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This dissertation examines the role of speech inflection in the composition of 

melodies of American Musical Theatre and investigates how composers approached 

speech inflection in their work throughout this genre’s history. Through analysis of 

songs and interviews with composers, this dissertation investigates the relevance of 

speech inflection in the various styles of composition existing on Broadway. The main 

focus of musical theatre compositions, especially post Rodgers and Hammerstein’s 

musical Oklahoma, is to move the plot along through songs. Therefore, the delivery of 

the text must be of ultimate consideration in the writing of modern musicals. A well-

written speech-melody facilitates the process of a speech-melody-interpretation, which 

will result in the delivery of lyrics with an understandable, natural sounding quality. 

This investigation happens through a chronologic evaluation of the relevance of speech 

inflection during each of the distinct phases on Broadway, as well as an examination of 

the approach to writing with a speech-melody focus of each individual composer 
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throughout history. This study explores the importance of speech inflection in American 

Musical Theatre songwriting focusing on a speech-melody approach to composition. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation is a result of research on American Musical Theatre 

compositions. In particular, it investigates the implications of speech inflection in the 

composition and execution of American Musical Theatre repertoire from the Golden 

Age to the present. It focuses on the composer’s awareness of speech-inflection, how 

the composer translates the inflections of speech into music, the degree of control each 

composer takes over the prosody of language, and the unique styles of composition of 

selected composers. It also focuses on performers’ awareness of speech-inflections in 

interpreting songs, on the extent that performers make their own decisions during the 

interpretive process, and on the results produced in performance. I trace the role of 

speech inflection in American Musical Theatre works from two distinct eras and discuss 

the compositional implications that the abrupt arrival of rock musicals (1970s) had on 

Broadway. The two distinct eras are defined as the Golden Age (1940-1960) and the 

post-Golden Age (1960-present). For performers, this investigation may assist during 

the speech-melody-interpretation process of each song by clarifying to what degree the 

score is followed or altered for interpretive purposes. For composers, this investigation 

may suggest a route to higher levels of artistry in melodic construction, allowing for 

lyrics to be more closely aligned to melody.  

Musical theatre is about the telling of a story primarily through songs; therefore 

composition should be approached architecturally, based on the fundamental plot. In
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musical theatre compositions, the plot, with its textual content and emotions, is to music 

just like a column or a pillar is to the architectural design of a tall building. Therefore 

the music should serve the plot. This does not mean that lyrics should necessarily come 

first, but it means that a song should be architecturally constructed around the plot. The 

cultural historian James T. Maher says that the lyrics of American popular songs merit a 

study equal in scope to the study of music, in order to discover what is unique in their 

structure, prosody, imagery, rhetoric, diction, rhymes, rhythms, metrics, affective 

innovations, relationship to common speech, and other related characteristics and 

qualities. A successful musical is largely dependent on its story and text as well as on 

the form in which both music and lyrics are structured and wed. A successful musical, 

however, requires more than a story, plot, libretto, and composition. It also requires 

strong stage and backstage work from performers and technicians. This paper 

investigates the process of melodic composition in musicals, specifically the degree to 

which melodies have been created architecturally in alignment with the other elements 

of libretto, book, and staging.  

The term speech inflection in American Musical Theatre has not yet been 

researched in a meaningful way. Speech inflection, however, has been a concern for 

composers of other musical genres in earlier centuries, and was dealt with in a variety of 

ways. According to the Harvard dictionary, inflection is the “modulation of the voice; 

change in pitch or tone of voice.” The modulations and changes in pitch or tone occur 

with the natural rise and fall of the speaker’s voice, whether when speaking formally in 

public or in casual daily conversation. Both modulation and change of pitch are musical 

qualities, and the intensity with which they are approached in composition results in a 
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piece with varying levels of musical nuances. When these various nuances of pitch are 

crafted into art and set to music, speech-melody is the result. The term speech-melody, 

in this paper, represents the conscious choice of composers to wed music and lyrics 

successfully. 

Throughout this dissertation, the term speech-melody is used to refer to the 

composed melodic line when based on the speech inflections present in the lyrics. When 

merged with lyrics, a well-composed melodic line of music should fulfill the following 

considerations. First, the melody should reflect the rhythmic patterns present in the 

inherent sounds of the speech, showcasing these patterns. Second, the melodic shape 

should mirror the natural contours present in the speech patterns. Third, a speech-

melody should emphasize the operative words of the lyrics by highlighting them 

musically. Fourth, textual punctuation should match musical punctuation; the grouping 

of each phrase of lyrics should flow through to the end of each phrase without 

interrupting the textual phrase by a disjunctive melodic phrase. Finally, the level of 

specificity each composer takes during the writing process should give the performer an 

indication the amount of leeway the performer has when inflecting the text during the 

speech-melody-interpretation stage of the song’s realization. 

Effective communication depends upon the speaker’s ability to clearly 

understand and enunciate the words being used. This may seem an obvious statement 

when talking about the inflections used in everyday language. However, in setting 

words to music, the same clarity and enunciation is an integral aspect of successful 

composition. Each word, as well as each phrase, has different lengths. The strong 

syllable of any spoken word is the accented syllable. In spoken language, an incorrect 
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accent mischaracterizes the word. Many composers deny the importance of speech 

inflection in order to fit a word into a pre-existing melody, especially in popular styles 

of songwriting and, pertinent to this study, rock musicals. The meaning of the text often 

is disconnected from the melodic setting, causing a mismatch between the natural stress 

of a word or syllable and the natural stress in the rhythm of the music. Instead, the 

weaker part of a word may be accented, leaving the strong part of that inflection 

imperceptible, mischaracterizing the word and obfuscating the meaning of the text. This 

has become standard practice in much popular music and many listeners consider it 

acceptable, while a similar mispronunciation of a word in everyday conversation is 

totally unacceptable to the same average listener. This paper will argue that a successful 

speech-melody is one that supports the meaning or prosody of the language and, further, 

one that melds the emotional quality of the words with the music.  

Successful speech-melody is defined in this paper as the degree to which 

composers apply speech-melody during the compositional process. Successful speech-

melody results from a careful process of composition that focuses on rhythmic values of 

syllables when spoken and on the natural waves produced by the voice under various 

emotional circumstances. The inflections that occur during speech and the changes in 

pitch that enhance communication are natural occurrences in the English language. For 

example, when one asks a question, the final words normally rise in pitch. These 

inflections are some of the ways that common communication is distinguished from 

emotionally charged communication. 

As the inflections of the text flow naturally during dialogue, so should the 

inflections of lyrics in a song. Following the simplicity of the natural inflections of 
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speech is the simplest way to deliver texts clearly through songs. The most tightly wed 

compositions are those created in a way in which the phrasing and accents present in a 

melody do not conflict with the natural inflections and phrasing of its lyrics when 

spoken as pure text. The first step in composing a well-written speech-melody requires 

an examination of the natural rhythmic flow of the language. Not only the accents, but 

also the length of each syllable, are important when composing a melody. An 

augmentation in the length of a syllable should be done only with a specific purpose. 

Words with straight inflection, with no accent or emphasized emotion, should not be 

elongated musically in order to make the lyrics fit into a melody constructed prior to the 

lyrics.  

The timing between phrases, which allows for the processing of a thought, also 

is an important factor to be taken into consideration when writing a melodic phrase. 

Such timing details can, and should, be translated into the rhythmic pace of a song. 

Appropriate breath moments should be taken into consideration when writing a melody, 

as well as spaces for emotional acting beats in order for the speech-melody to be 

complete in its intention. Such speech-melody then will allow time for the actor to be 

expressive and deliver the point across without being rushed by the pace of the music. 

By adding the hidden emotion of the text that can flow at a natural pace, resembling the 

timing of speech patterns, the actor then will be able to accomplish what this paper 

refers to as a speech-melody-interpretation of the song. Rhythmic timing and breath 

moments are natural parts of spoken language and need to be enhanced in musical 

theatre, not disregarded. 

In songwriting, composers are responsible for setting the meaning of the lyrics 
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to music. Composers have three primary elements to consider: translating the 

undulation of speech inflection into a melodic pitch range, translating the rhythmic pace 

of spoken words into rhythmic notation, and translating the emotional implications of 

the lyrics into the mood and color of the piece. Many composers claim to translate 

emotions by “becoming the character” during the compositional process.  

If composers do not specify phrasing, the implication is that it is the singer’s job 

to do so. The performer is responsible for delivering each phrase accurately and 

naturally. When the composer does not transmit the rhythmic inflection of a musical 

phrase, the performer becomes responsible for doing so in order for the performance to 

flow with natural speech patterns. The score of a well-written melody provides the actor 

with the musical information needed in order to execute the song with an accurate 

speech-melody-interpretation. Speech-melody-interpretation is the interpretative 

process of a singer/actor when performing a song, regardless of whether the song was 

written with a speech-melody approach. Performers have the responsibility to present 

the song naturally either by following the score accurately when the score contains 

specific speech-melody details, or by making interpretive choices that resemble the 

natural flow of speech when the score is not specific and the composer chooses to leave 

the speech-melody-interpretation of the song entirely or partially up to the performer. 

The main difference in both cases is twofold. First, in a memorable song that is well 

constructed architecturally, the composer writes most of the specific rhythmic details of 

speech inflection based on speech-melody patterns, leading to comfort within the 

structure of the song, allowing the performer to act and deliver text and emotion 

together. In this case, because the speech-melody patterns are written clearly, slight 
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alterations of rhythm such as back phrasing and forward phrasing are acceptable as 

interpretive choices of the singer without compromising the rhythmic patterns. Second, 

a song without a speech-melody approach requires a speech-melody-interpretation not 

only to the degree of delivering the emotion through the melody, but requiring the 

performer to negotiate with the rhythmic patterns in the score in order to bring the 

natural ebbs and flows of language to life. Additionally, songs without speech-melody 

also provide clues as to the acting choices, because they contain melodies in which the 

operative words are not misplaced or neglected. The rhythm is specific to the pace of 

the text as if spoken, leaving rhythmic space for acting beats and breath moments. 

However, I will argue that composers should be as specific as possible when indicating 

the details of rhythm. 

 This research, even though it mentions popular styles and their effect on 

American Musical Theatre, is limited to the effects of speech-melody within the 

theatrical context. I will argue for the extreme importance of being aware of the 

inflections of the text when shaping a melody and when executing a melody within the 

theatrical context only. I will argue that the setting of the lyrics through speech-melody 

will result in a more cohesively structured composition that will deliver the text with 

better understanding. 

This dissertation explores the works of seventeen selected composers in order to 

investigate their approach to speech-melody, either when working alone or with a 

lyricist. While some composers have made partnerships with lyricists, others serve as 

both composer and lyricist. Yet others have worked as either composers or lyricists at 

different points in their careers. In any of these scenarios, the value of a wedding 
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between lyrics and melody is of the utmost importance, as affirmed by Lehman Engel: 

“Music and lyrics in the theatre go together and at best are wedded as one” (172).  

The pre-Golden Age era of musicals had two distinct phases, which were 

preceded by the Vaudeville (1880-1930) and Burlesque (1860-1940) eras. In the 

Vaudeville and Burlesque eras, songs were exchanged freely between shows since they 

were not composed for specific characters in a specific plot. They were simply isolated 

songs and could be used in different scenarios and circumstances. In songs from these 

two eras, phrasing did not flow naturally as in speech, and punctuation of the text was 

not mirrored in the music. Generally the flow of music was disjunctive, due to melodic 

phrases that did not blend with the text. Lyrics frequently were interrupted and 

separated and similarly did not follow the natural flow of the text.  

The first pre-Golden Age era, from 1900 to 1920, was an age of musical 

comedy. Shows contained simple plots, unchallenging themes, and cheerful singing and 

dancing. The second phase, from 1920 to 1940, was increasingly sophisticated 

musically and plots were more serious. Show Boat was written during the second phase 

and ushered a new approach, that of integrating a serious plot with a spectacle. During 

the Golden Age of musicals (1940-1960), Oklahoma further developed the changes that 

had started with Show Boat, by integrating tightly the elements of dance, music, and 

plot. Songs then were created for specific characters in order to forward the plot. From 

this point forward, lyrics became much more specific to characters and plot and, at the 

same time, produced a more spoken-like quality in their delivery, while phrasing gained 

a new approach by matching punctuation throughout the musical phrase. In the post-

Golden Age (the 1960s to present), musicals became more dance intensive, such as 
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West Side Story, Chicago, and A Chorus Line. During the Golden Age and post-Golden 

Age eras, phrasing was regarded more consistently. With the introduction of rock 

musicals, rock and pop/rock musical language began influencing speech inflection and 

phrasing in musicals. Interestingly, similar to Vaudeville and Burlesque times, the 

phrasing of lyrics became segregated in rock musicals instead of following the natural 

flow of language.  

Among musical theatre professionals, many consider award-winning composer 

Stephen Sondheim to be one of the greatest influences on the modern musical. Not only 

are his musicals highly sophisticated compositionally, but often they contain serious, 

even disturbing, plots addressing moral issues, sometimes with ironic or cynical themes. 

In his landmark book Finishing the Hat, Stephen Sondheim writes that when reciting a 

poem, the reader of a poem is the one who provides expression by slowing down, 

speeding up, and “inflecting it with his own rhythms, stresses and tone.” He later 

mentions how poetry can be set to music in beautiful ways: 

…but the music benefits more from the poem which gives its structure 

than the poem does from the music, which often distorts not only the 

poet’s phrasing but also the language itself, clipping syllables short or 

extending them into near-unintelligibility. Music straitjackets a poem 

and prevents it from breathing on its own, whereas it liberates a lyric. 

Poetry doesn’t need music, lyrics do. (xviii) 

 Sondheim’s point of view is that music’s job is to emphasize and support words. 

While “performers can color a lyric with phrasing and rubato (rhythmic fluidity), … it’s 

their melody which dictates the lyric’s rhythms and pauses and inflections, the 
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accompaniment which sets the pace and tone.” Sondheim continues: 

…these specific choices control our emotional response, just as a movie 

director’s camera controls it by restricting our point of view, and forcing 

us to look at the details he wants us to notice. For the songwriter it is a 

matter of what phrase, what word, he wants us to focus on; for the 

director, what face, what gesture. (Finishing the Hat xviii) 

The ways in which a composer manages such details vary in style and approach. 

However, there is one trait common among musical theatre composers; they all try to 

“become the character” in order to internalize the character’s feelings and then convey 

them to the audience. Stephen Schwartz describes how such feelings would be 

expressed musically and “that usually leads to the feel of the song.” This is a common 

phenomenon among the Broadway composers interviewed in Chapter 2.  

A second common point emerged through my interviews. Several composers 

discuss whether the lyrics inspire the melody or whether the melody inspires the lyrics. 

This has been an issue of relevance to songwriters throughout history, and is discussed 

in Chapter 1. Chapter 1 also focuses on the impact that popular and rock music has had 

on American Musical Theatre, while investigating how pop/rock song-writing styles 

have impacted the compositional styles of contemporary American Musical Theatre 

material, and to what degree this style uses a speech-melody approach. 

Chapter 2 is based on interviews with the following composers: Libby Larsen, 

Larry O’Keefe, John Bucchino, Alan Menken, and Johnny Rodgers. Each interview 

examines the creative process of these composers and how each wove lyrics and 

melody together. In addition, I sought to determine whether these composers are 
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concerned with speech inflection in their songwriting, and how each one deals with 

speech inflection when creating a work. An interview with the experienced operatic 

soprano and pedagogue, Birgit Fioravante, also is included. She brings to this study the 

perspective of an experienced performer of both opera and musical theatre. The same 

chapter includes interviews with Stephen Schwartz and John Bucchino.  

 It is clear that some composers tend to focus more on creating a speech-melody 

than others, either consciously or instinctively. If a composer is sensitive to the 

importance of speech inflection, the inflection present in the lyrics may help the 

composer determine the meter and rhythm of the song, while heavily impacting the 

contour of the melody and harmonic support at the same time. However, there are many 

cases in which little or no attention is paid to appropriately matching or balancing text 

with music. Therefore, I devote Chapter 3 solely to investigating the role that speech 

inflection plays in the work of renowned Broadway composers Jerome Kern, Irving 

Berlin, George Gershwin, Richard Rodgers, Frank Loesser, Stephen Schwartz, Andrew 

Lloyd Webber, Frank Wildhorn, Jeanine Tesori, Adam Guettel, and Stephen Sondheim. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the impact that a well-written speech-melody can have on 

dramatic interpretation. Performers in training are called to “become the characters” and 

incorporate the characters’ ways of being, talking, walking, and singing in the most 

natural way possible. Composers also claim to “become the characters” in order to 

internalize the character’s feelings and then transmit them into songs. This was 

mentioned by composers during interviews found in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, and 

was reported by Stephen Schwartz during an interview done by Jonathan Frank 

(www.talkinbroadway.com). A speech-melody-interpretation is that in which the 
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performer, after embodying the character, embodies the music with the natural 

characteristics of speech inflection present in the lyrics. During this process, the lack of 

specificity in the score reflects directly on the interpretation of the song, since the 

singer/actor is in charge of making not only acting choices but also the musical choices 

not made clear in the score.  

