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OVERVIEW

In turn of the century Sweden, trysts abound. The lawyer Fredrik Egerman has married the
virginal 18-year old Anne, with whom Fredrik’s son, the melancholy academic Henrik, has fallen
in love. Desiree Armfeldt, a stage actress of great beauty (and a reputation for taking on as many
lovers as she does theatrical roles) is involved with the buffoonish Count Carl Magnus Malcolm,
the husband of the cynical and wryly comedic Countess Charlotte Malcolm. When Desiree spots
her old flame Fredrik Egerman in the audience of her most recent production, however, her
interest in him is immediately rekindled. All parties meet for a “Weekend in the Country” at
Desiree’s mother, Madame Armfeldt’s, estate, where the tangled web of romantic involvements
continues to surprise us with its twists and turns.

NOTES

A Little Night Music premiered on Broadway at the Shubert Theatre on February 25, 1973. The
show won Tony awards for Best Music and Lyrics, Best Book, and Best Costumes, and Glynis
Johns and Victoria Malloy won Tonys for their performances —Best Actress in a Musical and Best
Supporting Actress in a Musical, respectively. Such accolades make Sondheim’s work appear
effortless. It took the composer a great deal of time and effort, however, to create this work of
compositional genius.

Sondheim was born the son of parents who worked in the fashion industry and was accustomed
to a high standard of living. His parents divorced when Sondheim was ten-years-old, and his
mother moved him to Doylestown, Pennsylvania, where she was close friends with Dorothy
Hammerstein. Dorothy’s husband was the lyricist and book writer of the famous Rodgers and
Hammerstein Broadway musical writing duo. When young Stephen took a keen interest in
musical theatre, his new mentor/father figure was there to guide him every step of the way.
Sondheim later attended Williams College, where he acted in several plays while studying music
and math. After graduation, he studied with avant-garde composer Milton Babbitt, the last pupil
that Babbitt ever taught privately.

Before Sondheim made a name for himself as a composer, he was a lyricist. While working as a
scriptwriter on a television show called Trooper, he received a call to write the lyrics for Leonard
Bernstein's West Side Story (1957). Though this might seem like a theatre lover’s dream, Sondheim
was less than thrilled with the project. He considered himself a composer, so to write lyrics was
embarrassing and far less fulfilling. Sondheim went on to write lyrics for two more shows—Gypsy
with Jules Styne (1959) and Do | Hear a Waltz? with Richard Rodgers (1965). In 1962, Sondheim
saw commercial success with A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. It was the
first show featuring both music and lyrics by the young composer. His next big show, Company
(1970), was his first collaboration with producer Harold Prince. After their show Follies (1971)
flopped, Prince and Sondheim agreed to do something with a romantic theme. This desire lay
buried since 1964, when they unsuccessfully tried to secure the rights to L'lnvitation au Chateau
by Jean Anouilh. They planned on calling the show Ring Round the Moon, and the action was
to take place all in one weekend in the country (a theme that comes into play later on). They
decided instead to adapt Ingmar Bergman’s 1955 film Smiles of a Summer Night (Sommarnattens
Leende). The project became A Little Night Music.



Sondheim was a fan of Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, and decided he
should write musical in the form of a theme and variations, but rather than simply composing
musical variations, he wanted to make a theme and variations out of the story itself. Each char-
acter in Bergman'’s film is dissatisfied with his or her lot in life. Middle-aged Fredrik is married
to 18-year-old Anne who remains a virgin almost a year into their marriage. His former lover
actress, Desiree Armfeldt, wants him back, but she is currently involved in an affair with Count
Carl-Magnus Malcolm. Henrik, Fredrik’s 19-year-old son, is in love with his father’s bride, and is
constantly teased by their maid, Petra. In Sondheim’s original theme and variations project, he
wanted to present the story three times. Madame Armfeldt was to serve as a “magician” of sorts
who would return the characters to the beginning of their weekend escapades at the end of each
story variation. The first time through, no one ends up with his or her correct partner. The second
time, Henrik commits suicide. Finally, all goes well, except that Fredrik does not wish to be with
Desiree. Hugh Wheeler, the book writer, did not follow Sondheim’s wishes when he adapted the
story. Sondheim had to find a new way to incorporate his theme and variations idea. He settled
on a metric theme with variations. Each song in the score is felt in 3/4 time or a variation of triple
meter, leaving the audience feeling like they are in a perpetual state of waltzing throughout the
entire show. Variations on the traditional waltz are found in the different triple meter dances.

The most famous song in the show, “Send in the Clowns,” is felt as a slow waltz in 12/8 time. It
was written for the actress who originated the role of Desiree, Glynis Johns. Sondheim loved the
breathy quality of her voice and he wrote phrases would permit a lack of breath support on longer
notes. The song demonstrates Sondheim'’s ability to capture pure human emotion. Desiree sings
to Fredrik as he is leaving her, choosing to remain with his young bride. The lilting melody reflects
her disappointment and resignation to the fact that she is being abandoned yet again. “l thought
you’d want what | want/Sorry my dear.” Making the song extra poignant is Sondheim’s use of
the luftpause, a compositional technique where time is taken between important lyrics to reflect
on the song’s message.

Sondheim’s harmonic complexities are matched by his layering of melodies. One example is
when Fredrik sings “Now,” Anne sings “Soon,” and Henrik sings “Later,” interweaving their per-
sonal inner-monologues. Equally impressive is Sondheim’s skill as a lyricist. In a review of the
show back in 1973, Gary Blake proclaimed Sondheim to be “the best lyricist in the American
musical theater today,” a statement that rings true into the twenty-first century. Listen carefully,
for A Little Night Music is littered with double entendre, pleasing couplets, and outright ear candy
that is a treat for the listener.

— Heather Ewer
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