park, you know, looking for clues and doing chasing games. I

thought it was swell!”The young Stephen Sondheim (the nurse is not identified); and below, in a

formal portrait (Illustration Credit 59)Those long summer holidays were another problem Foxy

tackled with her usual determination and panache. She chose Camp Androscoggin, a famous

all-boys’ camp in Wayne, Maine, where campers lived in simple cabins in the pine woods

beside a large lake. It was, said Robert W. Bloch, who also went there, patronized by prominent

German-Jewish families from the New York area and emphasized athletics from dawn to dusk:

archery, tennis, boating, swimming, basketball, soccer, gymnastics. Each hour of the day was

closely supervised. Bloch remembers that Stephen was a member of the Milk Squad,

comprised of children who were considered to need extra nutrition, and early photographs do

show him as one of the smaller boys, in the front row, looking forlorn. Bloch disliked Camp

Androscoggin, but Sondheim has only warm memories of the five summers he spent there

which, to him, were an extension of Saturdays with the Group, deliciously and endlessly

prolonged. Bloch remembers that once they all went to be fitted for gray wool tops bearing

large letter A’s, and how swamped Stephen looked in his new top, standing out there by

himself on the soccer field.Although at home he was almost entirely cared for by servants,

Sondheim remembers them as benevolent presences. There was an Irish cook named Mary,

whose husband, Paddy, was a doorman at the Beresford six blocks north, the other luxury

apartment building on Central Park West designed by Emery Roth during the same period.

Paddy was on duty at the side entrance on Eighty-first Street, and once school was out

Stephen would be allowed to open the door for people as a special treat. Paddy also taught

him to play chess, and Stephen promptly gave lessons to Skippy. A great deal of his young life

was spent listening to the radio (Fred Allen and Charlie McCarthy—“I was brought up on

those”) and sending away for such things as Little Orphan Annie rings. “So my parents would

have to put up with a box of … whatever cereal it was, because it came with a decoder ring. I

think I was a very ordinary kid.”When he was sick in bed, his mother’s cousin Peggy

Schlesinger would leave her job to sit with him and play games, something his mother never

did. He was healthy as a youngster, but he did have asthma, which later would disqualify him

for military service. There was a great emphasis on manners. “You are polite, you look people

in the eye, you get up when a woman comes into the room.… I was brought up in a genteel,

upper-middle-class way,” he said. As a toddler he was dressed in knitted two-piece outfits, a

fashion that survives to this day for small French boys, usually accompanied by nautical stripes.

Or he might be photographed with the family dog, whose name was Scotty, in front of the

family fireplace, graced with Oriental urns, wearing suits with short pants and Little Lord

Fauntleroy collars. At this age he bore a strong resemblance to his father, with the same

delicate features and finely modeled head.A birthday party at the San Remo: Sondheim is

seated fifth from left in a pirate’s outfit. “Skippy” Steiner is the soldier standing at far right,

Felicia Steiner is seated on the floor, second from right, and Sondheim’s cousin Janet Schwab

is fourth from left in the back row. (Illustration Credit 68)Sondheim learned to read at an early

age. He remembers that, in those days, children at the Ethical Culture School were taught to

sound out words by syllables, a method he mastered so well that, at the age of five, he used to

stand in front of his first-grade class reading the New York Times. Thanks to this method, he

could even pronounce the hard words he could not possibly be expected to know with some

success. But even before he could read he had mastered the ability to identify record albums

simply by recognizing the pattern that the words made on the spine, and his parents would trot

him out in the evenings to demonstrate this parlor trick before the guests. It is significant that



words and music should have been closely allied so soon, although he says he became

interested in the music because he was fascinated by a phonograph player they had at the

time, a Capehart.“A Capehart was a wonderful invention with a console record player, and

what it did was play both sides of a record. The gimmick was, if you’re looking at it, and it was

glass-fronted, there is a sort of rim around the turntable, and then there is what looked like a

music stand, so you pile your records onto that, you press the button, and the record slides

down, and when that side is over, this rim thing picks up the record and does it … like that,” he

said, almost tying his arms in knots in an effort to demonstrate how the ingenious mechanism

performed this feat. “Now the record slides down on the second side! And when that’s done it

spits it out someplace and the next record comes in.” He remembers an old 78 of Fats Waller

singing “Ain’t Misbehavin’ ” and a collection of show albums on ten-inch records that had been

put out by Liberty Records. He would lie on the floor, listening to the music and watching the

Capehart turning the records over and over.There were always show tunes in the house,

because Herbert Sondheim’s favorite form of recreation was playing the piano. He was entirely

self-taught and had mastered, his son said, seven or eight basic chords, which worked

perfectly well for most popular tunes; less well for composers who used more inventive

harmonies. Perhaps it was his willingness to sit down and play, combined with his charm of

manner, but Sondheim the couturier who also performed became a familiar figure on Seventh

Avenue. Alice Crouthers, who was formerly the buyer for the exclusive Wedgwood Room of F. &

R. Lazarus & Co. in Columbus, Ohio, said that one of the highlights of a fashion show by

Sondheim was his willingness to play Broadway numbers at the end of the program. An

advertisement for some of his summer dresses, which was printed in the 1940s and widely

reproduced, was decorated with drawings of musicians playing violins, drums, and double

bass, along with an impressionistic sketch of the great man himself in the lower right-hand

corner. The headline was “The Sondheim Straw Hat Chorus,” which seems

prescient.Sondheim had a group of cronies who saw each other on Thursday nights and went

to sports events on weekends, but one of his closest friends was Lloyd Weill, also in the dress

business and living in the San Remo. Weill, who was a natural tenor, was a clever lyricist who

would write parody lyrics to a popular song for a specific occasion; Sondheim would learn the

accompaniment, and they would perform the song for charity. They made numerous

appearances for the New York and Brooklyn Federation of Jewish Philanthropies and other

organizations such as the young Museum of Costume Art, one of Sondheim’s special interests.

They became so well known that they were called “the Rodgers and Hart of Seventh Avenue.”

Curiously enough, another friend of Sondheim’s was Dorothy Fields, the famous lyricist. Her

father, Lew Fields, once part of the famous vaudeville comedy team of Weber and Fields, later

became a producer and launched the careers of Rodgers and Hart, among others. Dorothy

Fields worked with a wide range of composers, from Fritz Kreisler to Jerome Kern, and she

and Kern won an Academy Award in 1936 for “The Way You Look Tonight.” Sondheim said that

his father introduced another of his close friends, Eli Lahm, to Dorothy Fields and “made a

shiddach,” i.e., a match. After they married and had children, Aunt Dorothy was at their

apartment constantly, but Sondheim had no idea what she did until he became an

adolescent.Musical evenings were a large part of the Sondheim entertaining at home. Felicia

Steiner Lemonick remembers grown-up parties when Lloyd Weill sang—“he was outgoing and

fun and crazy”—and hearing Herbert Sondheim play the piano, and her father as well, since he

was also a part-time musician and composer. A group of parents went to dinner parties at each

other’s apartments, and sometimes Skippy would be trotted out to play a duet with his father,

while his nurse waited in the background. And so would Stephen.He started to take piano



lessons from the age of about seven, studying with a Mrs. Moss, who had a small studio on

West Eighty-fourth Street just off Central Park West. “My father would sit me at the piano

bench and have me put my hand on his little finger, which played the melody over the top,” and

that led to weekly piano lessons. “At the end of each year we would have to give recitals for all

the little kids. I had a very fleet right hand, so one of the first pieces I would play was ‘The

Flight of the Bumblebee’ by Rimsky-Korsakov. My father and mother used to take me out of bed

at cocktail time if they had clients, they’d drag me out in my pajamas to play ‘The Flight of the

Bumblebee.’ I took lessons for about two years. I don’t remember why I stopped, but I am very

right-handed and at the piano my left hand is really a lump, very difficult to make work except

for oompah, oompah.”Herbert Sondheim’s favorite pastime (Illustration Credit 60)He did not

recall having any marked interest in music. He did concede, “I can’t remember when I didn’t go

around humming things,” but dismissed the idea that this was in any way indicative of special

talent. All children had similar gifts, he believed, but their interests were not allowed to develop,

or were even discouraged by misguided parents and teachers. He could just have easily been

a mathematician, and was “very strongly attracted” by the idea. He had no interest in art and

poetry, and his inability to conjure up a visual image remains striking. When asked to describe

his mother, he said helplessly, “You’ll have to see pictures of her.” As the description of the

Capehart phonograph would indicate, he was intensely interested in how things worked, and

once took a slot machine apart—it took him three days—because it had jammed and he

wanted to solve the puzzle. He was taken to the movies—he vividly remembers seeing

Disney’s Snow White—and to the theatre on rare occasions. He saw his first live theatre at age

six, Benatzky’s operetta White Horse Inn. He remembers seeing Rodgers and Hart’s The Boys

from Syracuse, which opened on Broadway in the late fall of 1938, and Oscar Hammerstein II’s

Very Warm for May the following year. He also met the great man himself that year but

remembers nothing about it.He moved to the Ethical Culture’s Fieldston campus in Riverdale, a

bus ride away, when he was in fourth grade, although he does not remember why. “What I

remember most is that they were teaching you how to take care of yourself financially. You

were issued a checkbook and you’d go to the canteen and make a check out for five cents for a

pack of gum, or something. You had a bank account of, say, a dollar fifty, and you had to

balance your account. I loved that. That was great. That’s what I mostly remember about