The conclusion, Chapter 5, summarizes this research and offers guidelines for 

future speech-melody projects. This is based on the models that have previously 

succeeded and on the work of the composers investigated throughout this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

MUSIC AND SPEECH - MELODY AND INFLECTION 

In song composition, two forms of language are combined - musical language 

and spoken language. In American Musical Theatre composition it is imperative that 

both forms of language work harmoniously so that performers can communicate the 

textual content accurately in performance. The combination of these two art forms, 

speech and melody, have the potential to intertwine their aesthetic artistic beauty into a 

speech-melody, resulting in a high-quality musical composition that attends to the 

nuances of expression in language. Composers who use a speech-melody approach are 

more likely to express the original intent of the text, clearly delivering this intent 

through melody. Such works tend to result in a deep emotional connection between 

lyrics and melody, leading to a deep level of emotional engagement and consequently 

enhancing the dramatic impact of the performance.  

Richard Wallaschek (1860-1917) was a musicologist known for his 

contributions to the field of psychology and on the origins of music. Wallaschek 

affirmed, “music is an expression of emotion” while “speech is the expression of 

thought” (“On the Origin of Music” 383). Therefore vocal music is both, and it is 

necessary to combine the emotional with the rational in order to merge speech and 

music into a compelling speech-melody. 
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 According to Katharine Wilson, “both music and speech can, and do, convey 

emotion” (352), but “we give up something when we sing; we abandon the inflections 

of speech in exchange for the melody of music” (356). The music theorist Herbert 

Spencer believed that the function of music is “…to develop this language of inflection” 

and that “cadence is the commentary of the emotions upon the propositions of the 

intellect” (452). When dealing with speech and melody we are dealing with art and 

information.  

A strong speech-melody setting in music must begin with a clear understanding 

of natural speech inflection in any given language or regional accent. Next, a composer 

must take those natural speech patterns and notate them through music in a way that is 

clear to the performer. Finally, a composer must use this study of the natural language 

as well as the musical setting of it to better enhance the story telling aspect of music. 

When dealing with vocal music, music and speech are so connected that it is almost 

impossible to treat them separately.  

If, as an exercise, one were to notate everyday conversations musically, one 

would have a natural melody, with approximate pitch intervals, matching the inflections 

of speech. People use varying inflections for the same phrases or words in different 

circumstances. This is the act of enhancing emotion by inflection. When one naturally 

exaggerates the tone of voice because of an emotion, that tone is intensified in speech or 

singing.  

Composer Libby Larsen has formalized the practice of notating speech patterns, 

observing the unique method of speech cultivated by each individual speaker (described 

in future chapters). Larsen notates such speech patterns by converting them into 
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approximate pitches and rhythms. Larsen then shapes her melodies based on the small 

nuances presented during speech, creating a contour to the melodies, even when such 

melodies stay within a small tessitura (range of pitches in which most of the tones lie). 

This confirms the view expressed by Spencer, who argued that a melody must have 

contour, for if a single note is repeated constantly with different rhythms, this alone 

does not automatically make it a melody. According to Spencer, speech is comprised of 

two elements: the words and the tones in which those words are expressed. These are 

the natural accents of the words from which music derives (452).  

Music can arise from speech patterns even though speech does not follow 

specific pitches and rhythms. One can approximate natural accents of the words and 

rhythmic structures when combining the two elements of speech and melody together. 

This accommodation can happen in one of two ways: either the rhythmic pace of the 

words is followed or the natural rise and fall of the pitch is observed. Sometimes, 

however rarely, a combination of both rhythmic and melodic structures occurs in music. 

This concept is discussed in depth in later interviews with Birgit Fioravante and Libby 

Larsen.  

Even though inflection in singing tends to differ from inflection in speaking, it is 

possible to make song-like speech or speech-like singing. The drop of the interval of the 

two words “Come in!” commonly forms a descending minor third, when the person 

speaking is extending a friendly greeting. However, the interval may be expanded to a 

fourth or fifth if emotion or volume is added to the same two words. In Western culture 

some quotidian expressions receive inflections that became standardized over time and 

common usage. For example, calling out: “John-ny! Ma-ry! Come to din-ner!” often 
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occurs with a descending minor third interval between the first and second syllable of 

the word being emphasized. The most common of these is an interval of a third or 

fourth, ascending or descending in pitch.  

While Libby Larsen has proven to be successful in her approach, there are some 

who argue that to use speech inflection as a foundation for melodic settings is 

impossible, or at least undesirable. In a fairly ironic letter to the editor of The Musical 

Times, M. J. Hutchins wrote to express his displeasure while reading about “Melody in 

Speech.” His point in writing the letter was to show that one would not be able to find 

an accurate melody in speech and be able to notate it. He argued that one would never 

be able to represent what he called the “minute intervals, which constantly occur in the 

‘Melody of Speech,’ or those much wider ‘skips’ which…are so faulty in intonation” 

(429). It would be impossible to transcribe speech exactly in the literal sense, because 

speech does not use the same pitches found in the tempered scale used in Western 

music. In the book Is Language a Music?, David Lidov affirmed that the effects of 

speech cannot be musically notated because speech uses micro intervals, which are 

intervals smaller than a half step. Therefore, even when a word is inflected, the 

inflection is so small that it cannot be accurately transferred into standard pitches. In 

other words, inherent pitch variations in speech are too small to fix into the western 

musical notation system based on half steps and whole steps. It also is true that different 

people inflect speech at different levels, which can be a consequence of their 

personality, age, and other cultural and societal influences.  

Finding an approximate speech inflection is easier when dealing with phrases 

with intense emotions. This is because when one expresses excitement, passion, anger, 
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or any other extreme emotion, one will use a wider range of intervals similar to the way 

one speaks. With a wider range of indefinite intervals, one has a larger number of notes 

to use when approximating micro intervals into actual pitches. However, if one tries to 

stay exactly within such a range when converting speech into song, one would lose the 

flexibility of melodic inflection and be restricted to a very small range of notes; one 

does not speak using large leaps or differently pitched inflections unless great emotion 

is intended. Additionally, a person speaking with extreme emotion tends to use a variety 

of accents when speaking, which can be captured by musical melodies. 

One might ask: why set speech to music at all? Why not just use a great 

actor/orator to declaim the words? To rely too slavishly on natural inflection as the sole, 

or even primary element in composition would result in tedious, monotonous music. 

The final goal should be that text and melody support each other and that neither 

hinders the other. 

Both music and language have the capacity to realize inflected and articulated 

structures. Lidov defines an inflection of a sound as “a shape of continuous change 

imposed on it.” Meanwhile, he defines articulation as a point of division, where it is 

either “one distinct segment of sound or the point of division of the stream between two 

distinct sounds or the action of dividing sounds into distinct units” (3). The continuous 

expression of the speaking voice is expressive and personal, and therefore not exact and 

steady. 

Wallaschek stated that, “Vocal music reveals in many cases no connection with 

language, but is simply a succession of musical sounds sung by the voice” (“On the 

Origin of Music” 382-383). This is particularly true of much popular commercial music 
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in which operative words as well as the natural syllabic accenting of the words do not 

receive much attention. Rather, words simply are connected by a succession of 

(apparently random) sonorities. Similar examples also are found between musical 

theatre repertoire and other contemporary musical genres, but even more frequently in 

pop-rock musicals. In these simple, unsophisticated songs, the same melody is repeated, 

each time with different lyrics, if not with different ideas and emotions. When rock or 

popular songs are created with a pre-set musical structure, the compositional process 

does not leave space for the consideration of inflections of speech. This is because the 

lyrics are required to fit into a “groove” (the steady, consistent beat of a song) and a 

“hook” (a musical motif that is catchy to the listeners’ ears). This can lead to a difficulty 

in understanding the lyrics or to a separation of thought mid-phrase. In these cases the 

lyrics are overshadowed. There also are cases in which the rhythm of a melody does not 

allow the phrases to flow naturally, because words that would otherwise occur close 

together when spoken are separated. The use of the hook in pop-rock music rather than 

a natural setting of the words does not allow for a sound speech-melody approach.  

Musical theatre songs have a markedly different purpose and goal from pop-

rock songs. In musical theatre the most important thing is the delivery of the story 

through music, and the audience must readily understand what is being presented, either 

by the lyrics or through the emotional dynamic in the musical setting. The performer 

must clearly deliver a consistent and understandable statement by completing the 

thought process expressed in the lyrics. Popular and rock music, on the contrary, 

musically disconnect the text into two or more parts within the same phrase.  

Rock musicals are particularly challenging to compose because the style of rock 
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songs inherently is opposed to the style of a musical theatre song. The three primary 

characteristics of rock songs are: separated lyrics, emphasis on the “hook” and the 

“groove,” and the enormous amount of repetition of both lyrics and musical elements. 

The few successful rock operas were written by the same composer, the classically 

trained Andrew Lloyd Weber. His grasp of both musical theatre and pop-rock styles 

allowed him to incorporate popular elements with traditional classical compositional 

techniques. Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat (1982) illustrates some of 

the challenges faced in delivering a speech-melody when the structure of the song is 

pre-established. A good example is the song “Poor Poor Pharaoh.” The opening lyrics 

of the song are: “Guess what, in his bed Pharaoh had an uneasy night. He had had a 

dream that pinned him to his sheets with fright.” In these first four measures the 

operative words “Guess what?” are prolonged when delivered; whereas, if spoken, they 

would be quicker and not as deliberate. The result is a song that lacks the energy that 

would be portrayed if spoken. 

 

 

Ex. 1. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “Poor Poor Pharaoh,” from the musical Joseph       
and The Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. 

 

When speaking the text of a song, there are two distinct means of accentuation 

employed. The first is the natural rise and fall of the voice, depending on the syllabic 

accents of each word. The second is the accent of expression and emotion. Ideally, a 
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composer should create a melody that mirrors the rise and fall of the spoken text, as this 

enhances both the dramatic and musical expression of a song. This idea is in 

concordance with Spencer, who believes that “music has its germs in the sounds which 

the voice emits under excitement, and eventually gains this or that character according 

to the kind of excitement” (450).  

Contemporary popular songwriters generally do not focus on unifying the effect 

of spoken and sung words. In contemporary songwriting the call for repetition of a 

melody is strong, even when the repetition of the melody is not in concordance with the 

inflections of that sentence. This is because the music itself tends to be repetitive. 

Individual genres, such as rock, popular, and musical theatre, have not formalized rules 

for setting words to music, but there are clearly divergent stylistic approaches taken in 

each genre. The majority of contemporary popular songwriters do not mirror the natural 

rise and fall of speech inflection when composing melodies for their texts. There 

appears to be a constant conflict and accommodation between the pitches of the chosen 

melody and the curves traced by the speech-tones of the song-text and, as mentioned by 

Herzog, “a slavish following of speech-melody by musical melody is not implied” 

(466).  

Are these composers consciously avoiding matching music to inflections of 

speech? Or, do they simply choose not to deal with this? Or yet, are they working 

intuitively, without considering this question? As Wilson expressed in 1927: 

A melody can follow the inflections of a spoken poem, and a poem sung 

to such a melody differs from the read poem only in moving from note to 

note in jumps instead of by slurring. In a melody we sing the interval of a 
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“third” as two clean, distinct, separated notes; in speech we make the 

movement from pitch to pitch by a very rapid portamento; the spoken 

“third” is not strictly an interval, the voice in going from one note to the 

other slides through all the intervening pitches. Then, in song we stop on 

the delimiting pitch we have jumped to; in speaking we do not rest at the 

limits. The pitch of our speaking voice moves continuously. (356) 

Besides pitch and vocal range, rhythm is yet another musical element of real 

importance when the matter is speech-melody. Wallschek had determined that the 

organization of what he called a “time-order and rhythm” always were present in human 

life and in the early evidence of producing sounds and making music. He affirmed, 

“rhythm is one of the main constituents, and creates the principal effect, in primitive 

music as also in our modern music.” He stated that rhythm also “teaches us the 

appreciation of intervals, both as to their order and grouping” (“On the Origin of 

Music” 377). Wallaschek also asserted that it is obvious that the “development of a 

melody from detached notes is due in the first instance to a certain rhythmical 

movement.” He described rhythm as being the drive, the first impulse so that music can 

exist, calling rhythm the “initiative force” (378). 

Wallaschek was right in considering rhythm a driving force to music. To 

discover whether rhythm was the first element in music may not be simple. In vocal 

music one needs also to consider the language in which the song was written and its 

rhythmic impulse. Each person’s native language has an innate rhythmic force on two 

levels. On a small scale we have the natural rhythm produced by the length of each 

isolated word and on a larger scale we have the rhythm produced by phrases.  
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Yet another consideration when translating rhythms of speech to music is that of 

rhythmic notation. A rhythm may be written in a way that simplifies its reading process 

for the performer, or it can be written in such a complex manner that it makes the 

reading process much more difficult for collaborating musicians. An example is Jerome 

Kern’s song “Who Cares” from the 1917 show Love O’ Mike. Here Kern made the 

score look more complex than it really was. The chorus of the song was written with the 

following time signature 3/4, 2/4, 3/8, 3/4, 2/4, 3/8, and 3/4 when it simply could have 

been written in 3/4 throughout, with triplets replacing the three consecutive eighth notes 

in the 3/8 measure instead (Wilder 41). 

 

 

Ex. 2. Jerome Kern, “Who Cares,” from the show Love O’Mike.  
 

Composers such as Bernstein and Sondheim use the textual phrase to establish 

the meter, but do not use the meter to dictate where a word should be placed within a 

measure. Bernstein is so sophisticated and skilled that he will change the meter to fit the 

language, rather than the other way around. Compositions written with this approach are 

rhythmically flexible and meters may change frequently. Today’s audiences do not 

seem to be trained to expect meter changes throughout a piece of music, due to the large 

amount of commercial music written in 4/4 meter. In addition to providing more 

integrity of text, a meter change creates suspense and increased interest for the 

audience. Now, in the twenty-first century, average listeners are so accustomed to the 
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expected fixed meters that composers find themselves fighting to re-accustom listeners 

to the greater freedom and flexibility that this focus on the natural flow of speech 

provides.  

If we analyze early chants written with Latin text, we notice that these melodies 

were set to the rhythms and inflections of the spoken words. Even in melismatic chants, 

melismas occurred on accented syllables and on words important to the text. Much in 

the same ilk is folk music, which Wilson explained as the unconscious emanation from, 

or crystallizations of, the inflections of the words (358). Folk songs generally are 

strongly nationalistic, with particular ways of pronouncing and enunciating words. 

Even though there is no right or wrong when composing a melodic line, but only 

a difference in the way one approaches its style, there are stylistic differences between 

songs from early American Musical Theatre and today. The style of composition in 

musicals has changed dramatically from the works of Rodgers and Hammerstein, to 

later musicals by Bernstein and Sondheim. For one reason or another, many composers 

have neglected the importance of the inflections of speech in musicals. Chapter 2 

expresses the opinions of some contemporary composers in regards to the importance of 

speech inflection. When analyzing the work of specific composers in Chapter 3, the 

difference in compositional styles among them are noticeable.  

The Development of Broadway Works from the 1900s to the Present 

In order to establish standards for a proper analysis of American Musical 

Theatre composition it is important to survey the first years of Broadway and its history 

and influences, so that the process of Broadway composition, as well as the variances 

among style that occurred, can be better understood. In this dissertation, the study of 
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composition refers to the composition of songs and not of instrumental music, since the 

focus is to investigate how music can support and enhance the meaning of the lyrics in 

Broadway songs. This research looks at the function and importance of melodies as they 

enhance and coalesce with lyrics.  

“Broadway” is a word with unique and complex meanings. One may ask: “What 

is Broadway?” without ever finding a satisfactory answer. George M. Cohan attempts to 

answer that question in the farce Broadway Jones: 

Josie: What is Broadway 

Jones: Broadway? 

Josie:  A street? 

Jones: Sure, it’s the greatest street in the world. 

Josie:  Some people say it’s terrible. 

Jones: Philadelphia people. 

Josie: And some people say it’s wonderful. 

Jones: That’s just it. It’s terribly wonderful. 

Josie: I don’t understand. 

Jones:  Nobody understands Broadway. People hate it and don’t know 

why. People love it and don’t know why. It’s just because it is 

Broadway. 

Josie:  That is a mystery, isn’t it? 

Jones: That’s just what it is, a mystery. (Flinn 79) 

Engel has defined what he believed to be the Broadway musical idiom: “a 

melody of the utmost simplicity but one which conveys the emotional depth of an 
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equally limpid but powerful text. That idiom, of simplicity and emotional depth, 

remained viable for centuries. It was the musical language that Gershwin and Porter, 

Kern and Rodgers, Berlin and Loewe employed” (10).  

