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AQA AoS4: Music for theatre – part two

by Simon Rushby

INTRODUCTION

Students studying AoS4 of AQA’s music AS and A level qualifications need to understand the style, context 

and music of musicals by five named composers – Kurt Weill, Richard Rodgers, Stephen Sondheim, Claude-

Michel Schönberg and Jason Robert Brown – which roughly span a period from 1925 to the present day. 

All these composers took inspiration from traditional and contemporary opera and non-musical theatre, and 

contributed massively to the development of what is very much a 20th- and 21st-century genre, either working 

alone or in collaboration with other writers and lyricists.

In this second part of a two-part resource, we will look at the contributions to the genre of the three living 

composers of the five named by AQA – Stephen Sondheim, Claude-Michel Schönberg and Jason Robert Brown.

In the first part of the resource (Music Teacher, April 2018) there is a recap of the requirements of AQA’s 

Appraising component, and an overview of the history and development of musical theatre.

STEPHEN SONDHEIM

Born in New York in 1930, American composer Stephen Sondheim learnt his trade as a lyricist on two of the 

most significant musicals of the 1950s before developing his own style through a huge number of musicals 

based on sources as diverse as a fairy tale, Roman comedy, a classic film, a grisly Victorian legend and even 

a famous painting.

Born to parents who worked in the fashion industry, and who divorced when he was 12, Sondheim studied 

piano at school and began writing songs. Having moved to Pennsylvania with his mother, he became friends 

with the son of lyricist Oscar Hammerstein II (see the section on Richard Rodgers in part one of this resource), 

and Hammerstein became a strong father-figure and mentor to the young Stephen. Through him, Sondheim 

met the director Harold (Hal) Prince at the opening of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific, and later he 

assisted on one of the pair’s theatre productions.

In the 1950s, Sondheim worked for a time as a television scriptwriter and found some opportunities to 

compose for the theatre, before a chance meeting with the director Arthur Laurents landed the 26-year-old the 

opportunity to write the song lyrics for Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story, which of course became one of 

the most successful musicals of all time.

The success of Sondheim’s work on West Side Story brought him another prestigious invitation, to collaborate 

with composer Jule Styne and write the lyrics for Gypsy, which opened on Broadway in 1959 and similarly went 

on to enjoy great success. Soon after, Sondheim’s lyrics and music appeared in the 1962 farce A Funny Thing 

Happened on the Way to the Forum, which won a number of Tony awards, even though Sondheim’s music and 

lyrics received unfavourable criticism in some quarters.

After a number of years of less than perfect projects and difficult collaborations – including a failed attempt 

to work again with Leonard Bernstein – Sondheim teamed up with Hal Prince, and this prolific collaboration 

produced some of his greatest musicals, notably Company (1970), Follies (1971) and A Little Night Music 

(1973) which included one of his best-loved songs, ‘Send in the Clowns’. While contemporary life and stories 

from the theatrical world were the influences for these shows, 1976’s Pacific Overtures was inspired by 

Japanese kabuki theatre and Sondheim’s best-known musical, Sweeney Todd (1979), by British Victorian 

melodrama.
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In the 1980s, Sondheim continued to write musicals from a rich diversity of sources and with a number of 

collaborators. His three most significant works from this decade were another collaboration with Prince, Merry 

We Roll Along (1981), which was not initially a success but has become a favourite, and two collaborations with 

the playwright and director James Lapine. Sunday in the Park with George (1984) was inspired by the well-

known Georges Seurat pointillist painting A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, and Into The 

Woods (1987) was based on a number of classic fairy tales and made into a successful film in 2014. Sondheim 

and Lapine also produced Passion in 1994, and Assassins of 1990 was a collaboration with John Weidman 

that told the stories of nine presidential assassins.

Sondheim has won numerous awards for his work, including an Academy Award for his song ‘Sooner or Later’ 

from the film Dick Tracy (1990), eight Tony awards and eight Grammys.

‘Send in the Clowns’ from A Little Night Music

A Little Night Music is set in Sweden at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, and tells the interwoven stories 

of a number of couples and their failures to find the right partner. One of the main characters, Desiree Armfeldt, 

is a once-successful actress now reduced to performing at small theatres, and she sings this iconic and tragic 

song early in Act 2, having realised that she let go the man she loved many years ago, despite his loving her 

and unknowingly making her pregnant.