Fieldston.”His lack of any memory of his mother at that period, even though she was seldom at

home, seems unusual. When he came to undertake analysis in adulthood, the paucity of these

early memories caused his therapist to wonder whether some painful memories were being

repressed. It was finally concluded that this was not the case.“I don’t remember my mother at

all during those years … I don’t think she was around. I don’t think she cared. I think my father

wanted to share things with me; I think my mother did not. I have no memory of my mother

doing anything with me. And my father, it was only on occasional Sundays that we would go to

ball games. Otherwise I was what they call an institutionalized child, meaning one who has no

contact with any kind of family. You’re in, though it’s luxurious, you’re in an environment that

supplies you with everything but human contact. No brothers and sisters, no parents, and yet

plenty to eat, and friends to play with, and a warm bed, you know? And a radio.”Sondheim at

Camp Androscoggin in 1937; he is sixth from left in the first row. (Illustration Credit 5)Felicia

Lemonick had a sad memory of visiting him. “Because he just didn’t have the affection,

attention, and love that other children had. I thought of him as a child pressing his nose against

the glass.” Myra Berzoff thought he was “a truly neglected child emotionally, left with

governesses and servants and badly abused.” Joan Barnet went to visit the Sondheims when

she was about fourteen and Stephen around eight years old. “He was a very beautiful boy



dressed in English clothes. I remember him in their large living room with this piano and

servants and a dog, and how lonely he seemed.”Sondheim said, “You will find people who will

say, ‘Gee, he was an unhappy kid.’ Because I’ve heard that. And so obviously people could

look at me from the outside … but I don’t remember it. I really don’t. I didn’t cry myself to

sleep … And I was very popular in school, and I remember being happy there; and since most

of my life was spent in school and camp, where, again, I was popular and accomplished, eighty

percent of my waking hours I was being supported. I didn’t know that I was missing my

parents.”Then one night when he was ten years old, his whole world came apart.He was

awakened by the sound of sobbing coming from his mother’s room. “A rainy night, a sudden

awakening,” he wrote later, “a voice sobbing loudly, incessantly, a frightened voice, a lonely

voice.” His mother took him into her bedroom and “wept all over me and clung to me and held

me all night and that’s how I found out. I don’t remember how I felt. I guess I was just upset for

her. I didn’t make any judgments or recriminations.”Herbert Sondheim had written a note,

packed up his clothes, and walked out.CHAPTER 2Children Will ListenIN THOSE YEARS

before World War II, Herbert and Foxy Sondheim traveled to Paris regularly for the haute

couture collections. To copy the latest Paris fashions for mass reproduction in New York was

the unvarying practice of the Seventh Avenue rag trade. On rare occasions a manufacturer

might buy the rights to a particular design, but as a rule sketchers were employed to attend the

showings, memorize the most popular designs, rush back to their hotel rooms, and reproduce

them. A matter of weeks later a cheap copy would be in the stores, usually with some kind of

brazen label identifying the garment as a “Parisian Mode.” When Jo Copeland and Janet Fox

began their careers, all American fashion followed the dictates from Paris. There was no

American look until Copeland, one in a wave of young innovators, began to launch her own

version of the clothes Americans should wear: fresh, inventive, casual, and smart. Copeland

was particularly well-known for her dress-and-jacket ensembles, a ladylike outfit that Foxy

Sondheim also favored, and no doubt Copeland’s early success and influential contacts had

helped launch her friend. The American look was emerging, but both women still went to Paris

for the spring and fall collections. Foxy Sondheim’s special usefulness for Herbert Sondheim,

Inc., was her ability to spot fashion trends that would appeal to his upper-bracket clientele.

They often traveled together. However, on one particular occasion Herbert Sondheim was

alone, and fell in love.Alicia Babé was born in Cuba, arriving in the United States at the age of

seven; and could converse in Spanish although her English was without flaw. She was tall,

blond, and Catholic and, when Herbert Sondheim met her, married to a publishing executive

named Bill Walling. “One of his coups was the Crime File series,” Stephen Sondheim said. “The

idea was that they got well-known crime writers to help them put together a dossier of clues:

letters, documents, bullets, and the like, and then you recreated the investigation … And they

had something of a vogue.” The Wallings had no children, and Alicia, then in her late thirties,

was in charge of fashion promotion at Macy’s. Marjorie Pleshette, who was working in those

days as a buyer in costume jewelry, remembered her as having an exquisite sense of chic in

the style of Givenchy. She had “sort of a receding chin. I can still see her. She wasn’t pretty by

conventional standards, but good looking. And she had an aura, an air. We were all in awe of

her. Even the way she spoke. We thought she was English for a while.” She was particularly

kind to the junior women in other departments: “She was wonderful.”“The real point was that it

was exactly like the film Love Affair,” said Sondheim, whose frames of reference were often

cinematic. “They decided they would not do anything but see in six months whether they still

wanted each other. So they let six months go by and then decided that they did want to see

each other, so she left her husband—even though she was a Catholic—and he left my



mother.”The event brought about a complete upheaval in Stephen Sondheim’s life. He found his

parents sitting on a couch in their apartment one day, discussing his future. He was to go to

military school. “And that did not particularly disturb me, not that I remember anyway. I was sort

of startled. And the surprise is that I loved military school. Because I knew where I was going to

be at 9:03 and 9:58 and 12:50 and I needed structure and it gave me that, and made me feel

the world was not in chaos. Because everything fell apart. You accept, even if your parents

aren’t there (and remember, I was not unhappy), that you have the setup. You go to school, you

come home, there’s Mommy and Daddy, the school, then on Sunday you see Mommy and

Daddy, the whole routine. Then suddenly there’s no Daddy there, and there’s an upset Mommy,

and suddenly you’re in boarding school, where you have to establish yourself in a new

community, you are living with strangers. You don’t get to go home every night and see Skippy

and Felicia. And to my surprise now, I just adored it; I thought it was terrific.”Many years later,

driving in upstate New York, Sondheim realized he was very near the New York Military

Academy at Cornwall on Hudson, where he had spent the two years from 1940 to 1942. He

said to Peter Jones, his traveling companion, “ ‘I don’t know exactly where it is, but there are

these huge gates and this huge quad,’ and we kept driving, and we finally saw a little gate, and

it was open, and we parked the car and went in.” That of course was the front gate, distorted by

the magnifying effect of memory. As they walked into the gates toward the quad, which was

equally unimpressive, a platoon of children, aged ten or eleven, were being drilled, dressed in

their best uniforms. “It was Sunday, parents’ visiting day, and I saw myself, you know. Our guns

were wooden guns. They looked like regular rifles but didn’t weigh as much and they were not

comparable in any way, shape, or form. But we went through all the drill. We did all the present

arms and that sort of stuff. And polished our brass and had our Sunday uniforms.”They walked

into the main building, “and suddenly I got a memory of it, and I sort of knew where the

corridors were, and what I wanted to do was go upstairs to the second floor, where the chapel

was, where the organ was, but I didn’t have the nerve to ask.” The New York Military Academy

owned an enormous pipe organ, almost as magnificent as the pipe organ in the Radio City

Music Hall, and so Sondheim spent a year learning to play such immortal classics as

MacDowell’s “To a Wild Rose” on this immense instrument. “At the age of eleven I was there

with my feet hardly able to touch the pedals, sitting on the edge of the chair, pulling every

green button and every red button, and manual after manual, and having a great

time.”Sondheim remembers very little else about his military years in grades six and eight—he

skipped seventh. There are a few photographs of him in his dress uniform, a kind of hotel-

pageboy outfit with vertical rows of brass buttons, a white cap, and smart white stripes on the

pants. Boys led very closely regimented lives, went to bed early, were taught to be obsessively

tidy, and were given plenty of athletic training, including football, swimming, tennis, and boxing;

in 1941, Sondheim was manager of the baseball team. Certain decorations were awarded for

excellence in academic work, neatness, good conduct, and the like, and a photograph of the

young cadet, displaying what would become his typically lopsided smile, shows him wearing

three medals, although for what is no longer clear. That the military training had its effect was

evident a year later, when he spent his usual summer at Camp Androscoggin. He stands “at

ease” in his photograph, feet planted well apart, his hands behind his back and his shoulders

square. The list of his accomplishments was long: he had a swimming certificate, a junior

lifesaving emblem, an archery championship, was in the Glee Club, the Dramatics Club, the

Players’ Guild, on the Androlog Board and the baseball team. His nickname was still Sonny.

That summer he appeared as Reckless Richard, the hero of a melodrama called Out in the

Cold, played Mary Livingstone in a skit about Jack Benny, and was editor of the weekly



newspaper. To all appearances he was making a surprisingly good adjustment to the upheaval

in his family life.Sondheim at Camp Androscoggin (Illustration Credit 61)With his father at New

York Military Academy, 1940 (Illustration Credit 61a)Sondheim showing off his medals

(Illustration Credit 62)With his father on a military picnic. He is seated center rear, holding a

cup and sandwich. (Illustration Credit 62a)In the summer of 1941 Sondheim’s address was

given as the Hotel Pierre in New York, where he was living with his mother. When his father left

his mother, she also lost her job, so she went to work as a designer for Hattie Carnegie. Some

time after that, she started her own dress business, which did not put her in direct competition

with her husband, since she specialized in made-to-order things. She called her company Foxy,

Inc., with offices somewhat north of his on Seventh Avenue. No doubt they still saw each other

at the Paris collections.By the time Herbert Sondheim met Alicia Babé, he was in his middle

forties and Foxy would have been about forty-three. To have her husband fall in love with a

younger woman who was everything she was not—tall, blond, and a shiksa—was hurtful

enough, but to lose her job as well threw her life into complete turmoil. She obviously could not

go on living at the San Remo. One can sympathize with someone who has been rejected in

such a cavalier fashion, and if she saw herself in hackneyed terms as the “wronged” wife, it

was the conventional view of her day.Once she had recovered from the shock, Foxy Sondheim

did indeed see herself in those terms. One doubts that she spent ten minutes wondering what

she herself might have done to contribute to the failure of her marriage. Her thoughts were

entirely focused on the undeniable fact that a younger, prettier woman had stolen her husband.