Wilson said that “Poetry sung well to a good tune is much beautified; it is then 

emotionalized, song being the expression of more elated feeling than speech” (361). 

Broadway composers focus on emotionalizing and beautifying the text. The ways in 

which music is emotionalized on Broadway is very particular and easily recognizable.  

Broadway may not be easily defined or understandable, but there are certainly 

some important musical characteristics and patterns that define the Broadway sound. 

Even though there are differences between classical and contemporary Broadway 

works, there are characteristics they share in common. These include the use of a set of 

harmonic conventions and progressions, a strong rhythmic foundation, the prioritization 

of lyrics over rhythm, and the holding of a peak high note at a climactic moment. Motifs 

are easily remembered and refrains are catchy and interesting.  

Much has changed in terms of Broadway style and the methods of song 

composition throughout American Musical Theatre history. The first theatre piece that 

conformed to the modern definition of a musical, adding dance and original music that 

helped to tell the story, is generally considered to be The Black Crook, which premiered 

in New York on September 12, 1866. The production was a staggering 5½ hours long; 

but despite its length, it ran for a record-breaking 474 performances. That same year, 

The Black 
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Domino/Between You, Me and the Post was the first show to call itself a “musical 

comedy.”  

A genre of variety entertainment that was very prominent between 1880 and 

1930 was Vaudeville. The particularities of the Vaudeville style still are evident in 

musical theatre today. The origin of the term Vaudeville is unclear. The style calls for 

an “over the top” and exaggerated approach to acting and expression, as well as 

demanding songs with climactic endings and rhythmic simplicity. Vaudeville emerged 

by the end of the Industrial Revolution at a time when people needed affordable 

entertainment for the entire family. The structure of a Vaudeville act did not follow a 

logical sequence; it included “song and dance, monologue, chorus girls, topical satire, 

trained animal acts, magicians, and jugglers” (Flinn 5).  

By 1927, Vaudevillian performances began to make way for musicals like Show 

Boat, where the characters were “much more real than characters usually are in 

musicals” (Brown 85). Flinn considers Show Boat (1927) to be one of the first musicals 

in which plot is not merely an excuse for entertainment (177), and as such was the first 

musical to represent the Broadway concept as it is known today. In Show Boat, “all the 

tools previously used as a means of entertainment would henceforth be employed as a 

means of expression, subservient to the story” (178).  

 While investigating different musical trends from era to era, it is noticeable that 

compositional tendencies change according to playwriting tendencies. The word “book” 

in musical theatre is used to refer to the story, including spoken dialogue, and it also can 

refer to the dialogue and lyrics together. Prior to the Golden Age (before 1940), most 

“books” of musicals were disconnected from the music, since the music primarily was 
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not composed to fit the plot, but was inserted into it. Beginning after Oklahoma (1943), 

as well as throughout the Golden Age of musicals, songs were composed for specific 

characters with the intention of forwarding the plot. Both plot and composition became 

more deeply interconnected. This ended the tradition of using the exact same song in 

more than one show, for each song now was composed for a specific character at a 

specific moment in a story. For example, the pre-Golden Age song “Bewitched, 

Bothered and Bewildered” has crossed over between shows many times throughout 

history, while “Soliloquy” from Carousel (1945) could appear only in that particular 

show due to the specificity of character and plot content. Both Golden Age and post-

Golden Age eras followed this approach: composing for specific characters in particular 

circumstances. Such songs could rarely, if ever, cross over to another musical.  

The overall idea of musical theatre composition in the Golden Age was that of 

staying true to the emotions or characters in the lyrics and expressing those emotions 

through singing, dancing, and acting. Therefore, the music (means of expression) 

became the vehicle that delivered the drama (the expression itself). In Oklahoma this 

idea was emphasized and enhanced by a deeper integration between the three elements 

of musical theatre: singing, dancing, and acting. In addition, special attention was 

devoted to the composition of songs, while lyrics and melody became attached to the 

plot of the show as well. Since songs began to aid the progression of the plot at a deeper 

level, words gained more importance. In order for words to be understood and delivered 

accurately and clearly, music could not get in the way. Thus a speech-melody approach 

entered the compositional process. Stephen Sondheim began to introduce such an 

approach in 1960.  
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From Oklahoma on, the lyrics became the most important element. They drove 

the plot, established the specific characteristics of each character, and defined 

characters’ relationships with each other and their surrounding situations. The 

compositional approach of songwriting changed radically, as songs sprang from text. 

Consequently, lyrics came first in the majority of musical theatre compositions after 

1940.  

Sondheim raised artistic standards in composition and called for a more 

profound aesthetic acceptance from his audiences. His approach emerged from a deep 

understanding of text and a rare ability to translate spoken text into melody. Very few 

composers have had this deep understanding of how to translate text into song. 

Arguably, this is the next step needed to propel musical theatre composition forward 

artistically. This required going beyond the Golden Age approach of engaging songs 

with the plot, and takes composition one step further by engaging text with melody so 

that the songs can enhance the plot.  

Compositional Development of Broadway Works from the 1900s to Today 

This next section focuses on the compositional approach of a variety of 

composers in order to investigate the role speech inflection plays in their compositions.  

The melodic construction of Broadway tunes tends to favor particular intervals 

more than others. In the history of music there is a tendency to favor particular intervals 

over others. For example, a descending fourth is the most commonly used to end a 

sentence. However, an ascending octave or fourth can be used for beginnings of 

“happy” tunes. For example, the tune that names the show Singing in The Rain (1952) 

uses both intervals, an octave and a fourth, in its opening phrases: “I’m singing in the 
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rain, I’m singing in the rain.”  

 

 

Ex. 3. Nacio Herb Brown, “Singin’ in The Rain,” from the musical Singin’ in The 
Rain.  

 

While it is rare to find an atonal song in musical theatre, there is a great deal of 

chromaticism in many songs. Chromaticism is sometimes used in subtle passages with 

the intent of emphasizing a passage and highlighting a word in the melody. In most 

cases, chromatic intervals are used as passing tones that either initiate or finish a 

musical phrase. Some examples of songs that use a minor second as a chromatic effect 

include Bernstein’s song “Maria” from West Side Story (1957), Rodgers and 

Hammerstein’s “Something Wonderful” from The King and I (1951), and Rodgers and 

Hart’s “Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered” in Pal Joey (1940), among many others. 

 

 

Ex. 4. Leonard Bernstein, “Maria,” from the musical West Side Story. 
 

 

 

Ex. 5. Rodgers and Hammerstein, “Something Wonderful,” from the musical The 
King and I. 
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Ex. 6. Rodgers and Hart, ““Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered,” from the musical 
Pal Joey.  

 

In speech-melody there are no rules other than following the rich colors present 

in the intonation of emotionally expressed speech patterns and converting them into 

melodies. However, conventional harmony is used in order to create a substantial 

instrumental accompaniment capable of supporting, collaborating, and elevating such a 

melody.  

Counterpoint (the combination of two or more independent melodies forming a 

homogeneous texture) and polyphony (the combination of two or more independent 

melodies sounding together) are very common elements in duets and trios. An example 

is in the rock opera Evita (1979), in the song “Charity Concert,” when Evita and Peron 

each describe themselves with the same melody. Evita’s lyrics are as follows: “I’m 

amazed for I’m only an actress, nothing to shout about only a girl on the boards” while 

at the same time, with the same melody, Peron’s lyrics add the following: “I’m amazed 

for I’m only a soldier, one of the thousands defending the country he loves.” While the 

lyrics are worthy of attention, counterpoint at this moment does not contribute to the 

forwarding of the plot and the development of the characters, as the audience is not able 

to catch both characters’ lyrics when sung at the same time. Even though the overall 

idea of the scene can be understood, information contained in the lyrics is lost. The 

second part of the phrase can be delivered effectively by the actors’ interpretation and 
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exaggerated portrayal of their tactics of persuasion. While the words might not be 

understood, the intention behind those words may be acted out.  

Another example of counterpoint appears in the song “Will I” from Rent (1996). 

Even though all characters are basically saying the same lines, the lines are set as a 

round, as each character has the chance to interpret the words in a particular way. In 

both Evita and Rent, the melody can, and must, be interpreted carefully in order for the 

text to be delivered clearly and distinctly by all singers at the same time. However, the 

emotional idea behind the lyrics is predominant and the inflection of the emotion is 

what must be depicted most prominently over the lyrics.  

Most climactic moments in a show are polyphonic but each line follows the 

same rhythmic pace and has the same lyrics. The vocal harmony produces color and 

effect. While there are no restricting rules as to how to convey emotion in a musical, 

many techniques — such as rounds, vocal harmonies, polyphonies, counterpoint, etc. — 

are part of the pallet used by the composer. It is the composer’s choice to select the 

technique that will best serve the specific section of a show.  

Examples of counterpoint can also be found in Jukebox musicals. Jukebox 

musicals contain plots created around pre-existing music, rather than newly composed 

songs that serve a pre-existing story. The pre-existing songs used in a Jukebox musical 

usually have a connection with a specific band or a solo artist. In Jersey Boys this songs 

then are textualized into a dramatic plot, serving as a biographical exhibition of the 

band’s work and showcasing the band’s popularity and path to fame. Jukebox musicals 

also may have fictitious plots, such as Mama Mia (2001), which features the songs of 

the group ABBA. They may have or songs from different artists, such as the most 
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recent Jukebox musical on Broadway, Priscilla Queen of the Desert (2011).  

Priscilla Queen of the Desert includes an example of a song that clearly delivers 

text through melody: “I Will Survive,” composed by Freddie Perren. The vocal 

introduction is in recitative style. While the introduction and the first verse both are well 

structured, verse two uses a set of lyrics over pre-existing music. This is similar to much 

rock music in which the song follows a pre-existing structure and lyrics are placed over 

it. Rather then driving the structure of the song, such lyrics probably will not have the 

same impact in delivering the text.  

 I do not attempt to qualify rock musicals by diminishing or enhancing their 

value. However I will show effective and ineffective examples throughout Broadway 

history that can serve as models for future melodic composition. As American 

composer and author of several books on musical theatre Lehman Engel said, 

Today, because of what was evolved during more than forty years in the 

American musical theatre, we have at last achieved successful models of 

workable musical shows. The best of these have much in common with 

one another, although not one of them have much in common with one 

another, although not one of them is outwardly similar to another. 

During these forty years of new musicals in this country, men of 

enormous and fresh talent composed some of their best music and/or 

lyrics but, lacking models, what they accomplished, though successful 

for a time, is unfortunately unreproduceable today. (7) 

 Engel was a visionary of musical theatre, who, in trying to find models for the 

creation of Broadway musical librettos, described how few rules for these exist. As 
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Engel said “I’m not trying to say that any rigid rules exist, nor am I going to grasp a 

crystal ball and look into the future. There have always been changes, but these have 

been brought about by people working within an already established movement” (8). 

The components of a musical can be pieced together to create a road map for 

composition; however there are many exceptions to the rules. 

Engel’s quote delineates the styles of the Broadway Golden Age composers 

Gershwin and Porter, Kern and Rodgers, and Berlin and Loewe. Along with Irving 

Berlin, these composers used “a melody of the utmost simplicity but one which conveys 

the emotional depth of an equally limpid but powerful text. That idiom remained viable 

for centuries” (Engel 10). After the Golden Age of American Musical Theatre, other 

composers such as Sondheim and Bernstein brought a more intricate style of 

composition into musical theatre. Adam Guettel, the grandson of Richard Rodgers, was 

influenced by the new styles of Sondheim and Bernstein. He managed to combine 

numerous stylistic elements to create his own unique style in which complex harmonies 

and a virtuosic piano performance take precedence.    

 Gene Lees once asked Harold Arlen “if he and colleagues such as Gershwin 

were aware in the early 1930’s that what they were creating was art music.” Gershwin’s 

response was “yes” (Wilder xii). James T. Maher affirms that, “at some point in time 

the American popular song took on, and consolidated, certain native characteristics that 

distinguished it from the popular song of other countries. It became a discrete musical 

entity. To be sure it used the aural grammar of Western mensural, diatonic music, and it 

assumed many forms. In fact, it reveled in its variety. But the sum of its distinctions was 

unique” (Wilder xxiv).  
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Post-Golden Age New Tendencies: Rock Musicals and Jukebox Musicals 

After the 1940s, American Music Theatre became heavily commercialized and 

the business of American Music Theatre expanded. As in any business, numerous 

agents all play an important role. Agents include composers, performers, coaches, 

choreographers, directors, stage managers, publicists, distributors, manufacturers, and 

writers. These agents are responsible, either directly or indirectly, for the financial 

success of a production. In musical theatre, such financial and public success is not 

directly related to the usage of speech-melody. Composition is only one of the elements 

involved in the creation of a show, while the success of the production is dependent 

upon a number of factors that go beyond the compositional process.  

After the Golden Age, American Musical Theatre was guided by the cultural, 

social, and economic changes that were happening at the time in order to survive within 

the shrinking market. The solution to the down swing in the market was the creation of 

rock musicals, which heavily impacted the development of Broadway. In a tentative 

attempt to boost Broadway popularity, rock and roll was inserted into the Broadway 

scene; however, the people who were listening to rock were not the people who were 

buying theatre tickets. Among the few successful Broadway “pop” musicals were Hair 

(1968), Jesus Christ Super Star (1971), Pippin (1972), The Wiz (1975), and Godspell 

(1976). Fluctuation between musical theatre styles such as rock musicals, concept 

shows, and conventional post-Oklahoma existed.   

Most rock musicals were created at a time when financial success was found 

within the pop/rock industry, and such success then was attempted on stage. Radio was 

a great mediator between the product and its successful financial outcome. Today, as 
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opposed to 40 years ago, musical theatre music and popular music “have virtually 

nothing in common” (Engel 176). Forty years ago musical theatre tunes were the types 

of songs that were played on the radio. Songs received broad exposure when played on 

the radio, expanding listening audiences and contributing to greater renown of the 

songs. When a show was losing financial ground, theatre companies used the tactics of 

bringing these songs to the radio in order to boost their popularity. The radio began to 

influence the stage by creating greater awareness of musical theatre songs and by 

bringing these songs to the stage in their original format in the form of Jukebox 

musicals.   

 The songs present in rock musicals, much like popular songs, tend to repeat the 

same chorus many times. They also repeat verses, sometimes even with the same lyrics. 

The repetitiveness of rock and popular music does not contribute to the flow of the 

prosody of language. In particular, repetition does not allow a song to deliver the text in 

a chronology as does a story. One of the main goals of musical theatre is for a song to 

convey information about “character, situation, subtext, foreshadowing, and plot. […] 

Rock is about the beat; theatre songs are about information” (Miller 128). For example, 

in the Jukebox musical Rock of Ages (2009), the songs “I Wanna Rock,” which 

transitions into “We’re Not Gonna Take It,” do have not much textual content to be 

delivered other than the text present in the title and the rock beat of the song. In 

classical music, the term through composed means music that is relatively continuous, 

non-sectional, and/or non-repetitive, while the term for the same type of song in musical 

theatre is called story-song. In a story-song, each new set of elements can be presented 

with new musical ideas; therefore, the variety of musical information in such songs is 
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much richer than in any song with constant repeated patterns. When comparing the 

Rock of Ages’ songs to the story-song “Soliloquy” from Carousel, a distinction in the 

amount of character and story content becomes evident. Story songs in general contain a 

variety of information, related to the audience in a sequence. The problem with the 

repetitiveness in rock is not due to the repetitive patterns themselves, but to the fact that 

such repetitive melodies are created with a disregard to lyrics and their inflections.  

In addition to the repetitiveness of verses, “rock music uses far fewer chords 

than classical or musical theatre music does; in extreme cases an entire song can use 

only four chords (and many pop songs in the 1950s did just that)” (Miller 128). Engel 

states that rock is “born of a ‘freedom’ more rigid and limiting than anything that ever 

before existed in music” (164).  

Broadway shows are an answer to their customers’ needs for catharsis, 

entertainment, and/or self-exploration, and shows are designed to fulfill those needs so 

that the customers leave satisfied. However, contemporary composer Libby Larsen 

fights against the idea of using commercial music on Broadway. She believes that 

audiences, while accustomed to the popular/commercial industry, should not always 

hear the sounds that they expect to hear. In most of her works, including her operettas, 

Larsen plays with the audience’s expectations. Although she is not a musical theatre 

composer, Larsen, as one of the foremost composers of our time, expresses her desire 

for musical theatre composers to make innovative musical choices that play with the 

audience’s expectations, rather than falling into common clichés. Larsen’s works are far 

from what most audiences are accustomed to hearing, both in terms of harmonic 

progression as well as song structure. She often surprises listeners by delaying the 
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resolution of a harmonic progression and suspending an unexpected chord. 

A break in the flow of phrasing occurs when a melody is constructed using 

repetition rather than basing the architecture on the lyrics. An example of this type of 

speech inflection idiosyncrasy is found in the rock musical The Who’s Tommy (1993). 