In the song, Desiree reflects on her life and its bitter disappointments, the greatest being that she now cannot 

be with the love of her life, Frederik, since he has gone on to marry another. She sings of how foolish she has 

been, using a theatrical analogy (‘Send in the Clowns’ here meaning ‘let’s do jokes to try to rescue the play’). 

Tellingly, the line ‘Don’t bother, they’re here’ shows that Desiree accepts that she is the ‘clown’ in this situation.

ANALYSIS

‘Send in the Clowns’ was written as a monologue for the actress Glynis Johns, who played Desiree in the 
original production and was unable to sustain long notes consistently, despite having what Sondheim 
described as a ‘lovely, crystal voice’. Accordingly, the song is made up of short phrases and quite a 
narrow range, but it is cleverly constructed so that it is packed with pathos and drama.

Perhaps the most poignant version is this one sung by Judi Dench, who played Desiree in a revival of the 
show at London’s National Theatre in the 1990s. This version comes from a gala concert held in 1998.

An element-by-element investigation of this song would be a good way to encourage students to 
think analytically about the way in which Sondheim combines drama and pathos, while also keeping 
in mind the vocal ‘restrictions’ of his leading lady. The following questions will help to focus on the 
various characteristics of this classic Sondheim ballad:

1. How is the song structured overall? How many verses are there? Is there a chorus?

2. How are the melodic phrases organised in the verse? How many phrases are there, and how long 
are they?

3. What is the tessitura (vocal range) of the song? Where are the highest notes? Is this significant?

4. What is the metre (time signature) of the song, and what are the key rhythmic features?

5. Harmonically and tonally, what differences are there between the verses and the central bridge 
section (‘Just when I’d stopped opening doors…’)?

6. How is the orchestra used in the song?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yE3dLzIYKs8
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Sweeney Todd – Sondheim at his peak

Arguably some of the best music Sondheim wrote is in his 1979 musical Sweeney Todd, which tells the grisly 

story of a barber in London bent on revenge, and the opportunistic pie shop owner Mrs Lovett who takes Todd 

in and is complicit with him in his unspeakable crimes. A very useful lesson or two can be spent examining 

some of the key numbers in this show, which was made into a film by Tim Burton (starring Johnny Depp, who 

was nominated for an Oscar, and Helena Bonham-Carter) in 2007.

Take your pick from the following:

 � ‘Worst Pies in London’: sung early in the show by Lovett, and a tour-de-force monologue full of stagecraft 

and complicated melodic, rhythmic and harmonic writing.

 � ‘My Friends’: a spine-chilling duet for Todd and Lovett, sung by Todd as an ode to his razors while Lovett 

craves his attention, and containing fantastically crafted melodies and a haunting ostinato in the orchestra.

 � ‘Pirelli’s Miracle Elixir’: a colourful number led by Tobias and featuring the chorus, who act throughout the 

show as commentators and observers, rather like in a Greek play.

 � ‘Pretty Women’: a wonderfully written number for Todd and Judge Turpin, whom Todd is desperate to make 

pay for stealing his wife and child many years earlier. Turpin is finally in Todd’s barber’s chair but Todd misses 

his opportunity to kill him, thanks to the poorly timed arrival of Anthony.

Suggested answers, though students may be able to elaborate on these:

1. There are four verses, with a bridge section between the second and third verse and a short spoken 
section between the third and fourth. There is no chorus as such, but each verse ends with the 
‘send in the clowns’ refrain.

2. Each verse has a number of one-bar melodic phrases, arranged in ‘question and answer’ form. 
The first two phrases are the same, the third rises and the fourth falls. The fifth phrase comprises 
the refrain, and this ends the first verse. The second verse has a sixth, cadential phrase, while 
the third and fourth verses both repeat the refrain phrase before the final cadence. Each phrase 
begins on the third beat of the bar and lasts until the end of the second beat in the next bar. The 
bridge has longer third and fourth phrases.

3. The tessitura is just nine notes, from G flat below middle C to the A flat above middle C. The 
highest note occurs in the middle point of each verse (the fourth one-bar phrase) and is normally 
accompanied by a pause in the metrical flow. It also appears on the word ‘wanted’ in the bridge.

4. The song is in the more unusual (for the genre) compound time – specifically compound triple time 
or 9/8. There is a pretty constant compound quaver rhythm throughout the song to emphasise 
this, but there are also countermelodies in the second, third and fourth verses, and the bridge, 
which feature pairs of quavers that cut across this compound feel. The bridge is also slightly faster, 
and there is a lot of rubato throughout the song.