Alicia and Herbert had run off together and were living in sin. This was also true: New York

divorces were extremely difficult to obtain, adultery being the only ground, and although

Herbert Sondheim immediately obtained a Mexican divorce, it was not recognized in the state

of New York. There was also the White Slave Traffic Act (known as the Mann Act), which had

been passed at the turn of the century as part of an international effort to suppress the

worldwide trade in prostitution, and provided stiff penalties for the interstate transportation of

women for “immoral purposes.” Anyone who took a woman across a state line, as Herbert

Sondheim did every time he and Alicia drove to their Fifth Avenue apartment from their home

in Stamford, Connecticut, could be placed in an embarrassing position if charges were brought.

Perhaps this was why, once a legal separation was agreed upon in the autumn of 1941 and

custody of Stephen was granted to her, Foxy told her son she could “have his father put in jail”

if he ever saw his stepmother, because “she was an immoral woman.” After he and his mother

moved out of the San Remo, his father would come to visit him on Sundays at the Pierre or,

later, the Ritz Towers (they finally moved into an apartment at 25 West Fifty-fourth Street), and

Sondheim often went back to his father’s apartment at 1010 Fifth Avenue. That was when

Sondheim became aware that his mother was having him followed. One day he went for lunch,

“and the phone rang and Alicia picked it up and somebody hung up at the other end, and my

father, you know, gave her a look,” and he knew it was his mother. It seemed to him in

retrospect that his mother had lied to him about being able to put his father in jail (although in

fact, Miriam Noël, Frank Lloyd Wright’s second wife, could and did get her husband arraigned

on Mann Act charges in 1926). In any event, in those days, at the age of eleven or twelve,

Sondheim believed her. “Of course I did. Sure. What do you do when you’re twelve? She was

having me trailed. My mother was a very vindictive woman, because she’d been scorned.”Like

Miriam Noël, Foxy Sondheim soon had new cause for her outrage. After believing she could

not have children, Alicia Babé discovered early in 1943 that she was pregnant. In an attempt to

legitimize their coming parenthood, she and Herbert were married in a registry office in

Stamford, and their son, Herbert Sondheim Jr., was born in the autumn of that year. Their



second son, Walter, was born in February of 1946, the year Herbert finally obtained his divorce

from Foxy in the state of New York. Presumably by then Alicia had also obtained hers. “The

minute Alicia had the kids, of course she was thrilled beyond belief,” Stephen Sondheim said,

“and she built a little fortress up in Stamford—with an actual stockade fence, and it was all a

metaphor …” Sondheim remembers the occasion when his father and Alicia went through a

second marriage ceremony in Stamford. He wrote a short story about that from the point of

view of the son who was “sort of” the best man at his father’s wedding, in the presence of his

father’s two sons. Two divorce actions, two marriage ceremonies—it all went over the heads of

the little boys. Walter Sondheim came upon Sondheim’s short story years later and learned for

the first time that he and his brother had been conceived out of wedlock. It was quite a

surprise, he said. He also said that he had not known of his parents’ previous marriages, and

did not know his true relationship with Stephen Sondheim until adulthood.Alicia and Herbert

Sondheim around the time of their marriage (Illustration Credit 63)In a family where such

secrets are kept, all kinds of crucial misunderstandings can arise. In retrospect Sondheim

realized that, as the guilty party in the divorce, his father could not have gained custody of him.

“In those days women got custody; men rarely did. Dad would have taken me in a second.” At

the time, he believed his father had abandoned him. For in fact, Foxy was outraged, vindictive,

and frustrated, with no target for those feelings except her ten-year-old son.After Herbert left,

most of his mother’s effort, Sondheim said, was focused on poisoning his mind against his

father. A college friend also thought Foxy blamed her son for the failure of her marriage and

succeeded in making him believe it. She also began to act very strangely. Sondheim said, “She

would hold my hand in theatres … I remember going to a play with her and she not only held

my hand but looked at me during the entire play. It was really upsetting.” Then he became

aware that she was trying to seduce him. “Well, she would sit across from me with her legs

aspread. She would lower her blouse and that sort of stuff.” This happened often during his

teenage years, and he was “surprised rather than shocked. At the time I was innocent and

didn’t know. Remember, I grew up in a generation in which sex and such matters were not

discussed openly, and we were all moderately naive.” As he remembers, this kind of behavior

did not take place until he and his mother were alone, but the assumption that Stephen would

become the man of the house, in every sense, began soon. Joan Barnet recalls going to baby-

sit with Stephen when he was about twelve. “As I came in the door I heard her saying to Steve

in her whisky-sour voice, ‘Darling, pour me another drink,’ ” Joan Barnet said. “She was on her

way to a party and off she whirled.” Stephen Sondheim said, “When my father left her, she

substituted me for him. And she used me the way she had used him, to come on to and to

berate, beat up on, you see. What she did for five years was treat me like dirt, but come on to

me at the same time.”Foxy Sondheim’s behavior fits a pattern often found, of women whose

husbands have left and who turn to their sons for their emotional and sexual satisfactions. They

tend to be domineering, controlling, and overpossessive. Such a mother can have problems

with alcohol or drugs and “lacks appropriate sexual controls and boundaries and is overtly

seductive or sexual in front of her son.” Just as a high proportion of abusing men are found to

have been abused themselves as children, it is believed that incestuous mothers have had

similar histories. Taking the charitable view, that Foxy Sondheim had no possible way of

knowing that she was behaving destructively, the results would be the same. Writers have

stressed the psychic damage that is done to an adolescent boy when his mother is using him

as a substitute for his father. Evelyn S. Bassoff writes in Between Mothers and Sons, “The

incesting mother forces [her son] to fuse with her and thereby lose the separateness and

individuality—the distinct, bounded selfness—that he has struggled since early childhood to



achieve.”Along with the damage done to a boy’s sense of emerging sexuality is the even larger

damage done to his sense of trust. He has been betrayed, and instead of love he has

experienced a distorted substitute. Alice Miller writes, in Thou Shalt Not Be Aware, “To have

one’s helplessness and … dependency taken advantage of by the person one loves … soon

produces an interlinking of love and hate. Because anger toward the loved person cannot be

expressed for fear of losing that person … Ambivalence, the interlinking of love and hate,

remains an important characteristic of later object relationships. Many people, for instance,

cannot even imagine that love is possible at all without suffering and sacrifice, without fear of

being abused, without being hurt and humiliated.” There is the horrible secret of the abuse

itself, there are anger and feelings of guilt that cannot be explained, can hardly be admitted,

and certainly cannot be discussed; one is alone in the lion’s den. Every stray resentment has to

be rigorously suppressed, but the very act of swallowing the hurt brings with it an unconscious

compulsion to reenact the drama of childhood, what Miller calls “the repetition compulsion.”

She writes, “The unremembered plight of being at someone else’s mercy and being abused by

a love object is perpetuated either in a passive or an active role.”In years to come Sondheim

would be very much on his guard against overtures, imagined or real, from women, and would

strive to maintain a safe psychic distance. The playwright Arthur Laurents recalled that a

mutual friend of theirs, a successful figure in her own right, spent an evening with Sondheim.

He feigned a headache at her door and she was quite insulted that he would consider such a

stratagem necessary. There were other incidents: a woman visitor to his house, finding him

seated on a sofa, chose a nearby chair. He leapt up and removed himself to the sofa’s far

corner with devastating dispatch. Leonard Bernstein’s sister Shirley recalled going to dinner at

her brother’s Park Avenue apartment years ago. The hosts were still getting dressed, so she

went into the thickly carpeted library, where Sondheim was already waiting. She said he did not

see her enter but hearing a noise as she advanced, he spun around and said, “Don’t touch

me!”THAT NIGHT WHEN Joan Barnet went to act as baby-sitter and found Stephen pouring

drinks for his mother, there was a friend at the apartment, Jamie Hammerstein, then called

Jimmy. The boys wanted to go to a shooting gallery on Broadway, but their baby-sitter did not

think that was a very good idea. So Stephen asked her if she would like to see the new hit

musical by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein, Oklahoma! He rang up his friend

“Ockie,” Jimmy’s father, they got standing-room tickets, and off they went to see Oklahoma!

Foxy had become friendly with the Hammersteins in about 1940 after having lunch with

Oscar’s wife, Dorothy, who happened to be an interior decorator. The Hammersteins had

recently moved to the East Coast from Hollywood; Oscar’s illustrious career was in something

of a slump, and Dorothy’s income as an interior decorator was important to the family. She was

looking for clients and contacts and found both in Foxy Sondheim, who engaged her to

refurbish their San Remo apartment and introduced her around. Susan Blanchard, Dorothy’s

daughter by a previous marriage, said, “She got hooked up with Foxy, and I think she got sorry

for her. She was very tolerant of her shortcomings, and I was amazed the friendship lasted as

long as it did. My mother had been born in Australia and lived in London, so there were

aspects of American life she didn’t understand, and Foxy’s chutzpa opened doors she never

would have opened otherwise.”Their sons, just a year apart in age, had discovered a mutual

passion for Monopoly and other games and often played together. Jamie Hammerstein recalled

that his parents moved to Highland Farm, outside Doylestown in Bucks County, Pennsylvania,

and shortly afterwards, in June of 1942, Stephen came for a visit. “He was supposed to go off

to camp for the summer, but he had such a good time that he said, ‘Do I have to go to camp?’

and his mother canceled it and he came to us instead. He was the boy who came to dinner.”