In the middle of the number called “Go To The Mirror, Boy,” the phrase that gives the 

song its title is repeated twice as if to emphasize the command to the boy. However, the 

word mirror is placed on the last two sixteenth notes of the second beat, with the second 

syllable of the word emphasized not only by the rhythm that accents its syllable, but 

also by that syllable being placed on a higher note. 

 

  

Ex. 7. Pete Townshend, “Go To The Mirror, Boy,” from the musical The Who’s 
Tommy. 
 

This idiosyncrasy in speech-inflection is because The Who’s Tommy was written 

with the ideals of rock musicals of the 1970s. The British rock band The Who 

composed the music for this rock musical. Pete Townshend, the primary vocalist of The 

Who, wrote the show with help from John Entwistle, the band’s bassist, and Keith 

Moon, the band’s drummer. Since the band did not have an ideal of a clear and accurate 

delivery of text, but rather were interested in sonority and volume, such speech-melody 

details and concerns were disregarded.  

While most rock music is repetitive and tends to place lyrics over pre-set 

rhythmic structures and melodies, Jukebox musicals avoid even the process of aligning 
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lyrics to songs. The songs used in Jukebox musicals are pre-existing. The new element 

is a contrived story line that creates a narrative using preexisting music. While Jukebox 

musicals are considered part of the American Musical Theatre repertoire, I will not 

analyze their material in depth since the focus of this research is to analyze the process 

of composition for musicals based on the post-Oklahoma tendencies. In Jukebox 

musicals, the approach to composition is completely reversed. Instead of a pre-existing 

plot leading way to the song lyrics, which in turn lead the way to the music, pre-existing 

music and lyrics lead the way to the plot. 

The increase of Jukebox musicals raises a concern that these musicals are being 

created with less artistic integrity than in the past. They are being created as a form of 

entertainment that combines acting, singing, and dancing, with very little consideration 

about the artistic process pursued so thoughtfully during the Golden Age of musicals.  

However, there is one rock musical that is distinct from all other rock musicals 

mentioned previously. Next to Normal (2009) stands out for its architecturally 

constructed songs written by composer Tom Kitt. This musical has a very small cast of 

only six characters and deals with issues such as bipolar disorder, drug abuse, and 

emotional dysfunctions. The show portrays the dramatic experiences lived by an entire 

family – father, mother and daughter – while watching the mother undergo psychiatric 

treatment in order to recover from the traumatic loss of her infant son 18 years before. 

Throughout the show the character of the son allows the audience to experience the 

mother’s thoughts. Even though he is physically present during the entire show, only his 

mother sees him.  

The intensity of the sound, similar to that found particularly in rock songs, adds 
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to the feelings of despair and frustration experienced by all characters throughout the 

show. Inflections of speech are crafted into each song, while emphasizing operative 

words and stressing important syllables throughout the melody. An example is “You 

Don’t Know,” where not only the inflections occur at the appropriate syllables, but also 

the timing between words is crafted and allows the actor to naturally emphasize each 

word. On the following phrases “You don’t know! I know you don’t know,” the second 

time that the word know is mentioned, it works as the operative word of the sentence. 

Therefore it gets special emphasis in the way it is rhythmically placed.  

 

 

Ex. 8. Tom Kitt, “You Don’t Know,” from the musical Next to Normal. 
 

Another example of appropriately placed operative words occurs throughout the 

song “I Am The One.” In this song, each time “I am the one” is stated, the composer 

intensifies the melody by: first, choosing I as the operative word; second, repeating the 

same operative word with louder dynamics; and third, changing the operative word to 

am and emphasizing it rhythmically. 

 

 

Ex. 9. Tom Kitt, “I Am The One,” from the musical Next to Normal. 
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From the same musical, another example of a strong speech-melody approach to 

songwriting is found in the song “Superboy and The Invisible Girl,” which is written in 

a meter that varies between 6/8 and 5/8. The change between meters is crafted based on 

the length of each individual phrase and the space in between each phrase. This song 

captures the appropriate amount of space between phrases in order to represent a sense 

of urgency. The characters that perform this song – the daughter, her boyfriend and her 

brother – demonstrate an anxious eagerness to be heard. If instead of a 5/8 meter the 

composer had used a 6/8 meter consistently, the phrases would not feel right because 

the inflections do not fall into place. Additionally, the extra eighth note would force the 

singer to fill in the dead space instead of using the urgency that the 5/8 meter provokes 

to his advantage while acting the song. This is an example of meticulous writing from a 

composer who specifies the pace of the delivery of each line precisely. 

 

 

Ex. 10. Tom Kitt, “Superboy and the Invisible Girl,” from the musical Next to 
Normal. 

 

Even when using repetition, Kitt does so in a crafted manner, such as happens in 

the song “I’m Alive.” In this song the composer crafts the repetition around the 

mother’s bipolar disorder, which is accentuated by the insistent reminder of the 

presence of her son in her life, when he claims that “I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m so alive.” 
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Ex. 11. Tom Kitt, “I’m Alive,” from the musical Next to Normal. 
 

While most rock musicals and Jukebox musicals follow a path contrary to that 

of speech-melody, Next to Normal exemplifies how it is possible for a rock musical to 

be architecturally constructed around the prosody of the language. While many rock 

musicals and Jukebox musicals that do not use a speech-melody approach to 

composition achieved success in Broadway theatres, other composers, including Tom 

Kitt, have been acclaimed for their outstanding achievement with works that depart 

from the prosody of the language. Both approaches are capable of achieving success. 

However the goal of this research is not to determine the best approach to guarantee 

commercial success. Rather, the goal is to understand composition in the most coherent 

manner as the process progresses from plot to text, text to lyrics, lyrics to melody, 

melody to harmony, and harmony to orchestration, at which point the final product is 

ready for interpretation. I believe that musical theatre composers will be better equipped 

to make conscious choices when they have both an awareness of the progressive 

compositional development of Broadway history and an awareness of the importance of 

speech-melody in musical theatre compositions.  

In order to investigate the process of composition and the relevance of the 

prosody of language in song melody, transcriptions of interviews I conducted with six 

composers and a performer follow in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

INTERVIEWS 

In order to investigate even further the role that speech inflection plays in 

American Musical Theatre, I gathered information from seven renowned composers. I 

conducted personal interviews with Dr. Libby Larsen, Alan Menken, John Bucchino, 

Larry O’Keefe, and Johnny Rodgers. Stephen Flaherty was interviewed by email and 

provided me with transcriptions of an interview conducted by David Godsmith in 2009. 

Finally, I interviewed the experienced operatic soprano, Birgit Fioravante. My primary 

goals were to find out the role that speech inflection plays in the compositional process, 

and to investigate whether speech inflection is consciously or unconsciously chosen 

when composing.  

Some of the questions used in this process were: 

• In your opinion, what role does speech inflection play in American Musical 

Theatre works? 

• As a composer, what is your approach when writing melodies? Do you 

usually make the musical choices based on the inflections of speech of the 

text? 

• What is your tactic to make a melody sound conversational? 

• How do you translate emotions into music? 

• When composing, what comes first to you, lyrics or melody?
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Transcriptions of the interviews follow. 

Libby Larsen (b. 1950) 

Libby Larsen is one of today’s foremost composers. She has composed for every 

musical genre, from solo music to ensembles, from choral to orchestral and opera, 

employing both traditional and avant-garde techniques and instruments. One very 

interesting aspect of her work is her conscious goal to play with the audience’s 

expectations. She achieves this by resolving musical ideas in non-traditional manners, 

such as shifting the audience’s perception and adding the unexpected to their aesthetic 

experience. Instead of using standard harmonic progressions of tension and release, she 

uses tension followed by a harmonic suspension. By doing this she explores the 

unexpected and unknown, a trademark of the greatest composers. 

According to Larsen, contemporary society is accustomed to unchallenging 

entertainment. Uncomplicated harmonies and simple meters and rhythms are the norm 

for the majority of popular tunes. These tunes leave and return to the same key, rarely 

changing meter or tempo. After four measures, audiences’ ears are already in a comfort 

zone, and the music has no challenges, for it brings nothing new. This is what Charles 

Ives described as “armchairs for the ears.” 

Larsen not only devotes a great deal of attention to the unexpected in music, but 

she also thinks about the individuality of each sound. When Larsen composes for 

instruments, she is aware of the fact that each instrument has its own voice and 

peculiarity to be explored and revealed. Especially interesting is her distinct 

differentiations between characters when she composes for opera. Like all great opera 

composers, she thinks about the details of each character before she begins to compose 
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for their voices. She has a clear understanding of the character’s personality, how the 

character walks, talks, acts, looks, moves, and uses the hands or other gestures. All of 

these details help her set up a framework for the music that these characters will be 

singing. With this information she decides what the tessitura of the characters’ voices 

will be, the tempo, mood and instrumentation of their arias, and much more. With the 

cast already in mind, she takes into consideration each performer’s vocal qualities and 

tessitura, in addition to the character’s specific personality quirks or ways of thinking.   

The largest challenge of an operatic composer is to capture the character of each 

singer and to convey the wide range of emotions inherent in the libretto. From the 

emotion found in the text and the particular differentiation of characters, Larsen then 

begins the writing process, conscious that the waves (the rise and fall of pitch) and 

speed of each character’s speech are different, and therefore the melodies will be 

different as a consequence. The idea of inflection of speech is evident in all of Larsen’s 

vocal works, not only in her operas. A meter that matches actual spoken metrical 

patterns and speed, along with the rising and falling waves of the expressed text, are 

present in every work. Larsen’s focus on speech inflection in her vocal compositions is 

unusual. Further, as I have established, little is written on the subject in regards to 

contemporary composition. I therefore have provided a notion of Larsen’s thought 

processes and show how her ideas contrast with those of the majority of popular 

composers. 

Libby Larsen Interview Summary 

 Larsen began the interview by talking about simple harmonies that “relate to the 

common ear.” The common ear is developed by what one listens to or is exposed to 
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continuously.  For example, chart-topping singles are easy to listen to simply because 

anyone who listens to music, whether at a restaurant or mall, or intentionally in the car, 

hears the songs repeatedly. This redundancy breeds harmonic familiarity.  

 Sondheim defines what Larsen calls the “common ear” as “listeners of today 

[that] have ever lazier ears than those of my generation: popular music has encouraged 

them to welcome vagueness and fuzziness, to exalt the poetic yearnings of random 

images. There are wonderful lines in popular lyrics, but they tend to be isolated from 

what surrounds them. They are rarely part of a dramatic progression” (Finishing the Hat 

xxvii). Sondheim adds that the rhyming in such work is less important than in a theatre 

song where rhyme spotlights the word, bringing more attention to it than a false rhyme 

or no rhyme at all. 

 Larsen also emphasizes the importance of rhythm. Two of the most important 

elements mentioned by Larsen when dealing with speech-melodies are tessitura and 

rhythmic declamation. She mentions how tessitura has changed throughout the years on 

Broadway from Rodgers and Hammerstein to Sondheim. Larsen believes that Sondheim 

is the composer who, more than any other, treats melodies as speech-melodies by 

considering both tessitura and rhythmic declamation. The following quote from her 

interview summarizes this topic concisely: “when you have a really good musical ear 

working on Broadway, you have a close tessitura, and you have rhythm but you have 

memorable patterns that make it music composition.” 

 Larsen states that the composer must be in command of the meter and rhythm in 

order to translate them to paper. She states that rhythmic structures need to be 

constructed memorably in order to justify repetition, rather than randomly repeating a 
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pattern for repetition sake, for “you construct repetition; you don’t let it happen.” When 

one has command of rhythm and translates it accurately there is no need for a speech-

melody-interpretation by the singer, for the singer has the rhythmic interpretive patterns 

written out in the score. In other words, if a composer approaches writing with speech-

melody in mind, speech-melody-interpretation will be much more consistent among 

performers. 

 A memorable speech-melody depends on how the composer recognizes the 

emotion behind the words in order to capture the idea in the song and then ‘translate’ it 

into rhythm and melody. Tessitura is determined by the character, while rhythm is 

determined by the pace and timing in which that character talks within the specific 

situation at a specific moment in the show.   

 Larsen mentions the fact that many Broadway songs, in order to emphasize 

emotional power, become louder and louder as they build, requiring singers to hold long 

belted notes. This compositional characteristic is mocked in the musical Spamalot 

(2005) (music by John Du Prez, Eric Idle, and Neil Innes) in the song “A Song That 

Goes Like This.” The lyrics of this comic duet represent increasing emotion through 

song, achieved with the inclusion of modulation, and high, extended belted notes over 

lyrics that mean nothing more than the title “A Song That Goes Like This.” 

 Larsen approaches composition from rhythm first, by defining a pulse; second, 

by noticing the rhythmic patterns of the spoken word within that pulse; and third, by 

transcribing these patterns into rhythmic notation. She then chooses the operative words 

of the sentences in order to emphasize them properly, which is the process that many 

composers either are not aware of, or consciously choose to ignore.   
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 According to Larsen, since everybody speaks differently under different 

circumstances, each person inflects the words differently. Reflecting on the ways in 

which a character talks under each circumstance assists the composer to identify the 

operative words of the sentences, the rhythmic patterns of the words, and the tessitura to 

be used.  

Interview Transcription: Dr. Libby Larsen 

Z: What do you think makes the Broadway sound unique, in terms of musical 

composition? 

L: Like all Western music that contains melody, the melody is supported by the 

harmony and harmony is really there to reinforce the pitch of melody; it is the western 

approach to music. Broadway is no different in that approach; but as the last hundred 

years have passed, the question of what tones of the melody are available from what 

chord structures has changed significantly. In the beginning of the last century tones 

that you heard most often were 1 3 5, tones of the I chord, V chord, IV chord. You very 

rarely heard 7th in prominent positions in the melody. But as American music grew and 

jazz became very much a part of the common ear, basic triad chords (with the 1st, 3rd 

and 5th notes of a scale) gained a new sonority with the addition of notes other than the 

ones found within a triad, such as the 7th, 9th, 11th, and even the 13th (with the additional 

possibilities of those outer intervals being altered as sharp or flat). Whereas before it 

was mostly 1, 3 and 5 and passing tones, you heard very few blue thirds, very few 

inflected accented tones. And 3 and 5 always very close to the tonic, so we always knew 

where the tonic was. But as we added the 7, 9, 11 and 13, it found its way into 

Broadway music. For example, in the song “Something Wonderful,” from the musical 
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The King and I, we began to hear melodies based on contemporary chord progressions. 

And that relates to the common ear. We did not hear that same development happening 

in art music, in classical music, as in popular music we have gone to 12 tone, the 

disassociation of tone from tonic. So, that is one thing that I think really defines 

Broadway: the acceptance of certain tones in relationship to the fundamental as melodic 

tones.  

L: Another one is, especially in the last 10 to 15 years, very narrow tessitura for 

melodies (differently than in The King and I, He is a man who….), which is wide 

tessitura. But as Sondheim came on the scene, and began to present the audience with 

tones that were very near each other, much more like speech. The tessitura of American 

English is about a perfect 4th, or a 5th, with a great deal of rhythmic workings within that 

tessitura. And Broadway melodies, to my way of thinking, reflected American English 

in this way. You are not really moving in great melodic curves as in Rodgers and 

Hammerstein.  Now we are playing more rhythmically within a certain tessitura.  

Z: Do you think that is closer to the speech inflections of today? 

L: Yes I do. 

Z: And do you think they do that in purpose? 

L: That is a good question. Yes and no. 

Z: And do you think they are they aware of that? 

L: I believe the fine composers are very much aware of that, starting with Cole 

Porter and really the whole Joseph Schillinger approach to music theory is based in the 

rhythmic declamation. I think the really fine composers are, and I think (and this is 

judgmental), that 90% of composers aren’t aware of that. That is what I think, when you 
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have a really good musical ear working on Broadway you have a close tessitura, and 

you have rhythm but you have memorable patterns that make it music composition. It is 

a question of recognizing and manipulating patterns so they are memorable as musical 

architecture. I feel that the 90% of composers are not cognizant of the power of 

patterning in composition. So you have many many many songs that sound like 

anything, and they do not stay in your memory. It is just as if it’s talk radio.  

Z: Why do you think that is? Do you think that happens because the emotion of 

the text is not portrayed in the melody? 

L: No, I think it is because the composer has a hard time recognizing strong 

rhythmic elements in speech, and using those rhythmic elements in a constructive 

architectural way in the music that they’re writing. For example, in the musical Kiss Me 

Kate (1948), my favorite song is “I Hate Men.” It has a very small tessitura, uses 

American English, like three small words, with one-syllable words. It is one of the most 

memorable melodies in the last two years. Its rhythm is so beautifully constructed. 

 

 

Ex. 12. Cole Porter, “I Hate Men,” from the musical Kiss Me Kate. 
 

Z: Do you consider it to be memorable because it the intense amount of 

repetition present in the song?  