5. The verses are in the tonic key of D flat major, while the bridge begins in F minor, the relative 
minor of the dominant. Though there is some mild dissonance at times, the harmony is restricted 
mostly to tonic, subdominant and dominant chords. The most harmonically complex section is 
towards the end of the bridge.

6. The orchestra is used quite sparsely, mainly to support the melodies. The constant compound 
quavers are mostly provided by the harp, and the clarinet features prominently, playing first the 
vocal melody, and then the countermelody. Strings play warmly orchestrated harmonies, given 
definition by double bass pizzicatos.

There are many other versions of ‘Send in the Clowns’, performed by singers including Frank Sinatra, 
Shirley Bassey, Julie Andrews and Barbra Streisand. Judy Collins had a hit single with the song in 1975 
and again in 1977.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iz8J9EEixPo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zygTvmzlBp4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rmodF4hx7c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bnu1-1Q3tGE
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CLAUDE-MICHEL SCHÖNBERG

Claude-Michel Schönberg, together with lyricist Alain Boublil, is responsible for two of the most successful 

musicals of recent times, Les misérables (1980) and Miss Saigon (1989). Born in 1944 in Brittany, France, to 

Hungarian parents, Schönberg started to write songs at university and had success writing and producing 

French pop songs in the late 1960s. Boublil heard one of these songs on the radio and, as he was working for 

a record company at the time, contacted Schönberg to acquire the rights. The two men became firm friends, 

particularly when Boublil fell in love with and married the daughter of Schönberg’s close colleague, the record 

company boss Frank Pourcel.

The pair first teamed up in 1973 to write a musical called La révolution française, which was successful in 

Paris and which featured Schönberg in the cast, playing the part of Louis XVI. Schönberg was having less 

success with his solo songwriting, and Boublil and Pourcel suggested he made an album of his own songs, 

with him singing, in 1974. This album, called Le premier pas, was produced by Pourcel and went to the top of 

the French album charts.

Boublil had been thinking about a musical based on Victor Hugo’s novel Les misérables for some time, and 

when he put the idea to Schönberg the composer resolved to work full-time with Boublil to write it. The creative 

process took two years, and after the release of the music as an album (similar to what Lloyd Webber and Rice 

did with Jesus Christ Superstar) the subsequent musical opened in Paris in 1980 and ran for three months.

It was three years later that theatre producer Cameron Mackintosh, fresh from the success of his production of 

Lloyd Webber’s Cats, was given a copy of the album by director Peter Farago. Despite initially being uncertain, 

Mackintosh agreed to produce Les misérables in London and asked Herbert Kretzmer to produce English lyrics. 

The show opened at the Barbican in 1985 and had poor critical reviews, but ticket sales soared and the show 

soon moved to the Palace Theatre in London’s West End, where it remained for 19 years before transferring in 

2004 to the Queen’s Theatre. In 2010 Les misérables celebrated its 10,000th London performance and at one 

point in that year it was playing in three London venues simultaneously. Les misérables is the longest-running 

musical in the West End, having now run for 32 years. It also ran on Broadway from 1987 to 2003 and again 

from 2006 to 2008, and won eight Tony awards.

Cameron Mackintosh’s ‘punt’ on a little-known French musical clearly paid off, and on the back of the success 

of Les misérables, Schönberg and Boublil started work on their next show. The result was Miss Saigon, which 

opened at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, in the West End in 1989 starting Lea Salonga, who had made her 

name playing the part of Éponine in Les misérables on Broadway. Miss Saigon is based on the Puccini opera 

Madama Butterfly, telling the story of a romance between an American GI and a Vietnamese barmaid towards 

the end of the Vietnam war in the mid-1970s.

Miss Saigon ran for ten years at the Theatre Royal, and opened on Broadway in 1991, where it also ran for ten 

years. There have been numerous revivals and tours, and despite some controversies over its casting and 

subject matter, the show has constantly broken box office records and received many awards and accolades.

Schönberg and Boublil’s next project was a musical called Martin Guerre based on the real-life story of a 16th 

century French peasant. Again produced by Mackintosh, the show opened at the Prince Edward Theatre in 

1996 and ran for two years. Schönberg then worked on a ballet version of Wuthering Heights and teamed up 

with Boublil once more to write a musical called The Pirate Queen which opened on Broadway in 2007 but 

closed after 85 performances.

Since then Schönberg has worked on a number of projects and received an Oscar nomination for the song 

‘Suddenly’, which he wrote specifically for the film version of Les misérables released in 2012.