Sondheim described it as “infiltrating the house.” Jamie Hammerstein said he soon established

himself as a relative. “If Susan and I would come into the house, we’d ask, ‘Where’s

Steve?’ ”Shortly after that, Herbert Sondheim gave Foxy a financial settlement and she bought

a farm of her own in Bucks County, on the opposite side of Doylestown, just four miles away

from the Hammersteins. She called it Fox Hill Farm and leased out her land to local farmers for

growing alfalfa. Sondheim remembers it as an old frame building (not unlike the one he would

eventually buy in Connecticut), tastefully decorated by his mother. In those days Doylestown

was little more than a village. Jimmy Hammerstein had taught him to ride a bicycle, and he

would bike to Highland Farm. He believes his mother moved to Bucks County because it was

chic, and that only a coincidence brought Foxy and himself so near the Hammersteins in Bucks

County. But there is at least a possibility that she, ever alert to the value of connections,

decided to place Stephen where he could have easy access to these important friends. Since

he seemed to have inherited his father’s talent for music, it could not do him any harm.Just like

Alicia and Herbert, Oscar and Dorothy Hammerstein had met on a boat going to Europe. They,

too, were already married, and they also fell in love “across a crowded room.” By the time

Stephen came on the scene they had been married for a decade. Their son said, “They were

very much in love and you could feel it. They didn’t put their kids first; they put each other first.

They weren’t clutchy in the Mediterranean way. They were Anglo down to their toes. Oscar was

the man of the house, and mother set about making it as perfect as possible: an old-fashioned

marriage.”In that Highland Farm living room, dark and cool, with uninterrupted vistas of

countryside all around, a troop of children came and went. Oscar had a boy and a girl, Billy and

Alice, by his first wife, Myra, and Dorothy had Henry and Susan by her first husband, Henry

Jacobson; then Jimmy, who was a year younger than Stephen, arrived. Then there were the

waifs of the war years. Dorothy’s niece Jennifer Watanabe, who had a Japanese father, was

living with them (the Hammersteins took her in after her father was arrested and sent for a time

to Ellis Island). There were two other girls in residence, both of them, like Stephen, the victims

of neglectful and abusive mothers. Shawn Lynch, daughter of an English actress friend of

Dorothy’s, had survived the London blitz and used to “go into the bathroom and scream,”

Susan Blanchard said. Margot Devauchier, daughter of an American mother and a French

father, was in a similar situation. But somehow there were enough bedrooms for

everyone.Susan Blanchard said, “About those children—the dynamics were very complicated.

We were brought up in a time when there was no awareness of psychology, and our parents

plunged in, in a good-hearted way, without altogether being aware of the consequences. Stevie

spent a good deal of time with us.” Susan worked briefly for Foxy, Inc., and went to Paris with

Foxy in 1947 or 1948, making sketches of the collections. “The thing about Foxy was that she

was not reliable. She’d promise and then not come through. She’d say, ‘I want you to meet me

at eight a.m.,’ and then she wouldn’t be there. What she did to Stephen was unforgivable. When

he was still a preadolescent she would have house parties in her farm with everyone drunk out

of their minds. You didn’t dare walk into a bedroom. It was not a nurturing, loving atmosphere,

to say the least. Anything good she might have done she turned around and undid the next day.

She looked a lot like Stevie, but not so great on a woman. Stevie in drag, with dark red lipstick

and froufrou bows and bustles. She had an incredible ego. She always thought everyone was

trying to get her into bed.”Oscar and Dorothy Hammerstein shortly after their marriage in 1929

(Illustration Credit 42)Jamie Hammerstein called her “an extraordinarily selfish woman, in her

early forties and worried about getting laid. All she wanted to do was get her kid out of her hair.

Also don’t forget, Stephen could criticize her friends so you wouldn’t want to know … His

relationship with his mother reminded me of Albee’s play [Who’s Afraid of] Virginia Woolf? Even



at the age of twelve he could be as bitchy as she was. They were incredible, the way they could

dish it out. I didn’t understand it, then or now.”Susan Blanchard said, “I heard stories about

Foxy reducing Stevie to tears. He’d be out of his mind with rage and pain.” He would get on his

bicycle and rush to the Hammersteins and they would comfort him. “They were extremely

loyal,” he said. “They never, never, never undermined my mother to me. I won’t say they

defended her, but they tried to make me understand, you know, that it was difficult and she was

upset.” Her son was making himself so much at home with the Hammersteins that his mother

began to get worried. She would say to him, “You’re not to go to the Hammersteins any more;

I’m suing them for alienation of affection.” He said, “That was her phrase; of course, at the age

of eleven or twelve, what do you know what that phrase means? But she wanted to cling to the

Hammersteins’ friendship because Oscar was a celebrity and it was difficult for her to juggle

these two things, making me alienated from the Hammersteins at the same time that she

wanted to be close to them.” Jamie Hammerstein said, “If Foxy showed up at our place my

father would disappear upstairs. We none of us wanted to see Foxy ever.” Sondheim’s solution

was to live at Fox Hill Farm during the week and move to the Hammersteins for the weekend,

whenever his mother arrived. There would be the regulation Friday-night dinner at home and

then he would go. He did not think she really minded.The Hammersteins in later years, outside

Highland Farm (Illustration Credit 43)Sondheim has memories of long bicycle rides through the

countryside—occasionally, Jimmy would come to visit him, but mostly he went to Highland

Farm—and then going to see movies in Doylestown at one of the two evening showings, seven

or nine o’clock. They also played tennis with Oscar, who was a fine player. Jamie Hammerstein

said, “I was a good athlete and Steve wasn’t quite as good. I betrayed him once: I ditched him

as a double in a tennis match after pressure from my coach and still feel guilty about that.”

There was a nine-hole golf course abutting Oscar’s property, and they used to sneak in through

the fence and play a few holes. One summer they raised rabbits. Sondheim said, “We took all

our allowance money and bought rabbits, built hutches and spent the summer chasing them

because they’d always get out and we’d have to get them back.”The Hammerstein family would

see Stevie wandering around the farm teaching himself Greek, Susan Blanchard said, “and we

were all somewhat wary of him because he had a terrific temper. One time we were playing

Monopoly and I accused him of cheating and he hit me. Much later, he told me he had hit me

because he was cheating.” Jamie Hammerstein said their friendship contained elements of

sibling rivalry. “I loved him as a brother, but Steve was not warm. Steve was brittle, competitive,

and sarcastic. More so than other kids his age and better at it. There was nothing cuddly about

him. He spoke and thought very quickly, and perhaps had a genius IQ.” In retrospect, Jamie

was sure they had “some pretty bitchy fights,” because they were competing to be first to do

something: “there would be a fight to get to the piano first.” That, one assumes, happened

when Oscar was in the room.When Oscar Hammerstein II and Stephen Sondheim met,

Hammerstein was not yet launched upon his famous series of musicals with Richard Rodgers,

although he was about to begin work on the first of these, Oklahoma!. At that point

Hammerstein was known for “a romantic, florid kind of theatre, more operetta than musical

comedy,” Richard Rodgers wrote, since he had worked with Rudolf Friml and Sigmund

Romberg. But he was also responsible, along with Jerome Kern, for Show Boat in 1927, a work

Rodgers very much admired. Hammerstein had not had a major hit on Broadway for almost a

decade.He was tall and as a young man had been handsome, but surviving photographs and

films of him in midlife invariably show him sporting an unbecoming crewcut, and his skin was

heavily pockmarked. He is usually characterized as a benevolent figure, but that portrait is

challenged by those who saw a ruthlessness behind the charm and a marked contrast



between what could be the saccharine sweetness of his lyrics and the sophistication of his

manner. “He talked a good game,” said Mary Rodgers Guettel, Richard Rodgers’s daughter,

“but he didn’t want intimacy.”Hammerstein had lost both parents at an early age. His mother

died when he was fifteen and his father when he was nineteen, which may have accounted for

his sympathy for those to whom he gave such generous hospitality. Even Sondheim, who loved

and defended him, did not think “Ockie” had much sense of how to be a father. “He and my

father shared something, I think, which is that they were not good parents until you were at a

rational age, and the trouble with that is, by the time you are at a rational age a number of

wounds have been inflicted and scars have formed.”All of Hammerstein’s children were to

some extent subjected to his brand of humor, which usually meant making them the butt of a

joke. Mary Rodgers Guettel said, “His idea of fun would be to trip up his kids with a branch just

as they were learning to ice-skate.” Susan Blanchard said of her stepfather, “He was extremely

sweet and kind on the one hand, but because words were his main talent he could cut you

down in a very abrupt way. For instance I might be gossiping with a girlfriend on the couch and

he’d be eavesdropping behind the couch without our knowing it. Then he might get up and say,

‘Very boring,’ or wait until dinner and give an imitation of what he had heard. He was worse with

the boys. He would tease Jimmy mercilessly at the dinner table and my mother would say,

‘Stop it this minute!’ ”Sondheim was aware that Hammerstein’s cutting humor “would reduce

everyone at the dinner table”—except himself. He was the one whose point of view was

listened to sympathetically and whose ideas were praised and encouraged. A famous

photograph of Sondheim standing with Oscar, Dorothy, Mimi Lynch (Shawn’s mother), and

Jamie Hammerstein makes the family situation very clear. Jamie is at far left, with a hesitant

half-smile, almost a grimace, on his face, and his mother has her arm around him protectively.