L: No; it is memorable because it is so strong: three powerful quarter notes. Is 

about the way repetition is used. As I am singing I go to the very end of the song, which 

is just a development of the three quarter notes, maintaining the power of the three 
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notes. For example: in the ending, a melisma is added to the same powerful structure of 

the three notes. The composer maintains the power of the structure of the three notes by 

not varying the rhythm, but by maintaining the rhythm and the tessitura and turning 

three first notes into a melisma. It is very Beethovenian. It is real construction. Yes, 

repetition helps you remember. But that is construction! You construct repetition. You 

construct repetition; you don’t let it happen. When you let it happen, which the 

computer is influencing us to do the pattern over and over again, then repetition is 

cancelled and we don’t remember anything, unless it is constructed! 

L: So I am trying to think of a song. It is hard for me to recall a song I can’t 

recall.  For example, Spamalot, I can’t remember any of the music, and oddly enough, 

Wicked (2003), I cannot remember anything from Wicked. Sing anything from Wicked. 

Z: (Singing) “Popular, you are gonna be popular… 

 

 

Ex. 13. Stephen Schwartz, “Popular,” from the musical Wicked. 
 

L: I am listening to it and trying to think. Construction: there is repetition, but 

there is nothing memorable about it.  

Z: What about the song “Dancing Through Life?” 

 

 

Ex. 14. Stephen Schwartz, “Dancing Through Life,” from the musical Wicked. 
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L: You know what it is? The rhythm is bad in both of those songs. Even though 

it appears to be rhythmic, it is not very rhythmic. I feel pulse but I don’t feel much 

rhythm. There are very simple indications of an off pulse and impulse, but it is not 

really rhythmic.  

Z: One thing that I noticed is the way Bernstein used the rhythms and the 

accents that he emphasized in his songs. I get the impression that he did not make a 

phrase fit into a preset rhythmic structure but, rather, he created the rhythm following 

the speech patterns. I find that to be much more memorable and it makes the song easier 

to remember, because it is closer to the way that we would portrait it in real speech. 

What is your opinion about his work?  

L: Bernstein was a highly trained musician, so he had command of meter and 

how rhythm and meter relate to each other, real command of it in the western way, and 

that translates to paper. If you have command of meter and you have command of 

rhythm, then you can translate to ancient notation western notation with a natural 

sounding quality. With both of the songs you just sang from Wicked there is no 

command of rhythm there, it is just fitting into the 4/4, and there is no recognition of a 

strong idea. You have to recognize a strong rhythmic idea like “I Hate Men.”  

Z: Do you mean recognition of an idea in terms of the rhythm or the melody? 

L: See, in Wicked, it is all wrong, and so it is not memorable. What it says to me 

is that it is almost memorable, but that whoever was working on the music didn’t apply 

any rigor to it.  

Z: What do you mean by a song being memorable? 

L: It works for me when the declamation of the word “popular” and the rhythm 
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and the notes come together as a whole. That is a real abstract idea. For example, the 

song “Maria” has a tritone that resolves, which in the western ear feels like ahhhhh. So 

there is a reason to why those pitches and that rhythm belong together, like in “I Hate 

Men.” But in “Popular,” for example, the melody is not happy and it is not sad; the 

rhythms are off and the pitch choices don’t suggest any emotion. So there is no 

protagonist and no antagonist in the choices of those pitches and the rhythms. If you are 

going to focus on a word, like popular, that is a word that is culturally loaded. Because 

of that word, Greenwich feels just terrible, and Glenda (I remember the drama much 

more than I remember the music), Glenda is not very nice; but you get none of that in 

the music. The hardest thing about Broadway is to waddle and waddle and waddle away 

at the few words that you are given so that you can bring the right notes and the right 

rhythms to the word in order to suggest the drama. For example, in “Seventy-Six 

Trombones” there is where 4/4 belongs, a march 4/4. Which is saying what Music Man 

(1957) is trying to say. It is a metaphor; meter and pitch choice and rhythm choice. 

Especially on Broadway, music really needs to be a metaphor for what the show is 

about. And I think that is what makes Broadway so Broadway, and the really great 

Broadway: great and lasting and classic art. But in Broadway, the approach to tessitura, 

chord progression, inflection, and tones that are available for melody, is what makes it 

Broadway and not opera.  

Z: You were talking about the speech tessitura that is among a 4th or a 5th. Do 

you believe that a song should be limited to such a range? 

L: Oh no, I don’t. I think that the song needs to depend on the character, depend 

on the situation of the song. All of the songs need to be considered with those in mind 
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so that the drama can be heightened. For example: “Isn’t it rich, isn’t it rare, losing my 

timing this late in my career?” It is outside the tessitura, but the words that are inside the 

tessitura “send in the clowns” are very human, “there ought to be clowns?” The career 

moves out of the tessitura, but the heart of the song stays right in the speaking tessitura.  

Z: Therefore, it would be impossible to do exactly how the speech inflection is, 

but we can keep the heart of the music in some parts following that idea. But if we 

follow the rhythm and the accents, they should be given usage like Bernstein did it, 

right? So that we keep the timing of the words so we don’t elongate anything to fit into 

4/4? 

L: Right, whereas in opera it is very different; you would stretch. For example, 

in “Isn’t It Rich,” rich would be stretched.  

Z: I’ve noticed that in Broadway material, the stretch happens every time that 

there is a pick of emotion; it doesn’t matter if the inflection is placed properly or not, or 

if the tempo is accurate or not. That note is simply held. In your opinion, what is the 

purpose of stretched notes? 

L: It is evolved, so it must have a purpose. I am thinking, why do I stretch in my 

own setting of texts? 

Z: Do you consider the approach of held notes similar between opera and 

musical theatre material?  

L: I do. I think that in a moment where we want to suspend the word and deepen 

the emotion, we naturally stretch. It might be a rallentando, for example (singing) “Isn’t 

it rich? Are we a pair? Me here at last on the ground, you innnnnnn mid-air;” where in 
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opera, the rallentando of “innn" might be a long held note, like a fermata, with so much 

more vocalization. 

 

 

Ex. 15. Stephen Sondheim, “Send in the Clowns,” from the musical A Little Night 
Music (1973).  

 

Z: Do you think that that emphasizes more on the emotion of the text? 

L: No, I don’t actually (laugh); I think it is habit. In fact, lately I happened to be 

doing the exact opposite. The opera that I am working on now, I have just gotten to one 

of those moments which should be like: high and long and it is: “I am more myself than 

I’ve ever been. Take me with you,” those are the words, ok? Instead of going the long 

way, I took out the orchestra, I took out everything, and all the singer has to work with 

is air and her own voice, so it is completely the opposite. So she sings very softly right 

in the center of the speaking tessitura, so that the human being goes “uh?” and it 

connects right with the heart. Because I think actually, influenced by technology and 

amplification, that elongating feels like it is stretching our breath and our emotion, and 

it does. We suspend our breathing and we wait for the resolution, and you know, it is a 

great composing trick: tension and resolution. So elongating creates tension, you know, 

and then you resolve the tension in any number of ways: by resolving the chord, or by 

coming back down in decrescendo, or by cutting off. But it becomes so clichéd that I 

am not actually sure it is emotionally effective as it quite can be. Like Whitney Huston 
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songs, or this tradition of belting, where you begin softly and you grow louder, and 

louder, and louder, and then you step up a whole step, and then you get really loud. 

When my daughter was really young she used to say: “Hold on to your belts, she is 

going to start yelling,” (giggling) which is an emotional response, it really is, you know. 

It was Celine Dion singing that day.  

Z: It is an interesting point because most Broadway professionals define belting 

as needed at the moment where you cannot hold your emotions anymore; just like one 

needs to sing because one cannot carry such emotion through pure text alone; therefore 

one must sing.   

L: Sure, and for many people it is. But there are so many other ways of doing 

that than just getting really loud and long. But there is a tradition in western music you 

know, that just comes straight out of opera: go for the high loud note, you know? And 

that is suspended from a late romantic compositional device, and it works. On the other 

hand, I am not sure it is as effective anymore. Now it just feels cheap to me, but 

remember I am a composer (laugh).  

Z: So, do you consider that to be a cliché?  

L: Yes, that is definitely a cliché, the power ballad cliché. 

Z: Now, when you say about the 4th or 5th tessitura in the speech, is there a piano 

range that we can associate with that? 

L: Well, the tessitura of every person varies just because of the way the voices 

are constructed; I couldn’t say it is like from an A to an E above middle C, you know; 

but it tends to be in mature adults that sort of G to G, with middle C in the middle; it 

tends to be.  
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Z: I was reading some articles that say that because our language is not a tone 

language and because our music is based on the western scale, it would be impossible to 

exactly pitch every word because it is on the microtonal level in between. So, every 

time we use this 4th or 5th speech tessitura we are just approximating little micro tones; 

even though we might not be approximating the most accurate ones exactly. Do you 

think that in earlier compositions of chants such composers were trying to emulate that 

as well, and that is why they go only among a third or a fourth? 

L: Absolutely I do, both in Christian and Muslim chants.  

Z: And do you believe that they were doing that wanting to follow the speech 

inflections?  

L: Yes, I do. It is a speech heightened to musical tone; in both traditions they are 

heightened speech. For example, the word I know from the back of my head, cantor. 

From the Judaic tradition, cantoring, which is heightened beyond the tessitura of 

speech. But it is heightened, it is speech heightened by tone to express the spirit to the 

creator.  

Z: What would you say is the way to better follow speech inflection in song 

composition? On what would you focus the most: the small tessitura, or  the rhythms 

and accents?    

L: That is a nice question. I can only tell you the way that I do it. I focus first on 

the rhythm. No, no, I focus first on the pulse. I try to define the pulse of a person. So, I 

was transcribing George Bush for a long time, just because I wanted to understand why 

this man’s speaking voice seamed so lolling to people, when what he was saying was 

particularly not lolling at all. So I listened to speech after speech and found that he has a 
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pulse of about eight when he gives a speech; and it is all just approximate, there is no 

absolute. 

Z: How did you find that? 

L: You listen to someone speaking for a period of time and they will begin to 

place inflections that become sub inflections, and you notice that in fact. Even though 

what he is saying is (imitating his inflections on nonsense words) you can find a main 

pulse. So what you get is a lot of rhythm between the pulses and several meters. So with 

Bush he tends to, this is a generalization, he tends to open his sentences in tripled meter, 

6/8, 3/8 gentle, it is not dancing 6/8. But it tends to be tripled meter and then he tends to 

move in a quarter note equivalency so that a dotted quarter becomes a quarter, and then 

he moves back out of it again. And it is just speech after speech, with a pulse of right 

around 80. So your question was, what does that mean translating into notation? I start 

by finding the pulse, then I recognize the rhythm working within the pulse. The rhythm 

isn’t necessarily the meter. The meter comes after; you find pulse first, then you place 

rhythm in that pulse, then you find meter. Now, what I found time and time again is that 

speaking meters are so much more complicated than performers are used to executing, 

because we so oversimplify our notation system. The ability to comprehend and 

translate such intricate speaker meters to music is what separates Bernstein from a 

composer that writes unmemorable music. Then I look at the rhythm and I think about 

the words, and I think what words I am going to emphasize in order to suggest the 

drama of the moment. Then I say, I am going to emphasize this and this, and these are 

their rhythms and that is when you start to craft, strip away and say, all right, it is not 

going to be 100% natural but it is going to be naturalized so that is natural.  
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Z: Do you choose the word that you are going to emphasize among all of them, 

or do you chose one that is going to play with the expectation? 

L: Depends on the person. It depends on the character, and it depends on the 

intent of the song. So one character may be a very straightforward kind of fellow who is 

slow and can’t move in his life, and he is laid back, you know, and we know that 

somebody wants to change that about him. But he is laid back, he is not being passive 

aggressive, he is just laid back in his ways. So for that person, if I had the phrase “I am 

just standing and still,” I would emphasize groups of four with no inflection for him. If 

he were upset about it, saying “I am just standing still,” (said the phrase accenting the 

word still), I would pick other words that could be “ I am just standing still,” or it could 

be “I am just standing still,” or “I am just standing still,” which of course changes the 

whole way you hear the piece. If I emphasize still, what do you mean, were you 

knocked down before? And it changes the meaning of the word, or if I emphasize I am 

it changes the meaning of the sentence, or if I emphasize standing it suggests other 

verbs that are available to this person. So that suggests alert settings, rhythmic settings, 

and pitch choices. 

Z: So you agree that there isn’t a steady inflection, even for the same word? 

L: No, because every person speaks differently depending on the situation.  

Z: Now how do we, for example, compose musicals and operas with characters 

that are imagined, characters that we don’t have like Bush, when you had a speech that 

you could analyze. In this case we don’t have a way to analyze it. How are we going to 

create the way they talk so that we can create the way they are going to sing? 

L: And that is the fun of it (laugh). You have a book to work with, so you have 
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words, and you have characters to work with, but you, as a composer, might want to 

work with a director or with the actors and actresses that are going to develop the roles 

and you need to imagine that person into being. You just need to do that. Then as you 

are doing that, you imagine how the person moves, what their pulse is, how rhythm 

works within their pulse given the different emotional situations that they are in in the 

drama, what is their core pulse and how does that core pulse work given the situations 

of the drama, then how does rhythm work in these situations. One of your jobs is to 

imagine your characters into being and to give them rhythm and pulse. Back to Music 

Man, Professor Harold Hill, he is always patterned really fast: “I’m gonna have a boys 

band, and that band is gonna be in uniform” etc., and that is exactly what I am talking 

about, that is his personality. It has nothing to do with 4/4, that is way down the road. It 

is really the personality, you know. As Marianne is very lyric and a little bit slower, 

sometimes tripped and very melodic. So your job as a composer, not necessarily the 

director but the composer, and really the person creating the role is to figure out what 

that is. What is my pulse, and how do I work rhythmically with tessitura. 

Z: What about the range for the tessitura? For example a person that speaks 

really low but sings high, does that matter? For example when I am going to chose a 

character for a girl, if she speaks low but sings high, how do I found out the tessitura, by 

what she speaks or by what she sings?  

L: It depends on what she is doing at the time. So if she is a girl who speaks low 

but sings high, what does that have to do with the drama? What is she doing in the play? 

What is her role? When is she asked to sing versus when is she asked to speak? When 

would she rather speak than sing, or when would she rather sing than speak?  Because 
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there you have got a wonderful thing to work with, so she is not at all like Glenda from 

Wicked who is speaking and singing like this all the time. In another words, every 

musical has a story to tell, they are all narratives. So the way that you work with 

tessitura is probably in relationship to the story that is being told, and it could be that 

there is when you begin the fight with your librettist, because maybe the librettist at a 

particular moment of time has given you talky words when in fact your character needs 

to be singing. So you say, these are not good words for singing high. So, the work that 

you do is to figure out how does your character speak, how do they sing, do they relate 

to each other, and how does that relate to the story at hand at every moment the story is 

going on.  

Z: Last question: Why did Bernstein only have one musical, and that one is 

successful and no other musicals like that are being produced on Broadway? How is it 

that the music that he composed is so different and so acceptable at the same time? How 

did it differentiate from others besides the accents and the meter changes? How did he 

differentiate his musical from other Broadway musicals? Why do you think there are no 

more composers going the same direction if that also works? 

L: Many, many, many composers would like to go in that direction, but 

Broadway has become commodified.  

Z: Was that because of business? 

L: Yes, so you write within the package. Basically you are filing a container, 

and so you write into that package. So for us to have a fresh Broadway voice of 

Bernstein ilk, that composer would have to go Broadway and would have to convince 

producers that that fresh new sound is one in which they can invest millions and 
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millions of dollars, and frankly that is not happening. It could have happened. I think 

Rent (1996) came close; there is some really memorable stuff going on in Rent. I put 

Bernstein with a group of musicians who were complete craftsmen at that point in time. 

They studied very, very, very hard, they did their own orchestrations, they heard it all, 

and they took counterpoint; they knew on whose shoulders they stood musically, not 

career wise. They were working also in another kind of sound; they were all working in 

an acoustic sound, which is a very different ballgame than amplified sound. Why did we 

move away from architecture in Broadway music is a puzzle to me, because what has 

been lost is composition. Composition is what has been lost on Broadway. Sondheim is 

very good, so I am not talking about Sondheim. But in general, I would say, we have 

lost sight of what composition has to offer to melody.              

Larry O’Keefe (b. 1971) 

Larry O’Keefe’s compositions and compositional approach are typical of 

contemporary Broadway style. He is the composer of Legally Blonde (2007) and the 

off-Broadway musical Bat Boy (2001), in addition to other works, including operas and 

operettas. A 2007 Tony Award nominee, he has won numerous other composition 

awards.  