Music Teacher May 20185

LISTENING EXERCISE

Listen to this version of ‘Bring Him Home’ from Les misérables, sung by Colm Wilkinson who originated 
the role of Jean Valjean for the West End and Broadway productions. Listen four times from the 
beginning up to 1:17, and answer the questions below. The lyrics are as follows:

 God on high, hear my prayer,

 In my need you have always been there.

 He is young, he’s afraid,

 Let him rest, heaven blessed.

 Bring him home, bring him home

 Bring him home.

1. Describe two characteristics of the harp part in the orchestral introduction. [2]

2. What interval is sung in line 1 on the words ‘God on’? [1]

3. Compare and contrast the vocal part in lines 2 and 4. [2]

4. Describe how the music enhances the emotion of the words in line 5. [4]

Answers:

1. Rising (1) arpeggios or broken chords (1) with two-note chords at the top (1).

2. Octave.

3. It is the same melody at the start (‘In my need you have’ and ‘Let him rest, heaven’) (1); in line 
2 the melody falls on ‘always been there’ (1) and has a triplet rhythm (1); in line 4 ‘blessed’ is a 
long, lower note (1).

4. The highest notes of the melody occur here, on ‘home’ (1) which is a long, held note both times (1), 
and ‘bring’ in the middle of the line (1); there is a crescendo (1); the orchestral texture (particularly 
strings) fills out (1); there are rising melodic parts in the strings (1); there is a rit at the end of the 
line (1) and a diminuendo (1).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qsYnhVITf9E
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JASON ROBERT BROWN

The youngest of AQA’s five musical theatre composers is Jason Robert Brown, a talented composer, pianist 

and conductor who was born in New York in 1970 and is best known for successfully marrying pop and rock 

styles with musical theatre. For two years he studied at the prestigious Eastman School of Music in Rochester, 

New York, but he eventually dropped out and moved back to the city to try to build a career as a composer for 

the theatre, inspired by the work of both Stephen Sondheim and singer-songwriter Billy Joel.

While working as a pianist for shows, bars and clubs in New York, Brown met emerging director Daisy Prince, 

the daughter of esteemed director Hal Prince (who we encountered in the section about Stephen Sondheim). 

They agreed to collaborate on a show called Songs for a New World, described by Brown as ‘a theatrical song 

cycle’ which opened off-Broadway in 1995 and ran for a little over three weeks. It contains the song ‘Stars and 

the Moon’ which remains to this day one of Brown’s best-known songs, and though as a professional production 

it has not enjoyed huge success, it is very popular worldwide with student and amateur productions, thanks to 

its accessibility and musical style.

Hal Prince subsequently invited Brown to work with him on his next project, a Broadway musical called Parade 

which opened in 1998 and ran for ten weeks. This gained Jason Robert Brown his first Tony award, but the 

show closed as many of its big financial backers withdrew following some negative reviews.

Next, Brown went back to working with Daisy Prince on The Last Five Years, a two-hander partly inspired by 

Brown’s own failed first marriage, to Daisy’s secretary Terri O’Neill. Rather like Songs for a New World, this 

show only ran off-Broadway for a little over two months, but has become very popular with amateur companies 

around the world, and a film version starring Anna Kendrick was released in 2014.

Following a couple of side projects – including writing songs for a show called The Urban Cowboy (which was 

nominated for a Tony award but lost out to Hairspray) and a solo album – Brown’s next show, 13, opened in Los 

Angeles in early 2007. It was a success and transferred to Broadway in 2008, running for nearly three months. 

Next was a musical version of the film The Bridges of Madison County which ran for three months on Broadway 

MELODIC DICTATION

Listen to this excerpt from ‘Bui Doi’, taken from Miss Saigon. Listen from the beginning to 0:16 four 
times and complete the missing notes from the top line of the melody below. The rhythm is given 
above the stave. Note that the notation is an octave higher than sung.

Answer:

As a follow-up exercise, it would be good to compare this song with ‘Do You Hear the People Sing?’ 
from Les misérables and get students to consider how the two songs compare in terms of their word 
setting, melodic features and orchestration.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QVumUWtuoiw
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in 2014 and won Brown two more Tony awards, and most recently a stage version of the film Honeymoon in 

Vegas which also ran on Broadway, this time for four months.

Brown has also written songs for pop artists including Ariana Grande, and he teaches and tours extensively, 

including in the UK.

