finishing the hat collected lyrics 1954 1981
with attendant comments principles heresies
grudges whines and anecdotes stephen
sondheim

Finishing the Hat: Collected Lyrics 1954-1981 with Attendant Comments, Principles,
Heresies, Grudges, Whines, and Anecdotes by Stephen Sondheim is an essential tome for any
aficionado of musical theatre. Released in 2010, this book encapsulates the profound journey of one
of Broadway’s most influential composers and lyricists. Sondheim’s contributions to the world of
musical theatre are monumental, and this collection provides an intimate glimpse into his thoughts,
creative processes, and the stories behind his most iconic songs. It is not just a compilation of lyrics; it
is a rich narrative filled with insights, reflections, and the occasional grumble that showcases
Sondheim's unique voice both on and off the stage.

Overview of the Collection

Sondheim’s "Finishing the Hat" brings together lyrics from his works spanning nearly three decades,
from "West Side Story" (1957) to "Sweeney Todd" (1979). Each song lyric is accompanied by
Sondheim’s own commentary, revealing the underlying themes, inspirations, and personal anecdotes
related to the works. The book is divided into sections that reflect different stages of Sondheim's
career, allowing readers to appreciate the evolution of his artistry.

Structure and Features

The book is structured in a way that not only showcases the lyrics but also provides context for each
piece. Key features include:

- Lyric Annotations: Sondheim elaborates on specific lines, explaining their significance and the
emotional weight they carry.

- Personal Anecdotes: The author shares personal stories and experiences that influenced his writing,
adding a layer of intimacy to the collection.

- Philosophical Insights: Sondheim’s reflections on the nature of musical theatre and his principles as
an artist offer readers a deeper understanding of his creative mindset.

- Commentary on Collaborations: The book recounts his relationships with directors, actors, and fellow
composers, showcasing the collaborative nature of musical theatre.

Key Themes and Principles

As readers delve into "Finishing the Hat," several recurring themes and principles emerge that define
Sondheim’s work and philosophy.



1. The Importance of Storytelling

Sondheim firmly believes that a musical should serve the story it tells. His lyrics are meticulously
crafted to enhance the narrative and character development. He states:

- "Lyrics should not just be clever; they should be essential to the storytelling."

This principle is evident in songs like "Send in the Clowns," where the emotional weight of the lyrics
resonates deeply with the character’s journey.

2. The Complexity of Human Emotion

Sondheim’s work frequently explores the intricacies of human emotions and relationships. He believes
that musicals should reflect the complexity of life, rather than providing a simplistic view of love and
happiness. This is particularly apparent in "Company," where themes of loneliness and commitment
are intricately woven into the fabric of the score.

3. The Role of Humor

Humor is another essential aspect of Sondheim’s work. He deftly balances lighthearted moments with
profound themes, creating a rich tapestry of emotion. Songs like "The Little Things You Do Together"
from "Company" illustrate his ability to infuse humor into serious subjects.

Reflections on Collaboration

Sondheim’s career has been marked by collaborations with various directors, composers, and
performers. His relationships have had a significant impact on his work and have shaped his approach
to musical theatre.

1. Notable Collaborations

Some of Sondheim’s most notable collaborations include:

- Leonard Bernstein: Their work on "West Side Story" set a new standard for musical theatre.

- Harold Prince: The director collaborated with Sondheim on several productions, including "Company"
and "Sweeney Todd," helping to shape the modern musical.

- James Lapine: Their partnership gave rise to iconic works such as "Into the Woods," blending
storytelling with complex musicality.



2. The Challenges of Collaboration

While Sondheim cherishes collaboration, he also acknowledges its challenges. He discusses moments
of disagreement and creative tension, offering a candid look at the artistic process. His commentary
reveals:

- "Collaboration is a dance; sometimes you step on each other’s toes."

These insights provide a glimpse into the dynamic nature of creating a musical.

Personal Grudges and Whines

Sondheim is known for his candidness, and "Finishing the Hat" does not shy away from his grievances
and frustrations. He shares moments of dissatisfaction with the industry, including:

- The Broadway Business: Sondheim expresses his discontent with the commercial aspects of
Broadway, often lamenting the focus on profitability over artistry.