Like Larsen, O’Keefe plays with audience’s expectations when composing. In 

particular, he often will add new material rather than resolving a cadence in the 

traditional manner. He states, however, that this is not something that should be done 

randomly, in the way that many young composers on Broadway tend to do. He adds that 

a random key change has no purpose if it does not enhance the text or add more 

dramatic qualities to the music.  
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O’Keefe offers helpful suggestions for young composers. Some important 

elements he mentions are dealing with repetition, key changes, and the importance of 

harmonic inversion, emphasizing specifically the choice of bass notes. 

Larry O’Keefe Interview Summary 

O’Keefe states that common compositional rules exist that make Broadway 

music sound typically “Broadway,” in the way that Motown music sounds typically 

“Motown.” In terms of orchestration, he prefers to assign higher notes to the smallest 

instruments and lower notes to the bigger instruments. He affirms that a piece of music 

will sound the way it looks in the score; if it looks busy and confusing, it will sound 

busy and confusing. A feature of his style is the exploration of a rhythmic pattern in 

various tonalities, sometimes transposing the original pattern by a half or whole step, 

and sometimes transposing the key completely.  

O’Keefe focuses on text rather than compositional rules, and states that “Many 

composers tend to use rules randomly, without thinking about the way they are using a 

specific rule at a certain part of a song. The emotion contained in the text should be 

what ruled a composer to write the music.” Upon close analysis, it is evident that 

O’Keefe’s compositional techniques share some similarities with Larsen’s techniques 

when dealing with speech inflection. 

 O’Keefe states that in musical theatre the “book is in charge,” while in opera 

“the music is in charge.” If the book is in charge in musicals, the music must serve the 

text and not the other way around. When writing, O’Keefe first thinks about the story, 

actions, and events of the plot before thinking about the music. His style of writing 

incorporates the mood of each particular scene into the instrumentation that serves as 
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accompanimental support to the melody. In this way he too “becomes the character” 

before starting to compose, with the text as the starting point. For O’Keefe, the plot and 

text of a show serve as the basis from which he can proceed to compose. 

 When composing for the theatre, one of O’Keefe’s main goals is to capture the 

emotions of the characters and translate them into music so that the audience may 

experience emotion through song. He states: “big leaps equal big emotions,” and, “there 

is nothing that sounds sadder than the drop down of a minor seventh.” Emotions are 

what lead characters to sing when they cannot express themselves merely through 

spoken text. This commonly occurs at a crossroads within the plot. Therefore the 

composer must “become each one of the characters” in a show and determine a timeline 

in which each character emerges from dialogue into song. 

 By focusing on the story, actions, and events, O’Keefe then selects the musical 

timbres and sonorities for each song. He selects these based on the period or style to 

which a specific character refers or belongs throughout the show. For example, “Freeze 

Your Brain” from Heathers (a musical in progress) uses reggaeton, as this matches the 

time and place of the story. O’Keefe therefore is able to add the comedic flavor he was 

looking for at that moment in the story.   

 The impact one hopes to make on the audience may determine a composer’s 

choice for a score. A composer may choose to use harmonic language that will please 

the “common ear” or as O’Keefe says, one may want to “keep the audience on the 

edge” by using more atonal and less predictable harmonic language.   

 O’Keefe mentions that when writing, he most often chooses to write words first 

and let them lead into melody. He stresses the importance of placing operative words 
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strategically into music, emphasizing that this is a critical element in American Musical 

Theatre composition. This lends a natural setting of speech to the melody and results in 

a more effective speech-melody. 

 Rhythm should be determined by the natural rhythm of the words. As an 

example, O’Keefe refers to rap music and focuses on the rapper Eminem. O’Keefe 

points out how Eminem’s rap tends to be perceived as conversational. However, I 

classify rap music as speech-rhythm and not speech-melody, for a melody consists of 

pitches and rhythms while rap’s pitches are approximate and the focus is on rhythm. 

The exception is during the chorus in which most rap songs become more melodic. 

Very little rap has been used in musical theatre compositions. One example can be 

found in “In the Heights” from the musical In The Heights (2008) by composer Lin-

Manuel Miranda. Rap music, primarily based on rhythm, has none or only limited 

melodic and harmonic structure, except in chorus sections in which more elaborate 

melodic and harmonic progression is introduced. Similar to Eminem’s style, this song 

contains rap during some verses while the ensemble breaks into a very rhythmic sung 

chorus.  

 When writing the accompaniment and building the harmonic foundation that 

supports a melody, O’Keefe inverts the bass note of chords so that the chords still sound 

familiar to the ear but with this particular variation. According to him, the average 

audience member does not have the ability to hear two different melodies at once. 

Therefore he pays the most attention to the upper melody notes and the bass notes. 

For O’Keefe, repetition is one of the most effective tools used to remind the 

audience of a theme or event, while key changes serve to enhance the repetition. 
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O’Keefe does this first by changing keys faster than the audience expects and second, 

by changing the key of an entire section while repeating the same music, so that the 

audience will be familiar with the tune in a different tonality. He uses the fifth note of a 

chord in the bass (second inversion), affirming that this enhances the tension. He also 

avoids using the tonic of a chord in the bass, preferring to use the seventh, third, or any 

chromatic passing notes on the way to the next chord. He tends to avoid diminished 

chords as well as minor seconds and major sevenths in a melody, in order to avoid the 

clash between the melody note and the harmony.  

Interview Transcription: Larry O’Keefe 

Z: As a composer on Broadway, how do you approach melody composition? Do 

you think about the inflections of speech of the spoken words when translating that into 

music or does the process come naturally?  

O: Before I answer that I want to talk about what is the goal and what is the 

audience. For example, if an audience goes to see an opera they are going to sit through 

a lot more stupid plot or sketchy plot, they will sit through a lot more ludicrous plot and 

they will sit through a lot more “no plot” because the goal is awesome music. If you go 

see an opera, it is kind of firmly on the side of: “music is in charge,” and so the 

audiences will forgive more bad story telling or no story telling. If you do a musical 

there is this kind of understanding that the book is in charge. So, that means that the 

audience is willing to sit through some clunky songs, but the thoughts have to be more 

human, the stories have to be more real, and the narrative needs to be more logical, 

tighter and cleaner, and often faster, less repetitive. For example, there is some beautiful 

operatic music in Guys and Dolls (1950), but if it just kept going and going and going 
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the audience would get bored because they are like “I am here for a musical, this is a 

Broadway show.” So right now Broadway is still very conservative. They are doing 

some weird stuff, some experimental stuff you’d think; In The Heights is supposedly so 

revolutionary, but it is not. The plot is really old fashioned. Spring Awakening (2006) 

you’d think is revolutionary; it is not. It is based on a play from, you know, 120 years 

ago that was still basically simple narrative. So, my point is, that whenever I write a 

show I do think story first, I do think actions first, and I think events first. Who does 

what to whom and when, and how are these people trying to solve their problems? And 

I always start from that, when I am writing a song for a Broadway type show I go, ok, 

what event makes this song happen? Why did they have to start singing what they were 

doing? What made the moment so scary, so exiting, so wonderful, so bad, so horrible, 

so angry and so enraging, that they had to start singing? And then, what changes in the 

course of the song? Who learns something new? What is that? What new decision does 

somebody make? And, if I don’t have a really good surprise in the song like, “Oh my 

God, something just happened, I did not expect within the song,” then I don’t really 

have a good reason for the song to end. So even before I am thinking about melodic line 

I am thinking who does what to what.  

I try to sound very conversational, for most of the time. If there is a moment so 

huge, so unbelievable, so uplifting, that you got to burst out singing, than maybe that 

moment can be more lyrical; maybe that moment sounds more like opera or an oratorio 

because it has been earned. But my point is that the melody and the rhythm come out of 

the action. In every case of what I do, the content determines the form; the events 

determine the sound and the feel. There is one extra thing in musicals that you don’t 



	   67 

have to worry so much about in opera, which is action. You can also call it agency. 

Your leads in a musical should be the agents of an action. It is hard to come up with a 

character that is doing something; it is very hard. Did you see Legally Blond?  

Z: Yes, of course!  

O: Legally Blond is tricky cause it is a girl who wants a life of doing nothing. 

She wants a guy to marry her, and make her happy and take care of her so she doesn’t 

have to do anything. And, if in that first number Warner Huntington III got down on 

one knee and said: “Marry me?” she would be like: “Great!” and she wouldn’t do 

nothing again for the rest of her life. She is forced to do something because her 

boyfriend dumps her, and her pride is hurt, and she thinks that her future is in danger, so 

she gets to work. And she works, and she fights, and she travels, and she argues, and 

she pleads, and she makes new friends, and she works hard, and she fights again, and 

she studies, and she loses the internship, she saves her academic career, she then meets 

a women who is arrested by murder and she defends her and hides her secret. She 

changes her best friend Emmett from a poor guy who dresses badly, and she turns him 

into a hot guy who dresses well, and then she fights on a case, and then she finds out the 

secret, and she saves the day, and she does things, and she does things, and she does 

things. And that is good, because that is an active hero and we’ve come to expect that. 

Audiences want that. Watch Guys and Dolls; everybody is doing stuff. Nathan Detroit 

is looking for a place where he can throw his floating crap game and Sky Masterson 

accepts a bet that he can take a girl to Havana. And, all these people are doing things. 

That gives us things to sing about in the modern age. As there in an opera you can just 

be a person that feels things, who undergoes things.  
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 It is a wonderful thing to study music, but nobody goes to the theatre to study 

anything, they go to have emotions; they go to have their emotions provoked. The story 

that you do becomes your own because you’ve moved the medium. You moved from 

the medium of book to story, and you turned it into a show, a live show, with live 

actors, with killing, and crying, and having sex, and doing all these things on stage. 

And, your goal should be to delight the audience, and make them cry, and make them 

laugh. You jumped from the page to the stage. The first thing I would say, and this is 

some story stuff, and I am sorry to jump in the story stuff instead of the music stuff, but 

to me, work on the story, work on the story, work on the story and suddenly the music 

becomes easy. So what you want to do, is you want to make these emotions, you want 

to make the situations so dangerous, so terrifying, so joyful, so despairing, that the 

songs just pour out of you. If you do your homework upfront, the other stuff is easy.  

Z: So, all Broadway shows are driven by the emotion and not driven by the 

music, right? 

O: Oh, yes, and yet here is another example: Sweeny Todd (1979). In Sweeny 

Todd Sondheim took up that story for two reasons. He said, “ah, this is such a bloody 

story with revenge, and killing, and love, and murder, right? But he also thought, and 

think of the songs I could do, think of the sounds, the church bells, the hymns, the 

modal harmonies, the British stuff, the musical sound. What a great world to write in. 

Z: How do you convert the emotions into music? 

O: Well, you convert into music by letting the emotion lead you. You convert 

into music by saying: “show me the crossroads where people must burst into songs.” 

People burst into song because they’ve hit a dead end and they are sad, or because they 
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had a breakthrough and they are happy, or because they are about to lose everything 

they wanted and they are terrified, or because they have lost and they are furious and 

they want revenge. And people burst into song when they hit a crossroad, and then what 

emotion is that? That helps determine. Is the song going to be full of rage and anger? 

Then it’s probably going to be an up-tempo and not a happy ballad. Is the song a lament 

for somebody who is dead? Well, this music is probably going to be a little slower than 

the up-tempo was. And so, as far as how the music begins to take shape, I also say, what 

is this world?  

 Right now I am writing Heathers. Remember the song I showed you called 

“Freeze your Brain?” 

Z: Sure. 

O: Ok, Heathers takes place in 1988, so it is a period piece. It’s happened 20 

years ago. That means, ok, a couple of sounds I can use and a couple of sounds I can’t. 

For example, I wouldn’t put a lot of Gershwin type sounding music in Heathers, 

because the kids were not listening to that back then. I would not have put a lot of 

Mozart necessarily, and would not put a lot of techno. You know what I would do? Put 

a lot of reggaeton, I love reggaeton. It is funny, it is silly, it is great, it is awesome, you 

can dance to it. But reggaeton didn’t really exist, at least most Americans didn’t know 

anything about it in 1988, so I know that is one flavor I know I won’t be using. 

Similarly, there is a musical theatre vocabulary that you heard in shows like Grey 

Gardens (2006) maybe, or The Most Happy Fella (1956). There is a certain kind of 

beautiful sort of lush, classy Broadway sound, with lots and lots of diminished chords, 

and lots of 7th and augmented chords. A lot of that vocabulary I won’t be using. What I 
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will use is a vocabulary that I’ve developed which uses a lot of popular harmonies, a lot 

of very simple harmonies, but because I get bored with popular harmonies I change the 

key over and over again. So, in other words, I choose my pallet from which I am going 

to paint, because I am thinking about the overall story.  

Another example is Jesus Christ Super Star when they thought they were free to 

do whatever they wanted stylistically. Because they are writing in the hippie era, they 

are writing in 1969 or so, and they are like: “ok, lets do some stuff that sounds scary 

Biblical. But we can also use some stuff that looks just like vaudeville.” Like in “You 

Are the Christ, You’re the Great Jesus Christ.” They totally broke the rules about the 

era, about the historical period, because they had a great comedy joke. They had this 

great song “You Are the Christ, You’re the Great Jesus Christ,” and they wanted a 

comic break. Ok, fine, doesn’t matter. Let’s do it in the 1920s style; who cares? That is 

because they decided they didn’t care. 

Another tactic you want to use is: do you want to please the audience or do you 

want to keep them on edge? You know, because if you want to go for scary noises like 

Webern or Bartok, you are allowed to choose that. The thing is that, what we discovered 

is people like Bartok and Webern became possible, and … people like Alban Berg, they 

were allowed to do what they did because they were writing for an extraordinarily 

educated audience. They could pull in thousands of people who where willing to listen 

to daring stuff. That audience has melted away. So, whom are you writing for? You are 

writing for a bunch of people who like to be a little challenged but not too much. A lot 

of people thought that Sweeny Todd when it came out was not melodic. They said: 

“there is no melody in this; it is not tuned.” A lot of people said that about West Side 
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Story. So audiences can be educated here and there; that goes back and forth. There are 

periods when audiences are more sophisticated than less. I would say we are in a period 

of less sophistication right now. One can compose whatever they want, I am just saying 

that one might want to listen to Leonard Bernstein rules, but people want a melody. 

Give them an occasional melody; it could be a hard one, and easy one…  

Z: How do you make a melody conversational? 

O: Part of it is to study that language and listen to everyday conversations. A 

great example of that is a famous song from your country (Brazil). Do you know that 

song “Girl from Ipanema?” It sounds so conversational in Portuguese, in its original 

language. It sounds just like this guy murmuring about the beauty of this girl. It sounds 

really natural, and that is extra delight added to the tune. Similarly there are ways of 

doing it in English. For example, do you know that there is an opera that came out 

recently about The Great Gatsby, considered one of the great American novels? It is a 

great American novel, a very naturalistic novel with some great metaphysical points. 

There is no magic in it; there is no science fiction. It is just about a guy that goes out 

and parties during the summer in the year twenties with a rich guy name Gatsby, who is 

very nice, but probably some kind of gangster, and won’t admit it. It is a story with a lot 

of despair, and angst, a lot of existential grief. But the opera was inevitable. Somebody 

made an opera out of it in the last ten years, and they decided that they would have 

some real jazz age type music, some real Gershwin type sounding songs, danceable, 

accessible. But then in other parts of the story they had lot of really tedious, boring 

Richard Strauss type sounds. And so, in the review, I remember reading it, the guy who 

came out saying the word “I’m Gatsby,” and that was his opening line, he sang it like 
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this (singing, imitating Gatsby, who used a lot of melismas on the word “I’m”). And, to 

me, that was not useful, because that told me: this composer cares more about a lovely 

melody than about clarity of thought. He tells me he loves his tune but he doesn’t 

understand words. It sounds like the word “I’m” is very important. Lets talk about 

prosody. You know how the song Happy Birthday goes, right? If an alien from Mars 

landed on earth in the middle of your birthday, and they were listening to them sing, 

they would think that the word “to” is really important. But the word “to” is not 

important. In other words, that is bad prosody. The word sits very badly on the melody. 