13

Although Songs for a New World, Parade and The Last Five Years are perhaps better known, Brown’s 2007 

musical 13 is worth a closer look. Its cast is made up entirely of teenagers, and it examines the complexities 

and social pitfalls of a young teenager’s life. It follows a 12-year-old Jewish boy as he prepares for his bar 

mitzvah and struggles with the fact that his parents are divorcing and he is starting at a new school.

13 is funny and poignant in equal measure. Older audience members can view it with a sense of nostalgia 

for their youth, and an embarrassed understanding of the complex but now seemingly trivial problems of 

adolescent life, while there is a huge appeal to children just entering their teens who can identify with much 

of the storyline. It also makes strong points about the ‘labelling’ that goes on in school social circles and can 

have a damaging effect on confidence. An interesting side note is that the original Broadway production of 13 

launched the performing careers of Ariana Grande and Elizabeth Gilles, both of whom went on to appear in 

the TV series Victorious.

A good song to study from 13 is ‘What it Means to be a Friend’.

Understanding Jason Robert Brown’s style

Brown’s influences come from his early career as a pianist in New York’s bars and clubs, and his love for 1970s 

singer-songwriters. Listen to ‘Stars and the Moon’ from Songs for a New World here. Then compare it with 

these two songs:

 � Billy Joel’s ‘Ballad of Billy the Kid’ from his 1973 album Piano Man.

 � Joni Mitchell’s ‘My Old Man’ from her 1971 album Blue. (Joni Mitchell is a named artist for AQA’s Area of 

Study 2: Pop Music.)

Get students to compare how these two famous ballad writers tell stories and set words to music with Brown’s 

approach in ‘Stars and the Moon’.

COMPARISON

AQA has a list of suggested songs for study, which includes ‘Still Hurting’ (the subject of a listening 
exercise below) and other songs from The Last Five Years and Parade. Get students to compare two 
or three of these songs and come up with a list of common features in Jason Robert Brown’s songs – 
there are a good number of them, such as his reliance on piano and strings for instrumentation and 
his structures, both of overall songs and of melodic phrases. ‘All the Wasted Time’ from Parade could 
perhaps be compared with ‘Still Hurting’.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WBELGxrYtn0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIF_9zreHvA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h1_PIuEmj8s&list=PL1AF5A4C29D330C0B&index=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GyMr-M27pLo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ujHlChTlC3Q
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LISTENING EXERCISE

Listen to ‘Still Hurting’, taken from Jason Robert Brown’s The Last Five Years, from the beginning to 
2.00, four times. Answer the questions below.

1. Describe the metre and tempo of the piano introduction, from 0.00 to 0.31. [3]

2. Name two instruments that join the piano at 0.32. [2]

3. The first verse runs from 0.43 to 1.06 and consists of four vocal phrases.

 � How many bars long is each phrase? [1]

 � Which of the following best describes the phrase structure?

  AABA  AAA1B  AA1BB  AABB [1]

 � Which of these four phrases is repeated by the instruments as a link between the first and 
second verse? [1]

4. The second verse runs from 1.12 to 1.35. Name two differences from the first verse heard in the 
instrumental accompaniment. [2]

5. A contrasting section begins at 1.41 and runs to 2.00. Give three ways in which Jason Robert 
Brown increases the emotion in this section. [2]

Answers:

1. The metre is triple time (1) (it becomes more obviously triple compound time in the verse but 
this is not clear in the introduction). The tempo increases (1) (accelerando) in the middle of the 
introduction and slows (1) (rallentando) towards the end.

2. Any two of: bass (guitar), cello, violin (accept viola).

3. Each phrase is two bars long; AAA1B; the fourth phrase.

4. The cello and violin parts now move between each vocal phrase (1), with legato quaver parts (1), 
whereas before there was no rhythmic movement between phrases. For the last phrase (‘I’m still 
hurting’) the cello and bass drop out. (1)

5. The vocal part is higher in pitch/has a wider range (1). Harmony becomes richer (1) with 
appogiaturas/dissonances (1), the piano has a moving part (1) and the violin plays higher (1). The 
texture is therefore fuller at first (1) but reduces towards the end of the section (1).

FURTHER STUDY OF ‘STILL HURTING’

It’s worth looking a little closer at this haunting song. The C section begins at 2.24 and has a very 
different, richer harmonic foundation which would be good to compare. It might also be interesting 
for students to look at the Anna Kendrick version of this song from the 2014 movie.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ujHlChTlC3Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fpI_Y0ZGkk8