- Critical Reception: He candidly discusses the mixed reviews of some of his works, illustrating how
external opinions have impacted his creative journey.

- Artistic Integrity: Sondheim emphasizes the importance of staying true to one’s artistic vision, even
in the face of external pressures.

Anecdotes from the Journey

Interspersed throughout the collection are numerous anecdotes that illustrate Sondheim's colorful
experiences in the world of theatre. Some noteworthy stories include:

- First performance of "West Side Story": Sondheim recounts the nerves and excitement leading up to
the premiere and the overwhelming response it received.

- Encounters with Icons: He shares amusing and insightful moments spent with theatre legends, such
as Oscar Hammerstein and Leonard Bernstein, revealing the mentorship and influence these figures
had on his career.

- Personal Trials: Sondheim opens up about personal challenges, including self-doubt and the toll of
creative pressure, making him a relatable figure to aspiring artists.

Conclusion: The Legacy of "Finishing the Hat"

"Finishing the Hat" is more than just a collection of lyrics; it is a testament to Stephen Sondheim's
artistic journey and his contributions to musical theatre. Through his insightful commentary, readers
gain an understanding of the thought processes behind his work and the myriad influences that have
shaped his career. The book serves as a source of inspiration for artists and fans alike, showcasing
the importance of storytelling, emotional complexity, and the collaborative spirit of theatre.



As Sondheim continues to influence generations of theatre-makers, "Finishing the Hat" stands as a
cherished artifact of his legacy, reminding us of the power of music and lyrics to articulate the human
experience. Whether you are a lifelong fan or a newcomer to his work, this collection offers a
profound exploration of the mind of one of theatre's greatest visionaries.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of 'Finishing the Hat' in Stephen
Sondheim's body of work?

'Finishing the Hat' is a key song from 'Sunday in the Park with George' that encapsulates Sondheim's
themes of artistry, obsession, and the struggle between creative fulfillment and personal sacrifice. It
reflects Sondheim's own experiences as a composer and lyricist.

How does 'Finishing the Hat' reflect Sondheim's views on the
creative process?

The song illustrates the tension between the artist's dedication to their craft and the emotional toll it
takes on personal relationships. Sondheim uses the metaphor of ‘finishing the hat' to symbolize the
completion of a creative endeavor while highlighting the neglect of other aspects of life.

What are some common interpretations of the lyrics in
'Finishing the Hat'?
Many interpretations focus on the duality of the artist's life—achieving success while grappling with

isolation and regret. The refrain emphasizes the sense of accomplishment but also the loneliness that
can accompany artistic pursuits.

What personal anecdotes does Sondheim share in 'Finishing
the Hat"?

Sondheim reflects on his own experiences of working tirelessly on projects, often at the expense of
personal relationships. He shares moments of introspection and vulnerability, revealing the sacrifices
artists make for their art.

How does 'Finishing the Hat' fit into the broader themes of
'‘Sunday in the Park with George'?

'Finishing the Hat' serves as a crucial narrative device in 'Sunday in the Park with George,' connecting
the historical context of Georges Seurat's life with Sondheim's own artistic journey. It encapsulates
the struggle between the desire for artistic perfection and the human experience.

What are some of the principles Sondheim advocates for in



his lyrics?

Sondheim emphasizes honesty, emotional depth, and the importance of storytelling through music.
His principles include creating lyrics that are both poetic and accessible, while also illuminating
complex human emotions.

What heresies or unconventional ideas does Sondheim
challenge in his work?

Sondheim often challenges traditional musical theater norms, such as linear storytelling and happy
endings. His work frequently explores darker themes and moral ambiguity, pushing the boundaries of
what musical theater can convey.

What grudges or whines does Sondheim express through
'Finishing the Hat"?

While not overtly bitter, Sondheim hints at frustrations with the industry and the pressures of artistic
expectations. The song conveys a sense of weariness with the demands of creativity, reflecting the
burdens many artists face.

How have audiences reacted to 'Finishing the Hat' over the
years?

Audiences have resonated deeply with 'Finishing the Hat,' often lauding its emotional honesty and
lyrical craftsmanship. The song has become iconic in musical theater, celebrated for its introspection
and relatability among creators and audiences alike.
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