Are you familiar with Gilbert and Sullivan’s Pirates of Penzance (1879)? There is one 

tune in which the ingénue girl sings to the lead guy and she sings: (singing) “Ah, leave 

me not to pine alone aaaaand desolate.”  So the words are: Ah, leave me not to pine 

alone and desolate, but by listening to her singing you would think that the word “and” 

is important. That kind of stuff is constantly battled in English. There are lots and lots of 

other languages where prosody doesn’t matter; everyone has agreed that it doesn’t 

matter, such as in Italian. For example: “La done e mobile qual piuma al vento, muta 

d’accento e di pensiero; sempre un amabile, leggiadro viso, in pianto o in riso, e 

menzognero.” The beginning of that song has really bad prosody. The word “La,” 

which means the, is the accented word. If you translate that song into English, and lots 

and lots of people have translated, always goes: “Women are fickle.” They don’t go: “A 

women are fickle.” Prosody is something that is completely in your control. If you are 

writing the words you are in complete control of them, and it is your choices that 

decide. I am not saying that you can’t do melismas, I am not saying that you can make 

lots and lots of stuff, it is just that you want to choose a good word to do it on. Listen to 
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American Idol, and you listen to all the riffing. They riff because they are all trying to 

sound black, because African music has a long tradition of lots and lots of fun notes on 

one syllable. And it indicates joy, it indicates celebration, it indicates virtuoso, but if 

you put in the wrong song it sounds stupid, and if you accent the wrong note it sounds 

stupid. So, for example, if you sing the song: “You Make Me Feel, You Make Me Feel 

Like A Natural Woman.” You can hit the word “natural” all you want, you can hit the 

word “woman” all you want, you can play with that, because you are singing a song that 

says: “you make me feel like a natural woman.” This is a great phrase, so, if you hit the 

word “you” and use riffs on the word “you,” it is because you are complimenting you, 

because you make me feel. But if the riff goes on the word “a,” if you hit an 

unimportant word, that is not a good prosody. Now let me try this. If you sing and 

decide to riff on the syllable “-tu-” of the word natural, you are hitting the wrong 

syllable. So you can give a melody a high rise in the wrong syllable as well. That is why 

if you sing: “woman are fickle,” that is funny, but if you go: “The woman that I love,” it 

feels wrong. Certain words in English are not designed to be accented. The word “the” 

is almost never accented. For example, the song “Nice Work If You Can Get It?” The 

word “the” is almost always on an offbeat, it is almost never in a strong beat in the 

beginning of a phrase. It goes like this: “the man who only lives for making money, 

lives a life that isn’t necessary sunny.” In this song the word “the” is always on the 

second beat. That is good prosody. That is a good use of the word “the.” Now, if you try 

to place the word “the” in the first beat, all of a sudden something feels off. I still have 

to say, there are many circumstances under which it is ok. If you listen to Eminem, with 

really off kilter rhythms, but sometimes you realize that these rhythms are true to 
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themselves. He has just shifted the entire line, the entire paragraph, the entire song, he 

shifted the entire phrase earlier one-half beat, or later one half beat. It is amazing, it is 

kind of cool, but it still opposes its own logic and still reads conversational pretty much 

everything he does. 

Z: Talking about rhythm, I have noticed that when composers like you write 

very conversationally, the meter is not constant.  

O: You are right. You often find that rhythmic variety really helps to keep the 

energy going. Now, a happy moment could have a regular rhythm, a happy moment 

could be a dance thing with 4/4 then 3/4, then 4/4 then 3/4, but as long as the underline 

motor is a happy one, the underline energy is exciting. 

Z: So, what do you think comes first, the rhythm or the words?  

O: I usually, 80% of the time, I write the words first. But, it is not always a good 

thing, because that can lead to lots and lots of words, it can lead to “bumpti-bumpti 

rhythms,” and something they call doggerel. Doggerel means cheap, bad simple mind 

poetry. For example, Candide: “You’ve been a fool and so have I, but come and be my 

wife, and let us try before we die. We’re neither pure, nor wise, nor good we’ll do the 

best we know. We build our house and chop our wood and make our garden grow.” 

That is the lyric. So this dude, Richard Wilbur, this lyricist landed Bernstein a lyric that 

was really bumpti-bumpti. And this is what Bernstein did with it (singing). He played 

with it, because he was allowed to, and he changed the rhythms around to make 

something beautiful and something surprising and heartfelt. Because if he had just 

listened to the lyricist and he had just set music to it, this is what we would’ve gotten 

(singing). So you have any right to come up with any rhythm you want and then look at 
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it like you didn’t write it. 

Z: What about harmony and voicing in Broadway tunes?   

O: American audiences, or most of the audiences, are able to hear two different 

melodies at once, and it is usually the sung melody and the bass line. That is what they 

can really hear, because they can hear high and low, and the contrast between high and 

low is what gives us the harmonies that we understand. So what comes to mind is that 

we have learned a bunch of clichés, and American audiences know a bunch of clichés, 

and they like them for a while, and then they get bored at that. Like the song “Heart and 

Soul,” it is like that expression ‘tears in light pillow.’ The harmony goes I, II, VI, and 

V. That was older age, in the 1950s. It was huge, incredibly popular, and audiences 

were like: great, let’s hear more of that. And song after song after song uses these 

chords, because it was okay. That was like the language of the teenagers, sort of like an 

understood thing. Well, then too many songs happened, and you can’t use that anymore 

without everyone noticing it, and saying: “Oh, why are they using those chords again?” 

So, nowadays I guarantee you; if you listen to the top 40 on radio, none of them uses 

that sequence. They are looking for different chord sequences. We are all looking for 

new surprising ways of making the tension rise and fall. So if you start a song in C, then 

Am, then F, then G, maybe that felt heartfelt once. Nowadays it feels like being 

unimaginative, and also a little boring, because if you start on C, and your song is in C, 

you are starting at a place of rest. It is kind of hard to push you out of your chair. So you 

may have noticed that, in my work, I try very often to write the very first chord of a 

song, or at least the first verse, I try not an I chord; for example, the song “Serious” 

from Legally Blonde. That song begins in a IV chord, I don’t know why, and it is a very 
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simple chord progression, and I know, there are lots and lots and lots of popular clichés 

here. So, take a look at it. We are in the key of Ab, and the first three chords are the IV, 

the V, and the vi. I have written seven or eight songs with that same sequence lately. I 

have got several songs in Legally Blonde that do that, like the ballad, that starts with IV 

to VI. So I use this chord sequence within a song, than go to the root. So, I add tension 

and then release it, and I do it all over again, I resume the repetition. When a key 

change happens, if you go to the I chord of the new key, it is kind of boring; everyone 

gets it. When you go to an unstable chord on the new key, for example, the IV of the 

new key suddenly throws the audience off. We learn how to do this in jazz. By 

changing the key so constantly I am telling the audience: “Don’t blink. I’m going to 

surprise you, I’m going to surprise you, I’m going to surprise you.” What I am doing is, 

I’m trying to unsettle the audience. I am trying to give them a dose of nervous along 

with the happy emotions of a song. It is escalating the tension. 

The song “Oh My God You Guys” from Legally Blonde has lots and lots of 

happy chords. This song is the first song of the show, and it is about the joy and 

exuberance of a bunch of people we have never met, so we have got to understand them 

in accessible terms, we’ve got to understand their emotion and their happiness. And 

here is something that I have leaned: every song is about one thing. Ideally a song is 

about one idea, just one, even if it is long. If you have a song that is about one thing and 

suddenly it turns into something totally different, that might be a sign that you have two 

songs and that you should split them in two, or it is simply a sign that it is time to end 

your song really quickly, because you came up with a new idea that will end your song 

and move on with the story. So this song is all about how wonderful it is to be Elle. 



	   77 

About how wonderful it is to be young and have these hopes about having love on your 

way, and about having the love of your life be on his way to marry you. So this show 

begins with girls who think they know everything about the world, who have no 

problems really, and who have no interest in learning more. All they want is to be pretty 

and pink the rest of their lives. The reason we are willing to listen to this girls is because 

they are generous. They love Elle so much, they are so exited for her, they are willing to 

run around Los Angeles to help her go buy dresses and get ready. They are selfless, they 

are stupid, sheltered and rich, they are thoughtless and probably poor students, but they 

are really loving and generous, and that is why we love them. You see? There are lots of 

major chords. This is a happy song, so we don’t dwell too much on minor chords. They 

resolve into other major chords. It is a popular sequence: I, vi, vii, and IV. I like that 

sequence and I use it in a lot of songs. This song has one uneven phrase, it is a ten bar 

phrase, and I kind of like that. So this is the first song of the show, and this girl is 

exited, so her phrases are going to be short because she is gulping for air. So she is 

gulping for air between the phrases, cause a long lyrical line would be wrong for this 

song. The emotion determines the breathing. The breathing determines the length of the 

phrase. The length of the phrase helps to determine the lyricism and the energy of it. So, 

we also want to move on, so in the next phrases I give it to another person and she sings 

for eight bars, but the song is getting more and more exiting and the next characters 

only sing for four bars. So the phrases are getting shorter. By the end of this sequence 

we are in a dominant chord, which instead of resolving in the tonic resolves up a half 

step, goes from B major to C major in “Oh my God, Oh my God you guys.” If I had the 

perfect sopranos I could have gone to E, but that is too high. In bar 32 of that song, 



	   78 

notice that the bass is the same as in the verse. I recycle the same idea. My left hand 

wanted to walk up in the sequence because it increases the energy, it builds, builds, 

builds. 

 

 

Ex. 16. Larry O’Keefe, “Omigod You Guys,” from the musical Legally Blonde. 
 

Now, let’s talk about rhythm for one second. In the beginning you have two 

down beats on “Oh my,” right? That is one of the only places where the meter is square. 

Look at all of the pick up notes; for example, pick up’s to measures 35, 36, 37, 38, 39. 

This song is in such a hurry that it can’t wait for the bar line. It just happens by the way, 

that the big difference between me and a lot of rock and roll show tune writers is: I 

know where the beat is supposed to go. If I had been a typical show tune dude, trying to 

fake his way through a popular tune, if I had grown up listening to show tunes and had 

never listened to rock, I would never bother to move the down beat. All of these down 

beats would be squared, and the song would be squared. I just listen to enough songs to 

know that you want to be ahead of the beat. If you are in a hurry, if you want to be in a 

rock and roll, if you want to be hot, you want to be ahead of the beat.  For example, in 

the song “Serious,” almost every downbeat is anticipated. The reason why I did that is 

because this song felt young, it felt like in a hurry, it felt like energy, it felt like 

nervousness, it felt like pop. Meanwhile it has a lot of squared beats; the voice sings on 
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the downbeat while the bass line is anticipated. The singers had a hard time with it, they 

though that they were doing wrong. I mentioned this simply because content determines 

form. Your emotions for story will help choose things for you. Listen to the emotions in 

the story, make the story as scary, as beautiful, as angry, as sad, as happy as you can 

and then it will help you chose what the sounds are, what the chords are, and what the 

melody is.   

Johnny Rodgers (b. 1974) 

Johnny Rodgers is an award winning singer-songwriter whose original songs are 

influenced by the Beatles, James Taylor, Billy Joel, Sting, Paul Simon, and John Mayer. 

Rodgers toured the world with one of Broadway’s great singers, Liza Minnelli. He also 

has his own band, The Johnny Rodgers Band. He has performed with other stars such as 

Stephen Schwartz, Paul McCartney, Michael Feinstein, and Ann Hampton Callaway. 

He believes that the musical score “serves only as a bad roadmap to music.” By this he 

means that music is more than notes on a page, and therefore needs to be treated as 

such, with emotion and spontaneity.  

Johnny Rodgers Interview Summary 

For Rodgers, speech-melody occurs naturally and is the only way to create a 

meaningful melody, due to the utmost importance of the marriage between lyrics and 

melody. As with the other composers in this study, Rodgers believes that the foundation 

of a musical theatre song is the plot, emotions, and lyrics. For him, these pillars lead the 

way to the interweaving of lyrics and melody; which, in his case, happens 

simultaneously. He states, “The lyric is poetry, and without the music it would be a 

poem. And the melody is music, and without the lyric it would just be a song. But, 
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when you find the perfect melody and the lyric that matches it, there is a marriage and 

an undeniable wedlock between the two.” 

 He defines effective speech-melody as a process in which emotions are built into 

the melody through the verbs (operative words). Rodgers stresses the importance of 

operative words, considering them imperative to a melody; therefore, lyrics and melody 

merge with natural flow, as spoken words merge with natural speech inflections. 

 

 

Ex. 17. Rodgers and Hart, “My Funny Valentine,” from the musical Babes in Arms. 
 

Rodgers compares a musical score to both a road map and to the human body. A 

body has individual parts, but a body is not its individual parts; it is the totality of those 

many parts. In music, the many musical elements are like the many body parts; they are 

smaller parts of a bigger picture: a song. On the other hand, the purpose of a road map is 

to reach the final destination and a good road map can show you the best, and easiest 

way, to reach that destination. Like a good road map, a good musical score should be 

specific in rhythmic and melodic details. This precision of detail can lead the performer 

to a natural speech-melody-interpretation by following the nuances found in the score. 

 Rodgers adds that within a memorable and architecturally constructed song, 

there is much room for acting and interpretation, because there is comfort in the 

structure. This flexibility allows the performer to back phrase or phrase forward. 
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Artifices such as back phrasing and forward phrasing are most commonly found in 

tunes with a jazz-like quality. When such artifices are applied to a song the melodies are 

not altered completely; however the timing of the phrases will be slightly delayed or 

anticipated.      

 Rodgers closes the interview by reinforcing the importance of the telling of a 

story in a musical theatre song. In this way he confirms the importance of a carefully 

constructed speech-melody that provides a comfortable structure in which speech-

melody-interpretation can take place.  

Interview Transcription: Johnny Rodgers 

Z: Do you think that inflections of speech are important?  

R: Absolutely! 

Z: Is this something that you think about when you compose?  

R: I do. I think about it, but not in an active way, in a passive way. It is a natural 

thing, and I think that the marriage between the lyrics and the melody is of the most 

importance, obviously. The way that I compose, definitely a piece of lyric will come 

first, usually with the melody already attached to it, so I will naturally follow that line. 

And, when I am writing more lyrics to match in building the song, I will be thinking of 

that pattern, and it will definitely govern what the lyrics are.  

Z: So, do the lyrics always come first? 

R: No, the lyrics are of the most importance. What comes first, the lyrics or the 

melody? And the answer is both. What makes a song special, what makes a song 

memorable is not either the great lyrics or the great melody, but the interweaving of 

both of them together, the marriage. The lyrics are poetry, and without the music they 
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would be a poem. And the melody is music, and without the lyrics it would just be a 

song. But, when you find the perfect melody and the lyrics that match it and there is a 

marriage and an undeniable wedlock between the two. That is what makes a song last. 

And I agree with you, when you say that a lot of times, you know, more recently written 

songs tend to ignore melody, and tend to ignore the marriage between melody and 

lyrics, much more given by rhythm, I think. A lot of The Great American Songbook, 

songs that are with us today, you know, you will find that marriage. Songs like “My 

Funny Valentine” from Babes in Arms (1937), you can hear the marriage, you know. It 

is almost like speaking, it is so natural, but yet, you get an emotional build through the 

verb in: “you make me smile.” 

 

 

Ex. 18. Rodgers and Hart, “My Funny Valentine,” from the musical Babes in Arms. 
 

You wouldn’t go “you make me smile with” (and hold the word “with”). You 

are driving towards the noun, or the verb, or the important word, and that usually is 

going to be the top of your melody. So you end it with a noun “you make me smile with 

my heart,” so heart is your lending point, where the melody lends. For example the song 

“Autumn Leaves,” “the falling leaves just by my window.” You are going to the noun; 

you are going to the verb. But if I were writing that song I wouldn’t consciously be 

thinking about fitting into that melody. There are different situations. If you are writing 

by yourself, chances are that your thought process is going to naturally lead you into a 

phrase that would be comfortable. If you are given a melody, that is somehow a harder 



	   83 

task, because, you know, you are constructing the poem within the confines of a 

melody. Do you know how Rodgers and Hammerstein, and Rodgers and Heart work? I 

believe that Richard Rodgers had the melody first, sometimes. So, I think it works both 

ways. There is a movie called Words and Music, and it is all about the relationship 

between Richard Rodgers and Lawrence Heart.  

Z: I have noticed that composers like Bernstein have used meter changes in 

order to propel the forward motion of the phrases in one song, going from 4/4 to 5/3 to 

7/4 to 9/4, etc. Do you think they do that to propel the natural way of speaking into 

song, or not?  

R: I think, in his case he did use it in that way. Like in a song such as 

“America,” he definitely used rhythm in his advantage; and that is an example of how 

it’s done at a really high level. Yes, I think that changing meters is… Here is what I 

think, what is on a page is a road map, a very bad road map for what music is. To me, 

music is not a mathematical thing; it breaks down into mathematical things just like you 

and I, we have bodies. And, if you want to break them down scientifically, they would 

be molecules and cells, but that does not make a person, just like a 5/4 bar and a 4/4 bar 

and a melody and a lyric does not make a song. Those are all pieces of what a song 

becomes which is music, and music only exists at the moment that it is being played. 

So, you are breaking down the construction of it. Bernstein did not think: I am going to 

put a 5/4 bar here. He thought, I think, in my opinion, this (singing the song 

“America”), and then he had to write that out to paper, and I have ran into the same 

issue: trying to put music into paper. 

Z: Do you agree that, differently than most composers, Bernstein did that 
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naturally because he was not caught up into the 4/4 as most popular composers of 

today? 

R: Well, I think we live in a 4/4 world for sure, and that is the dominant; it is 

dominant in most popular music, in western music for sure.      

Z: Do you think that because of this predominance of 4/4, the 4/4 mentality gets 

in the way of the natural flow of speech when you are trying to put that into music? 