Oscar is second from right, smiling, both hands in his jacket pockets, and Stephen is beside

him, smiling, with both hands in his pants pockets. That he might have displaced one of

Oscar’s children in the bid for his affection troubled Sondheim for many years. He was talking

about this with his analyst one day and suddenly realized that, even though Oscar loved him,

he loved his own children more. This was why he was so critical and demanding: he wanted

higher standards from them. Sondheim found that thought reassuring.Hammerstein had many

redeeming qualities. Susan Blanchard was tolerant of his attacks, loved him anyway and

considered him a stabilizing influence. Her mother “tended to get emotional,” and Oscar’s gift

was to stand in the middle of the storm chuckling, until he had calmed everyone down. Even

though he felt the lash of his father’s tongue, Jamie Hammerstein said, “he made you laugh

despite yourself.” What was remarkable was his father’s disciplined approach to work. “He

worked for five and a half hours every day creatively and for another one and a half on other

stuff. Day in and day out, except for Sunday. He began at 8:30 a.m. and we only saw him at

lunch. But when he came out of his study at 4:30 p.m. he brought none of the angst with him.

He was ready to go for a walk,” or play backgammon, or tennis, a game of any kind. Stephen

fitted in perfectly.One of Sondheim’s first acts on joining the Hammerstein household was to

teach Ockie how to play chess. He said, “The first time we played, I taught him the rules and of

course I beat him. The second time I beat him, but not as easily as the first time. The third time

I set up something like a two- or three-move trap, which was as far as I could go, and he

started to move a piece, and in chess the rule is you haven’t completed the move until you

have actually taken your finger off the piece. He moved a piece forward, and thought about it,

and looked at me, and took it back. And then he moved another piece. I said, ‘Gosh, you’re

getting good. You saw what I was setting up,’ and he said, ‘No, I heard your heart

beating.’ ”From left, Jamie Hammerstein, Dorothy Hammerstein, Mimi Lynch, Oscar



Hammerstein, and Sondheim (Illustration Credit 44)OSCAR TAUGHT HIM bridge and a

“genteel form” of anagrams and backyard croquet. This was a tame version of the croquet they

played at the Richard Rodgers house on Black Rock Turnpike in Fairfield, Connecticut, in those

days. “The whole idea of serious croquet is that it’s team,” Sondheim said. “It’s two against two,

and the strategy is as important as the shots, so what happens is you shoot, and then you

confer for five minutes, then you shoot and confer again. A very serious game.” It sounded

more like military maneuvers than an afternoon’s diversion, more competitive even than the

games Oscar liked. But that they were learning this kind of croquet was an indication of the

growing role Rodgers, who also had a wife named Dorothy, and his daughters Mary and Linda,

were beginning to play in the Hammerstein household. Mary was just fourteen when she went

to stay at the Hammerstein farm with her parents one weekend. She had been enrolled in a

work farm, where she was going to harvest vegetables and help the war effort, but her stay

was cancelled because of an outbreak of polio. So she went to the Hammersteins instead.“And

then this boy showed up,” she said. “I don’t remember what we started talking about, but I know

that at first he probably didn’t know what to do with me, so we started to play chess. And he

beat me three games in a row, so fast. And then somehow he made his way to the piano, and I

had either never heard Rhapsody in Blue or An American in Paris, or something. And he sat

down and played a great hunk of it. I was just done in by this, not only by what I was listening

to, because I’m still a huge Gershwin fan, but by the ability of this guy to do that.” It never

occurred to her to ask Stephen whether he was going to be a pianist or a composer. (He was

then fifteen.) “I just knew that this was an incredibly talented person with an incredible musical

sensitivity and was the smartest person I had ever met in my whole life.” She “fell in love with

him,” just like that. One of the Hammerstein orphans, Shawn Lynch, was also there that

weekend, “so I got Shawn in a corner and said, ‘Can you get him to write me a letter?’ It was

like a little girl being madly in love. I said, ‘Here’s my address,’ and Shawn said, ‘I’ll try.’ Every

day after I got back to Connecticut I walked to the mailbox from the driveway, which was half a

mile. There never was any letter. And finally I got back to Shawn and said, ‘Can’t you get him to

write me a letter?’ and she said no, she didn’t think she could. I’m not sure she even tried! I

trudged down there every single day of that summer.”Herbert and Stephen Sondheim in

Connecticut (Illustration Credit 64)A tense game of chess with Herbie on the living room floor,

1950 (Illustration Credit 64a)Herbert Sondheim with Stephen, at right, and sons Walter and

Herbert Jr. (Illustration Credit 65)Stephen Sondheim at the piano (Illustration Credit

65a)DORIS CROCKETT, daughter of Rose and Charles Crockett, Sondheim’s cousin on his

mother’s side, married Manny Gorman in the autumn of 1938. They went to live in Alexandria,

Virginia, and invited the nine-year-old Stephen to visit them a year later. She met him in New

York and they went down on the plane together. It was her first trip, and she was apprehensive,

but he was very self-assured. “Don’t worry,” he said, “if you get sick there’s a bag you can use

to throw up in.” He had visited a novelty shop at Broadway and Forty-ninth on the way to the

airport, so when she went into the bathroom to wash her hands perhaps she should not have

been surprised to find a different kind of soap. The more she washed her hands, the dirtier they

got. That was a great trick, but then there was the spoon that was presented for her coffee.

“That’s a spoon that falls apart, that goes nnnnng, like that, when you try to use it,” Sondheim

said, demonstrating. “I was very into glasses that dribbled water through hidden holes

disguised as floral decorations.” And he loved the pack of cards he was sometimes able to

substitute for the real ones when his mother and her friends sat down to play canasta-like

games, in which all the hearts and diamonds were black and all the spades and clubs were

red. “The women didn’t notice it, but they would start to get extremely nervous.” It was all just



good-natured fun, and there was a moment in early adolescence when he thought he might

become a magician. “Between the ages of ten and fourteen I spent a lot of my allowance on

sending away for magic tricks to a place in Michigan called, I think, Abbott’s. I never gave

shows, but I used to do card tricks and mechanical illusions, things like producing scarves from

a box, and I liked mechanical things where you put a card in a frame and put a pencil through it

and it comes out whole, although I was never very good at that. The idea is, I’m so busy with

my left hand that you don’t notice that my right hand is holding something. It’s just

misdirection.”For the fact was that the grownups in his life had played a trick on him. While he

was not looking they had, with malicious sleight-of-hand, demolished the framework of his life

and left him stranded. There is a parallel event in a work for which Sondheim later wrote words

and music, Pacific Overtures, about the trade treaty Commodore Matthew Perry signed with

Japan in the mid–nineteenth century. The signing of the actual treaty takes place in secrecy,

but it is witnessed by a young boy hiding in a tree—curiously, he is just ten years old. He can

see people, movement and argument, and knows something of immense significance is taking

place. Yet his testimony has a dreamlike ambiguity, as if some part of himself were aware that

he cannot possibly fathom the meaning of the drama unfolding before his eyes. The boy sings,

“I’m a fragment of the day,” just as Sondheim would write years later that he was “the remnant”

of his parents’ divorce, as if the torrent that had blotted out their marriage had swept him away

with it. Yet the boy, nevertheless, has his own tenacious story to tell. He sings, “I am there

still.”Sondheim said he had only recently realized that his interest in games and conundrums

dated from the failure of his parents’ marriage, and that moment when “nothing made sense

any more.” The puzzle was a metaphor, a reassurance he desperately needed that there really

was a path through the maze, that magical secrets waited to be revealed, that a world in

fragments could be reassembled, however painfully, and that a key existed to every riddle if he

searched diligently enough. For that reason he was never interested in games in which the

rules were flexible and open to challenge. These did not suit him at all. He wanted games for

which the rules were inflexible, where one always knew exactly what was coming next, as in

military school, as if to “face out the black terrors of life,” as Anthony Shaffer wrote in Sleuth.If

the puzzle was the metaphor, art was the solution, because of its equally crucial emphasis

upon structure and form. His interest in music had been precipitated by the same crisis. This

must be true, he reasoned, because he “hadn’t given much of a damn” about his piano lessons

when he was six or seven. Music became charged with meaning only when it could make order

out of chaos, and this goal became the leitmotif of his life. Years later Keith Warner, who

directed a revival of Pacific Overtures at the English National Opera in London, recalled sitting

in a box with Sondheim at the back of the stalls. “When ‘Someone in a Tree’ started, all of a

sudden he grabbed my arm. He said, ‘Just think, this orchestra is playing my music, and this is

my favorite song of anything I have ever written.’ There were tears in his eyes.”CHAPTER 3The

Brass GoddessFOXY SONDHEIM’S OPERATION to improve her nose took place when

Stephen was about twelve. He said, “She got into a minor car accident at a place called the

Jenkintown Circle, which was on the way to the farm, and used that as a pretext to get her

nose changed.” He thought she fondly believed he would not notice. Instead of the emphatic

contours she was born with, she was given a delicate replacement, one that doubtless satisfied

her surgeon’s notions of beauty but which robbed her face of its undeniable character. With her

straight, bobbed nose she looked like anyone. But she was apparently very satisfied, because

“one night she got drunk and took out the pictures of her old nose in various frames around the

house and tore them up.” He secretly retrieved one of the photographs, wanting, he said, to be

able to prove that her story about the accident altering her appearance was a fabrication and



that he, at least, had not been fooled. He hid the photograph in his desk, where she discovered

it a month later and was furious.He was beginning to fantasize about leaving home. A short

story he wrote later, as a college freshman, makes his state of mind at this time clear, since it

is plainly autobiographical and the main character is even called Foxy. The fictional Foxy in

“The Brass Goddess” is always complaining about how miserly her monthly alimony check is,

although her daughter, Ellen, knows they live extravagantly and that their old New England

house is full of beautiful things: a Chippendale sideboard, Sheraton tables, and sumptuous

objets d’art, including a silver cigarette box given to Foxy by the Prince of Sweden. “She says,

‘It’s got the Swedish Royal shield engraved on it here, you see? Weighs sixteen ounces: solid

silver.’ And then that maddening smirk—owning for the sake of owning.” Ellen feels she is just

one more object to be possessed and ignored: “left with the run-down victrola, the static radio,

the torn murder-mysteries, the expensive, polished, lonely house.” The fictional Foxy is

entertaining executives from her dress company for the weekend, and during dinner she and

Ellen start to wrangle. When Ellen accuses her mother of trying to “climb the social ladder,” her

mother, in tears, complains that Ellen does nothing except “sit around all day … only sulking

and making yourself unpleasant and trying to hurt me, while I work from morning to night to

support you!” Ellen later complains to one of the dinner guests, “She deliberately tries to hurt

me all the time. She humiliates me in front of everyone; never alone, only when it’s in front of

everyone! I hate her! I hate her!”That Steve and Foxy were at loggerheads was hardly a secret

to her friends, including Jo Copeland. For Copeland’s daughter Lois Gould, the saga of Foxy

and Steve was so much a part of her own childhood that the two of them, somewhat disguised,

appear in her novel Necessary Objects. The portraits are not flattering. Foxy has become Elly,

youngest of four daughters, whose self-made father has left them Lowen’s, a great Fifth

Avenue department store. All of the “Lowen girls” are caught up in possessions and

appearance, but Elly is the most superficial of them all, unhappily married, secretly a lesbian,

so terrified of gaining weight that she exists on sliced tomatoes and champagne. Her son,

Jason, aged fifteen, is expelled from boarding school for using drugs and is probably a

homosexual.Sondheim dismissed this portrait of his mother as completely inaccurate and that

of himself as a not very kind caricature. He thought he had been almost too well behaved as an

adolescent, and if he had been angry, he was not aware of it. Doing what was expected of him

had been too well ingrained by his father, who obviously believed with Bishop Wykeham that

“manners makyth man,” or, as Sondheim explained it, “Don’t stand out in the crowd. Duck in the

corner. Don’t raise your voice. Don’t make a spectacle of yourself. Don’t brag.”There were some

aspects of Jason that did, however, resemble Stephen. He, too, tended to stammer when his

words could not keep up with his thoughts. He, too, had severe acne as an adolescent: “I used

to go for treatments where they squeezed every pimple; it was painful and dreadful.” Like

Jason, whose nose was “forever running,” Stephen suffered from hay fever until he was about

thirty. “Lots and lots of coughing, wheezing, and tearing. In my teens I had a series of

allergenic tests and it turned out I was allergic to house dust.” And, like Jason, he was playing

the piano.In Necessary Objects Jason is a musical prodigy who writes brilliant compositions

but is under such a compulsion to shock and offend that he keeps destroying his chances.

Rather than remove some offensive lyrics that he has written for the annual school production,

Jason destroys the score. That is very much at variance with the way Stephen Sondheim was

leading his life at the time. After the happy experience of playing the organ at the New York

Military Academy, he took a year or two of piano lessons at the George School and even was

encouraged to consider a career as a concert pianist. But there were some problems. In the

first place, he did not enjoy the teacher, and then he discovered that he did not enjoy



performing, either. At one concert he played Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 2 in C minor (the

first movement—his teacher played the second) and then a Chopin polonaise, and to his horror

he blanked out in the middle of the latter. That was when he realized he had lost interest in a

concert career. Composing was quite another matter.As Gwen Raverat observed in her

delightful book Period Piece, the problem for great men is that people often do not know what

to make of them, especially when they are young. E. M. Forster, who was a friend of Raverat’s

family, was judged to have no talent for writing by her aunt Etty, who hoped he would soon turn

to a more promising occupation, although she did not know what. The same aunt despaired of

Ralph Vaughan Williams, who would go on working at music when he was “so hopelessly bad

at it.” But then, the author wrote, “this is what you have to go through to become great.”So

although Sondheim, aged twelve, intended to do well, as usual, at the George School, where

he would spend the next four years, to his contemporaries he simply looked lost. He was short

and unkempt-looking, usually wearing the same black herringbone jacket, with his shirt

wrinkled at the collar and his shoes lacking any polish. He was on the outside of the group,

wanting to be included and not sure how to go about it. Then he found Hugh and Roz.Sixteen-

year-old Hugh Cronister was a handsome boy, and one of the stars at the George School:

prominent in the student government, the head of several committees, a three-star athlete, and

a force behind the junior and senior plays. (He returned to the school as a teacher of English

and theatre.) He was a good friend of Rosamond Earle, with whom he ran the dance

committee. She was the daughter of a professor who taught at the Institute for Advanced

Studies at Princeton, and a figure in her own right: literary editor of Life, the George School

publication, head of the Girls’ Council, archery manager, and much else. Cronister said, “I’d be

with some people and you could see Steve thirty feet away edging towards us. Socially we

were on different circuits, and here’s this little puppy hugging our knees.” They took to him in a

good-natured way. “I think he felt socially inept unless he were included. I can remember that

forelock, that flip of hair, and the way he had of tossing it back.” Cronister recalled Sondheim

was very moody as an adolescent, excitable and high-keyed and liable to erupt unpredictably.

But his peers liked him very much—he could make a joke out of anything—and the twosome

gradually became a threesome. “I guessed he would end up as a pianist or a serious

composer. I never knew he was going to be famous,” Cronister said.By the time Sondheim

arrived at George School he was two grades ahead of his contemporaries, “and throughout my

school years I wanted to be accepted.” So he was careful not to make a point of his good

grades, “because I was precocious and people don’t like that.” If his mother had taken to using

British pronunciation, using a double s sound in “tissue” instead of sh, for instance, then he

would make a point of doing the reverse. “I used to drop g’s at the ends of—I’d say ‘goin’ ’

instead of ‘going’—so that nobody would think I was hoity-toity,” he said. It does not appear that

anyone did. Rosamond Earle Matthews said, “He was full of energy and bright as could be.”

They both had the same favorite teacher: Lucille Pollock, who taught Latin in a stimulating way.

They studied Cicero at an early stage and would make up songs in Latin. Sondheim had begun

to study Latin in military school, but because he had skipped seventh grade he had missed

some basic lessons. “My memory is that the very first day of class Miss Pollock started talking

about nouns, verbs, and adverbs and I didn’t know what they were. So she told me to come

and see her afterwards and proceeded to give me a lesson.” He picked it up quickly and got

through a four-year course in two years. Miss Pollock was, he said, the first teacher who

changed his life, because she allowed him to move ahead and excited him about language.

Steve would take Hugh and Rosamond to the Hammersteins’ on weekends and they would

“horse around” under the piano, Rosamond said. Her mother was going through a phase of



calling them all “lambs,” “and I remember Steve gave me a stuffed lamb. His entry in the

yearbook said, ‘I hope you will continue to gambol,’ and he signed it ‘Ewe.’ ” She thought he

had a crush on her, and on Hugh as well. Sondheim said, “I had no family, and the only time I

had a family was in school.”THE GEORGE SCHOOL, a coeducational college-preparatory

school, is situated in Bucks County on former Indian settlements in Newtown, about fifteen

miles outside Philadelphia. It was founded in 1893 by John M. George, a wealthy Quaker, and

its original enrollment was eighty-five percent Quaker. (It is now eighty-five percent non-

Quaker.) The school was favored by New York Jewish families, whose children could get a first-

class education there with no social bias, although Cronister said that Newtown was very

prejudiced and one would hear talk about “these kikes.” Alger Hiss’s stepson, Tim Hobson, was

in the class of 1944; Irene Mayer Selznick’s son went there, and so did Mary Martin’s daughter.

James Michener taught there in the 1930s, and distinguished lecturers made regular visits to

the campus, among them Hammerstein and Langston Hughes.Boys went to class in jackets

and ties. Girls had shoulder-length hair, wore skirts and blouses, and socks with their saddle

shoes and loafers. In that innocent time smoking was forbidden, only seniors drank coffee, and

there was, of course, no alcohol. When Roz Earle became head of the Girls’ Council she led a

“crusade” to get permission for the girls to wear lipstick and earrings on Saturday nights.

During the war years observing a blackout was patriotically enforced, food was rationed, and

every autumn students were recruited to help harvest root vegetables on the Annual Farm Day.

In the main, life continued at its unruffled pace, enlivened by parties, musical events, plays,

dances, and arts and crafts of all kinds. The staff chaperone was a constant presence. Group

activities were the norm, dating was discouraged, and at the dances they would check,

Sondheim said, to make sure the boys did not dance too close to the girls. “No firearms, no

drinking / Not even coed winking / All they allow is thinking,” Sondheim would observe in his

song “What to Do at George School.”Like Roz Earle and Hugh Cronister, Stephen took an

active part in the dramatics program, which was at its peak while he was there. “Uncle Jack”

Talbot, who had played in summer stock, mounted productions of everything from

Shakespeare and Sheridan to Wilde, Barrie, and Kaufman and Hart during his thirty-seven

years at the school (he retired in 1970), undeterred by the improvised nature of the facilities.

The stage of the old assembly room, where plays were performed, was so shallow that

scenery flats had to be laid against the back wall. There was only one entrance, from stage left,

so anyone who left the scene on stage right had to wait in the wings until the curtain came

down. Girls were given the only dressing room; boys improvised their own on a nearby

staircase. When Sondheim first arrived, he was too small to play leading roles, Cronister said.

One of his early parts was as the heroine’s brother in the J. M. Barrie comedy Alice Sit-by-the-

Fire. He got a mention in the school newspaper.Sondheim at the George School in about 1945

(Illustration Credit 66)He was given an early example of the importance of learning to

improvise when he appeared in a one-act play by Edna St. Vincent Millay called Aria da Capo.

It was “about two shepherds who are on opposite sides of some kind of invisible barrier, and

there’s a godlike figure with a prompt book. The shepherds are friends but come to blows at

some point,” he said. He played one of the shepherds, and during the dress rehearsal the other

shepherd came crashing out of his chair to the floor in a fall that had not been rehearsed.

Sondheim, not knowing how to respond to this new bit of business, was paralyzed. Then

“Uncle Jack” leapt onto the stage and carried the boy out; he had had an epileptic fit.He

remembered another occasion, when he was playing the detective in a melodrama by N.

Richard Nash called Incognito. Ten minutes into the second act he had to find a gun concealed

in a woman’s purse. As he made his triumphant discovery the stage manager, mistaking this



cue for the one that ended the act, rang down the curtain. “None of us knew what to do,” he

said. So the curtain went up again, they picked up their lines, and the next act ran for an hour

and forty-five minutes.By the time of the senior class play early in 1946, Sondheim, at almost

sixteen, was tall enough to play some leading roles. He was cast as Charles Condomine in

Noël Coward’s play Blithe Spirit, wearing a blatantly artificial mustache. His father loved the

image and kept a photograph of him in that role on his office wall. Sondheim said, “I can

remember the opening line. I came in shaking a cocktail shaker and saying, ‘No sign of the

advancing hordes yet?’ which was my idea of real sophistication when I was

sixteen.”Oklahoma!, Oscar Hammerstein’s famous collaboration of 1943 with Richard Rodgers,

and particularly the evolution of the opening song, “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’!” were

described in an essay, Notes on Lyrics, that Hammerstein wrote in 1949. The authors had set

about turning Green Grow the Lilacs, a play by Lynn Riggs, into a musical, but immediately ran

into difficulties. The play opened with a quiet rural scene. A woman is churning butter outside a

farmhouse in the early morning, but no musical could do that. Tradition dictated that every

musical had to begin with a chorus line of pretty girls. What could they substitute? A quilting

bee? A strawberry festival? They stared at each other, “unable to think of anything at all,” and

finally made their decision. They would begin their story where it needed to begin. “We realized

that such a course was experimental, amounting almost to the breach of an implied contract

with a musical comedy audience,” Hammerstein wrote. “I cannot say truthfully that we were

worried … Once we had made the decision, everything seemed to work … and we had that

inner confidence people feel when they have adopted the direct and honest approach.” There

would be the farmhouse, the woman with the butter churn, and a cowboy singing

offstage.Hammerstein had read the playwright’s description of the opening scene, and it

seemed that some of the images: the blades of young corn, the streams, and a golden

emanation over the whole scene, were too good to waste on stage directions. He would

incorporate these ideas into his song. He also remembered a moment on his own porch in

Pennsylvania when he had watched a herd of motionless cows on a hillside some distance

away. That had led to a quatrain about “the cows on the hill / Are as still as the grass,” a verse

he recalled when writing the cowboy’s song. The image had stayed in his mind, “quietly waiting

to be used,” he wrote, until it was transformed into “All the cattle are standin’ like statues.” The

words and music are now so universally familiar that it is hard to remember that “Oh, What a

Beautiful Mornin’!” signaled the beginning of a completely new approach to musical theatre.At

a moment when the famous Rodgers and Hammerstein collaboration was having its first

success, it is not surprising that Sondheim should have conceived the ambition to become just

like Oscar. Oscar was his surrogate father; he loved Oscar, and if Oscar had pursued any other

profession, Sondheim believed, he would have followed him blindly. But he could become like

Oscar without risking any disloyalty toward his own father, since that unusual man had a

musical gift of his own. The examples of both men pointed in the direction of his own talents

and needs. “The Hammersteins were more than a balm,” he said. “They were not only

comforting. They gave me an outlet; they opened up all the worlds of creative

possibilities.”Sondheim’s first attempt at writing songs began in the spring of 1945, when he

and another classmate launched the idea of a musical about life at the George School. The

plan was postponed for almost a year, but then picked up again enthusiastically by Sondheim,

working with two new partners and with plenty of help from Uncle Jack Talbot and other faculty

members. It eventually developed into By George, with three acts, twenty songs, dances, and a

cast of about fifty, and was performed in May of 1946. It was the surprise hit of the season,

perhaps because the lyrics made knowing references to the triumphs and frustrations of life at



school, the faculty received a fair amount of gentle ribbing, and the actors, if inexperienced,

were engagingly enthusiastic. One of the most popular songs was about “The Doughnut,” a

leather-upholstered seat wrapped around a pillar that was the unofficial meeting place for

dating couples; other songs celebrated the joys of homework, Monday mornings, and being

late for breakfast. It was the biggest success George School had seen for many a year, and

since Sondheim had played the piano for the performance, as well as written the music and

collaborated on the lyrics, he was justifiably excited. Babes in Arms, the successful musical by

Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart, had advanced the fable that teenagers (in this case the

children of vaudeville veterans whose profession had disappeared with the advent of talking

pictures) could, with their clever new ideas, succeed where their parents had failed. The

musical was subsequently made into a popular film starring Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland.

The moment seemed right for yet another hit that would demonstrate the superior talents of the

new generation. Sondheim could hardly wait to show the script to Ockie so that he could

become the first sixteen-year-old to have a musical on Broadway.When he came to write Notes

on Lyrics, Oscar Hammerstein felt he would be doing a disservice to the truth if he pretended

that he had never made any early mistakes or written truly bad lyrics. It was not fair to the

novice to pretend that the successful man starts life being perfect. Even after he had several

shows produced, he was still capable of coming up with something like “My Little Redskin,” a

song about Indians sung by a female chorus in bathing suits and deep suntans—“and the lyric

featured the double meaning of ‘redskin’ … Get it?” he wrote. He did not remember the actual

lyrics and was not going to look for them. “There are limits to which I will debase myself, even

to encourage the young.”He did not want an amateur to get the idea that writing a song was

easy. His impression was that amateurs were “money mad.” They seemed to think all they

needed to do was pull the right strings, without taking the time to correct their errors and

perfect their work, so “instead of writing what they honestly feel, they invent fancy rhymes and

foolish jokes and tricky titles and … lines that merely ‘fill in.’ ” Thoughts of this kind may have

gone through his head after he had perused Sondheim’s By George. Sondheim recalled him

saying, “Now, do you want my opinion as though I didn’t know you? Well, it’s the worst thing

I’ve ever read.” As he saw Sondheim’s expression, Hammerstein added, “I didn’t say that it was

untalented, I said it was terrible. And if you want to know why it’s terrible, I’ll tell you.”Sondheim

learned the importance of choosing every word with meticulous care, while at the same time

finding the right balance between saying too little and too much. Most poetry, which the eye

could absorb at its own pace, was too dense with meaning to be appreciated by the ear alone.

Lyrics needed to be more repetitious. “Oh, what a beautiful mornin’! / Oh, what a beautiful

day!,” which looked merely silly on a page, was absolutely right for that particular melody. Oscar

taught that a song had to be singable. One of his songs from Carousel, “What’s the Use of

Wond’rin’,” which Sondheim would later cite as being just about perfect, did not quite please

Oscar: he thought it should have ended with an open vowel instead of a closed one (“talk”),

which made it more difficult to sing. A song should be sincere, representing one’s own feelings

and experiences; listeners were not fooled and would reject false sentimentality. Hammerstein

also discussed the issue that, by general agreement, made his collaboration with Rodgers so

valuable in the history of the American musical. He wrote: “It must be understood that the

musician is just as much an author as the man who writes the words. He expresses the story in

his medium just as the librettist expresses the story in his. Or, more accurately, they weld their

two crafts and two kinds of talent into a single expression. This is the great secret of the well-

integrated musical play.” Songs should not be inserted at arbitrary intervals, but seamlessly

intertwined so that everything, dialogue, melody, and lyrics, worked to further the plot and give



it dramatic force. It was a lesson Sondheim never forgot.Despite Hammerstein’s unpromising

response to this evidence of talent in his protégé, he began to make the occasional overture in

Sondheim’s direction. Sondheim remembers the day that Ockie and Richard Rodgers, who

were writing Carousel, were contemplating beginning the second act with a treasure hunt.

Since Sondheim was already refining what would become advanced skills in that particular

game, his advice was asked. “It was my first major contribution to the American musical

theatre,” he said; but in the end they used a clambake instead. Then he remembered going to

see Carousel. “When Jimmy was fourteen and I was fifteen and it was our spring break at

George School, Oscar took us to New Haven for the first-night performance.” He was so moved

at the end of Act One “that I wept copious tears on Dorothy Hammerstein’s fur wrap.

Apparently certain kinds of fur will stain from tears, and I stained hers irrevocably.” For years he

was unable to watch Carousel again, “because it moved me so much.”WHEN WORK BEGAN

on Allegro in the summer of 1947 Hammerstein suggested that Sondheim come onto the set

as a glorified office boy, for twenty-five dollars a week. Sondheim said, “It was a seminal

influence on my life, because it showed me a lot of smart people doing something wrong. Years

later, in talking over the show with Oscar—I don’t think I recognized it at the time—I realized he

was trying to tell the story of his life. It’s about a doctor who grows up in a small town and

marries an ambitious woman and becomes very successful in New York and ends up giving

vitamin injections to rich people and laying cornerstones of hospitals … His wife is cheating on

him and he’s disillusioned, but his loving nurse persuades him to go back to the country

and … be a doctor with a capital D. Oscar meant it as a metaphor for what had happened to

him. He had become so successful with the results of Oklahoma! and Carousel that he was

suddenly in demand all over the place. What he was talking about was the trappings, not so

much of success, but of losing sight of what your goal is … To the end of his days Oscar said, ‘I

want to rewrite the second act of Allegro so people will understand what I was talking about,’

because all the critics pounced on it as being a corny story, the doctor who gets corrupted by

money. That’s not what he meant … It wasn’t about money; it was about losing sight of your

goal. On the highest level it’s about—an artist has to be selfish. That’s not what Oscar meant,

but that’s what I think it’s about.”In the manner of Thornton Wilder, who popularized the genre

with Our Town, Hammerstein had wanted to tell a universal story about the life of a man from

birth to death, but was pressured to redeem his hero, Joseph Taylor Jr., in mid-life because to

have him die on stage would be too depressing. He was writing the book and lyrics himself and

one of the reasons why Act Two remained unpolished was that he, predictably ignoring his own

moral, had wasted too many hours making speeches and producing other people’s plays. A re-

reading of Allegro also suggests that Hammerstein as dramatist was not up to the challenge of

writing a modern allegory.As a musical, despite its respectable Broadway run, Allegro was a

failure. But as an experiment it was audacious and ahead of its time. “It occurred to Oscar to

use a Greek chorus as a chorus,” Sondheim said. “I don’t think anybody had put those two

ideas together before. The chorus in Allegro is used not only to comment on the action but to

explore the inner thoughts of the main characters; something two thousand years old, but I

don’t think anybody’s done it in the commercial theatre.” The other innovation was in terms of

set design. Hammerstein and the designer, Jo Mielziner, created an S-shaped curtain to slide

on a wide floor-length track all along the stage to accommodate several sets at once; the action

could then flow from one to the other with almost cinematic effortlessness.Sondheim

continued, “The other thing I remember is that it was Agnes de Mille’s first job as a

director” (she had worked as the choreographer for Oklahoma! and Carousel) “and she was a

horror. She treated the actors and singers like dirt and treated the dancers like gods, and at



one point I remember something dramatic. The stage manager was a man named Jerry

[Jerome] Whyte, who was sort of Dick Rodgers’s closest friend … and Agnes was treating the

cast so badly during rehearsal that Jerry Whyte came out and in front of the whole company

said, ‘Miss de Mille, if you keep this up the company will quit,’ or something like that. But Agnes

de Mille was … I think, an extremely insensitive woman, an excellent writer and a terrible

director, in terms of morale anyway. That was my first experience of bad behavior in the

theatre.” Perhaps it was shortly after that incident that Hammerstein took over as director of

Allegro.Sondheim still has vivid memories of the famous opening night in New Haven in

September 1947, when everything went wrong. He said, “There were four major catastrophes

that night, one funny and the other three not. The first was that during the freshman

dance” (the future doctor having reached college) “which was a tap ballet, Ray Harrison, who

was the leading dancer, got his tap caught in the curtain track and ripped every ligament in his

right leg. He was carried off screaming from the stage.“The second thing that happened was,

there’s a song called ‘A Fellow Needs a Girl,’ and a small platform trundled in from stage left,

there was a wall behind it, and Annamary Dickey, [as] Joe’s mother, sits down, and William

Ching, playing the father, stands behind her, and he sings the song. It’s a very tender, very

Rodgers-esque song. And as he did so he became aware of a movement behind him”: the wall

was about to fall on him. “The stagehands eventually noticed, the wall was yanked back, and it

was okay.”During the second act, Lisa Kirk, who would be making her Broadway debut playing

Dr. Taylor’s faithful nurse, Emily, was singing “The Gentleman Is a Dope.” “The costume

designer had decided she should wear a nurse’s white shoes, but they had high heels. So as

she stepped forward and got to the moment in the song, ‘He’s somebody else’s problem,’ her

foot got caught in the same track and she fell into the orchestra pit.“Now, at the Shubert in New

Haven there is no orchestra pit, so luckily she just fell onto the string section. And luckily they

all had their bows raised, so they were able to hoist her back on stage. And I know it may be

my memory playing tricks, but I swear she didn’t miss a beat.” He was a good friend of Lisa

Kirk’s, “her mascot,” he said, so he was waiting when she came offstage. She was in tears but

grateful to be unhurt. “Need I tell you, the audience was giving her an ovation the Pope has

never received. Everybody pushed her back on stage and she had to take two bows. Next day,

in the New York Herald Tribune, a column … written by Billy Rose of all people, said, ‘A star is

born.’ Next night she comes back, gets to the same point in the song, and starts to fall again,

and the entire audience gasps, because they’d all read the Herald Tribune. She recovers

quickly, they all sigh, and she gets another ovation. Oscar came backstage at the end and said,

‘You do that a third time and you’re fired.’“The last thing that happened that night was that in

the quietest and most uplifting moment of the show there is a song called ‘Come Home,’ the

equivalent of ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ in Carousel. And as it started there was a vague smell

of smoke in the theatre, and it went on, and the smell got stronger. A couple got up in the

second or third row and made their way up the aisle, trying not to run, and then four people

over in the other aisle, and eight people, and a mass panic started. There probably were

between fifty and sixty people going up the aisles when a voice from the back of the house

yelled, ‘It’s just an ashcan fire in the alley!’ ” Since it was a hot night, doors were open and

smoke from the alley was drifting in. The man who calmed the crowd that night was Joshua

Logan, who would go on to direct South Pacific and would perfect many of Allegro’s cinematic

techniques, incidentally influencing a whole new generation of designers and directors. Next

time the crowd rioted, during opening night in Boston, it would be Hammerstein’s turn. The

musical was all but shut down by a rowdy group of conventioneers. Hammerstein rose and

commanded them to be quiet; they obeyed.
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Daisy, “A superbly written biography, very readable. Great writing, fascinating life, well

researched, a very enjoyable biography. I’m about half way through and I’m slowing down so I

can savor it. When you come across a great biography writer, it’s such a pleasure. This author

really delivers.”

mc, “Excellent biography of the master.. This is the go to book for Sondheim biographical

material. Wonderful read.”

Cate Larsen, “An Outstanding Read. This is one of the most interesting bios I’ve ever read.

Sondheim’s musical gifts and how they changed the world are depicted beautifully by this

author. I never wanted it to end.”

Gary M., “One of the most fascinating biographies I have read.. I ordered this book as a

replacement for a lost copy. It arrived in great condition as stated. This biography is so

interesting and full of intriguing information that I had to read it twice.”

Lindsey R, “I have also seen a Little Night Music on Broadway and loved Sweeney Todd. I am a

huge fan of Mr. Sondheim and his work. I had the privilege of seeing the original Company in

1971 and a revival in 2007. I have also seen a Little Night Music on Broadway and loved

Sweeney Todd. He is a true genius who had a rather sad time of it with an unloving mother.

The book is very well done and I will be starting  his two "Hat" books which I own,very soon.”

Andrew Thomson, “Good read. enjoyed all the background information in the beginning of the

book that was about his childhood ad how he was molded into who he is today. The end

wasn't as good because it became an overview of the shows he had written rather than about

his life, but the first half to two-thirds was excellent coverage of him growing up and seeing

where he found success and challenge.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Very interesting reading. I've read several books so far .... Very

interesting reading. I've read several books so far on Sondheim..one of which was on th

making of Follies. I think this author took liberty with a heavy hand and repeated what the

author wrote in the section of the book that discussed Follies. Other than that, I thought it was

a very inciteful biography.”



David. Isaacs, “Riveting biography of a genius. Excellent biography of the genius who is

Stephen Sondheim. Very detailed and well written and in very good condition for a book of its

vintage. I believe the same author has written a biography of Leonard Bernstein which is next

on my "wanted" list.”

One singular sensation..., “Now, if it only continued to the present.... I love the works of

Stephen Sondheim. even "Anyone Can Whistle" and "Merrily We Roll Along". And then there is

"Follies", the likes of which Broadway will never see again - it was that special. "Company","A

Little Night Music"."Into the Woods" (not the movie version which is a kettle of fish and not a

musical in the best sense. Please stop Marshall from making Broadway musicals into movies.

If you were to judge the movie "Nine" as an accurate presentation of the play, you would

wonder how this masterpiece lasted so long on Broadway; Marshall totally butchered it!) were

all treasures unequalled in the past century. And then, ignoring the movie again, there is

"Sweeney Todd", quite likely the greatest musical masterpiece that Broadway has ever seen,

and, no, I am not forgetting "Porgy and Bess", brilliance in its own way, but with a few too many

flaws, especially in its latest reincarnation.So I delayed getting the book for fear of Sondheim

somehow being diminished in my eyes, and heart. It didn't happen. There is too much about his

miserable mother, but otherwise, there isn't a page that doesn't deliver insights into the man

and his musicals. I suspect there will be no new musicals from him, but while he's still blessedly

with us, I can hope. I wouldn't even mind if it turned out to be another "Pacific Overtures",

which I'm still trying to get my head around since it is his one show I have not seen on a

stage.If you love his works even half as much as I do, buy the book. It is a life story worth

reading about as it is well-researched, well-written, and gives us so much more knowledge of

the genius of this man and his work. He certainly had "a good thing going", and it would be

sheer heaven to see it keep on going still.”

The book by Meryle Secrest has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 116 people have provided feedback.
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