Like, if I were trying to replicate the flow of our conversation here right now into song, 

by trying to constrain it into 4/4 I am affecting the flow, don’t you think?  

R: Yes, I do actually. One of the things that in contemporary musical theatre we 

are getting away from is that more natural speech rhythm, and more of a stream of 

consciousness kind of thing, that dictates the music, you know? A lot of more modern 

composers, they break the mode of the standard song, and I think two things about that.  

It is great and it is effective as a way of expressing the thought process of the singer or 

the performer. I think that sometimes it gets in the way of stating something in a concise 

way, in a concise and memorable way. There are things to be valued in being 

constricted within a structure, like a 4/4 structure, or a 3/4 structure. What is great about 

the Gershwin songs and Rodgers and Hart, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Irving Berlin, 

Cole Porter, is that there is such a solid construction, and they did restrict themselves to 

time signature and usually to a 32 bar song, and they had this much time to convey this 

emotion. And so, in a way, they had to distill all of the thoughts into one way of 

conveying that was both poetic and honest. It is like architecture, but within that 

structure there is so much room. Like, you don’t have to sing it exactly as it is written 

on the page either. So, it is not only up to the composer, but then the interpreter. You 
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know, if you heard ten different versions of “Autumn Leaves,” you would hear that the 

phrasing is completely different in each one. Some people phrase forward, some people 

phrase back, you know? But there is comfort in the structure.  

Z: What do you think makes Broadway tunes so distinct, with such a 

characteristic sound? 

R: I think Broadway tunes have a certain energy to them. I also think that 

Broadway songs, they have a function in the show: they need to forward the plot, for the 

most part, when it is done well. So, they tell a story, maybe a little more narrative than a 

popular song. A popular song looks for a hook and they repeat it over and over and over 

again. So when you are listening to it on your radio, or in your car, you catch onto it, 

you hook into it. I think that would be the main difference between Broadway and 

popular music. The funny thing is, for a long time the popular music was Broadway 

music, you know? The musical theatre songs became the popular songs, which became 

the jazz standards, which today is even still the jazz standard. I think that there is an 

integrity to it that allowed them to last for a much longer time than a lot of the popular 

music that you hear today. Now the lines are being blurred now with the difference 

between what a popular song is and what a Broadway song is because we have so many 

musicals like Jersey Boys (2005) and Mamma Mia (2001), where it is popular songs and 

they are pushed into the plot; it really does push the plot forward, it is just placed at an 

opportune moment where it kind of fits the story. Also things like In The Heights, 

pushing the boundaries of what is a musical theatre sound. The Disney musicals for 

example, use obviously popular sounds too. So, the lines are blurred more everyday.   

Z: Do you think that the repetition of the hook present in rock songs is the main 
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reason why rock musicals and rock operas are fewer within the Broadway realm? Do 

you agree that the repetition makes it hard to compose a musical and deliver the plot 

through music? 

R: I think that it depends on the way that is written. For example, something like 

Tommy, which was written to be a rock opera. I think it is difficult to be too repetitive in 

a musical theatre song. I think it restricts you; it becomes something else. I think that is 

the difference between the popular song and the Broadway song; one tells a story, and 

hopefully a good popular song tells a story, but it usually has a repeated hock that if you 

were watching on stage it would not be interesting.  

John Bucchino (b. 1952)  

John Bucchino wrote the score for A Catered Affair (2008) (winner of the 

Drama League Award for Best Musical) as well as Urban Myths, It’s Only Life and 

Lavender Girl. He has composed for animated films and has written isolated songs, 

frequently performed by musical theatre performers. Such songs became part of his 

albums Grateful, The Songs of John Bucchino, and Solitude Lessons. These works have 

both a musical theatre approach as well as some characteristics particular to popular 

music. This is due to the fact that such songs, which are mainly story-songs or stand-

alone songs, primarily are based on a rhythmic groove while telling a story.  

“Temporary” represents well his blend of popular music and musical theatre 

approaches. It also portrays how Bucchino captures a conversational sound in his 

works. “Temporary” is found on Bucchino’s CD album Grateful. The song has a 

particular mellow mood, which matches the mood presented by the lyrics. This song is 

not part of a musical; however, it contains musical theatre characteristics in its structure. 
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The lyrics follow a popular song approach, with choruses and verses that repeat. 

Interestingly, each of these choruses is written with a musical theatre approach, by 

changing the lyrics slightly every time. The lyrics provide character development while 

also allowing for the progression of plot. The song begins with a conversational 

approach, and there are glimpses of speech-melody that occur throughout the verses. 

This is especially evident in the verse below in which the lyrics are supported by a 

harmonic ascending structure that follows a slight accelerando (the bold words are 

emphasized in the melody by being placed on the down beat): “I know you want things 

to stay the same; I know it’s hard to watch a childhood going up in smoke. It’s hard for 

me to watch a child who’s growing up and choke back all the warnings I could scream 

to protect you from the things that aren’t as solid as they seem. But then, I’m only 

temporary.” The harmonic structure and the ascending melody of each phrase increases 

the tension present in the lyrics, until the final lyrics “But then, I’m only temporary.” At 

this point the descending melody emphasizes the contrast between the anxiety of the 

previous lines and the confrontation of reality that occurs on the final line. 

 

 

Ex. 19. John Bucchino, “Temporary,” from the album Grateful. 
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The second verse follows the same harmonic and melodic ideas of the previous. 

However, Bucchino here uses the text to drive the second part of the verse, creating a 

different melodic line and rhythmic structure that serve the following lyrics, “The trick 

is hold it now as tightly as you can. Whether it’s your favorite toy or a sad little boy 

who’s trying up to be a brave little man. Hold it tighter ‘cause you know you’ll have to 

let it go. If you learn this though you won’t be so sad.” While in the first verse the 

phrases are divided into four 4/4 measures followed by five 4/4 measures then two 4/4 

measures, the second verse is divided into five 4/4 measures, then two and another two 

4/4 measures. 

 

 

Ex. 20. John Bucchino, “Temporary,” from the album Grateful. 
 

The second verse differs slightly from the first verse, not only in terms of 

measures, but also in terms of melodic rhythm. This occurs because Bucchino follows 

the natural pace of the lyrics and uses music to embellish the lyrics rather than to 

determine a musical form to be followed exactly. Even though the melodic and 



	   89 

rhythmic ideas in both verses are similar, they vary when variation is needed. For 

example, the beginning of the second verse does not start on the downbeat as does the 

first verse. Rather, it precedes the downbeat, because the operative word of the phrase is 

the word “hold” and the fourth word of the phrase. 

John Bucchino Interview Summary 

 Bucchino begins the interview by comparing music to architecture. He mentions 

the building structure of a koi pond, and compares the lyrics to the rocks and the music 

to the water. Continuing the comparison, he points out how much more malleable music 

is compared to lyrics and explains that this is why he chooses to write lyrics first most 

of the time.  

 He reports that writing with the forward motion of a plot in mind has always 

been natural to him. Even before he began writing for the theatre, his songs tended to be 

story songs. Bucchino has a very particular style of writing, which tends to be very 

precise, supporting the singer during the speech-melody-interpretation process. For this 

he has received the highest compliment from Jonathan Tunick, composer, orchestrator, 

and musical director who, being particularly familiar with Stephen Sondheim’s ability 

to notate detail, said: “you write your music like Stephen Sondheim does, where every 

breath, every back phrasing, is all written in, and all the singer has to do is look at it.” 

 In a way Bucchino agrees with Rodgers that the musical score is a road map, 

and it is meant to communicate to the performer. In order to do so most accurately, 

honing precision of detail during the writing process is imperative.  

 Bucchino uses Sondheim’s works as strong examples of perfect rhyme, while 

discussing the importance of rhyme in theatre. This is not the same in popular 



	   90 

songwriting, where little to no attention is given to rhymes, for it is not important to the 

genre. In his book Finishing the Hat, Sondheim emphasizes the importance of good 

rhyme, which affects directly the way one crafts the melody around a phrase that 

rhymes and one that does not. In the same way that accents are important in speech-

inflection, so are the inflections produced during words that rhyme and inflect almost 

identically. Rhymes, either perfect or approximate, are yet another important element to 

be taken into consideration during the architectural process of construction of a melody.   

 During the early years of musical theatre, composers such as Rodgers and Hart 

accommodated rhymes by changing the pronunciation of a word in order to maintain a 

previously presented structure of the melody within a verse. For example in the song 

“Manhattan,” Hart first uses the words “wondrous toy” with “girl and boy.” He later 

rhymes the words “cannot destroy” with “girl and boy,” and finally approximates a 

rhyme when trying to rhyme the words “spoil with girl,” which became “never spoil” 

and “boy and goil.” Such events are common in musical theatre composition, 

particularly in songs of the early years. In the examples above, both the structure of the 

verses and the melody in each of the phrases remains similar. This shows that the lyrics 

most likely accommodated the melody, while maintaining rhyme as an important 

musical element during the construction of this song.  

 Bucchino mentions that Stevie Wonder’s works serve as examples of improper 

accents, unusual tense conjugations, and rhyming issues. He adds that one can be 

tolerant of these problems in popular music, but not in musical theatre in which “there is 

a level of craft that is expected” from musical theatre composers.  

 Even though Bucchino claims not to have thought about speech inflection during 



	   91 

the process of composition, it seems that he became more conscious of it naturally over 

the years. This may demonstrate that writing with strong speech-melodies is a sign of 

compositional maturity. He discusses one of his early songs, “Taking the Wheel,” in 

which important syllables are not accented, most likely due to his relative immaturity as 

a composer at that point in his career. These idiosyncrasies occur when each syllable of 

the words “driving again” is placed on off-beat eighth notes, giving equal value to each 

syllable, and overshadowing the stress on the first syllable of the word “driving.” Even 

though the important accented syllables in the melody are not stressed, the word does 

not lose its meaning; however, the flow is interrupted. While the fast-paced song is a 

challenge for the singer, it also provides proper moments for breathing and necessary 

acting beats. This song is based on a groove. Its formal structure is rather basic, and 

contains the same number of measures in all verses. Each stanza contains run-on 

sentences delivered at a fast rhythmic pace. These details confirm that the song contains 

traces of musical theatre style as well as popular style, due to being composed early in 

Bucchino’s career.  

 

 

Ex. 21. John Bucchino, “Taking the Wheel.” 
 

 Bucchino then describes how “Taking the Wheel” was written with a more precise 

speech-melody approach. Therefore during its speech-melody-interpretation the singer 

does not have the choice of back phrasing or changing the rhythms, even slightly. This 

is true in most of his later songs, in which he writes exactly what he wants the singer to 
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execute. Yet another particular quality of Bucchino’s songs is that of writing off beat 

rhythms in order for the lyrics to be delivered in a conversational manner.   

 Bucchino explains how he writes conversational melodies that do not necessarily 

follow the prosody of language, and he uses the song “One White Dress” from A 

Catered Affair as an example. 

 

 

Ex. 22. John Bucchino, “One White Dress,” from the musical Catered Affair.  
 

 In this song, the singer is solely responsible for the intonation and emphasis given 

to the syllables during the speech-melody-interpretation, since the rhythmic event has 

been clearly denoted in the score. One may notice that Bucchino writes speech-melodies 

that are very precise rhythmically; however he leaves the intonation and the 

emphasizing of a strong syllable for the actor/singer to produce during speech-melody-

interpretation. By changing selected pitches, the composer can easily gain more control 

of the final performance. For example, the word “shopping” is set on an ascending 

interval of a major second, which naturally pushes the emphasis to the higher pitched 

syllable. If he had set the word “shopping” on a descending minor or major second 

instead, and placed the syllable “sho-” on the stronger part of the rhythm, the impulse 

would automatically fall on the proper inflected syllable of the word. By doing this, the 

composer then would be in charge of both rhythmic and melodic events. However, by 

precisely notating only the rhythmic structure, the composer consciously leaves the 

melodic intonation up to the performer’s own interpretation. 
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Interview Transcription: John Bucchino 

Z: During your writing process, are speech inflections something that you think 

of consciously or does the conversion of such inflections into melodies happen 

naturally?  

B: I do it naturally. I’m not sure how other composers do, but I can only speak 

for myself, and I don’t even think about it consciously.  

Z: Do you normally right lyrics or melody first? 

B: For me, lyrics almost always come first.  

Z: Is there a specific reason for that choice? 

B: Yes, there is. It’s because for me, lyrics are more malleable and less flexible 

than music, so it makes more sense to me. It’s almost as if you were building a koi 

pond, where you first would put the stones, which are the more solid and inflexible 

material, to outline the structure of it, and then you would pour in the water. The water 

being the music while the rocks are the lyrics. And for me, also, it’s about delayed 

gratification, because I don’t enjoy writing lyrics, they are very difficult because they 

are so concrete; so in a certain one it could tend to be earth bound, and so they are more 

difficult, so I can’t really allow myself the playful, joyful experience of writing the 

music until I’ve gone through the agony of sweating blood to get the lyrics out.  

Z: Do you always write your lyrics on your own or do you also work with a 

lyricist? 

B: I occasionally have collaborated with some friends who wrote lyrics that I 

liked, but very, very rarely. In all my best-known works, both music and lyrics where 

written by myself.  



	   94 

Z: I’ve noticed that you have a vast repertoire of story-songs or songs written 

isolated from the plot of a full length musical.  

B: Besides A Catered Affair, that would be right. The first musical that I wrote 

was sort of a sequence of seven short musicals, all dealing with urban legends, and it 

was called Urban Myths in 1998. We had only one production with that show and Scott 

Schwartz, Stephen Schwartz’s son, directed it. That was an experience of sort of doing 

theatre in bite sizes when writing 10 to 15 minute musicals and putting them all 

together. Then, It’s Only Life came about and I’ve tried to do it, with different people, 

and some had tried to pursue this without my involvement, or I’ve tried to do it with a 

couple of different people, to put songs together to form a musical revue, and it never 

quite worked until Daisy Prince, my dear friend, gave it a shot. So we came out with It’s 

Only Life, which I’m really proud of. It was after It’s Only Life that I then wrote a full 

length musical called A Catered Affair, which had a five-month Broadway run in 2008. 

We’ve released the casting recording, and the show has been successful in regional 

theatres since then. I’ve also written songs for an animated film after that.   

Z: I’ve noticed that when you write isolated music that is not for a full length 

musical, the music tends to have a bit of a popular flavor to it, but still preserving a 

musical theatre structure.   

B: That is exactly right! 

Z: I’ve noticed that to be true particularly in your song “Taking the Wheel.” 

However, different from most popular songs, throughout most of song the groove and 

the inflections are carefully built valuing the prosody of the language.  

B: I didn’t realize. One of the main differences between theatre songs and 
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popular songs is that popular songs are all about imbedding the song in your brain, all 

about making you addicted to the song, so it’s being catchy. And in order to do that they 

have a chorus, which is repeated over and over again, so they kind of stay in the same 

place in terms of what they are communicating. They are communicating one idea; 

there is not really a progression within the course of the song; it’s just ‘I want you 

baby” or “I miss you baby” or “You’ve left me and I’m miserable” and that is pretty 

much it. I find that boring, I guess, so I’ve created impulses, for I like songs that evolve. 

And in theatre, of course, what you mostly want to do is continually to tell a part of the 

story, but you are just telling it in song rather than in prose. So, at least the way I see it, 

theatre songs most often don’t have a chorus that repeats and repeats and repeats. At 

least what I tried to do is, every time that the chorus comes, it has slightly different 

lyrics that move the song forward, that move the character forward during the course of 

the song. Like, the character is coming to a conclusion, or discovering something about 

themselves, or that there is some kind of forward motion over the course of the song, 

and I guess that is somewhat a theatrical element that has always been inherent in the 

kind of writing that I naturally do. I guess that is one of the reasons why one day I got a 

call from Stephen Schwartz wanting to meet with me because something in my writing 

caught his attention.. I was waiting tables at that point and nobody was paying attention 

to my writing. At that point I didn’t know musical theatre at all, but he came and said: 

“I think you should write for musical theatre,” and I didn’t know anything about theatre. 

But I think that must have been part of what he heard, that there was a kind of 

storyteller in what I naturally did.  

Z: During our conversation you previously mentioned that you don’t write your 
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own songs down, but that you have someone who does that for you. How can you be so 

precise with the rhythms you want in paper without doing it yourself?  

B: I’m indeed enormously precise, and I’ve received the highest compliment one 

can ever take, from the orchestrator of A Catered Affair, who is a guy named Jonathan 

Tunick, who has done the orchestration of many of Stephen Sondheim’s musicals. And 

he said: “you write your music like Stephen Sondheim does, where every breath, every 

back phrasing, is all written in, and all the singer has to do is look at it.” There is always 

a comma with the appropriate place to breathe, and all of those things make a 

difference. And to answer your question as to how I write it out so meticulously, thank 

God there is technology today. So, I play things in two separate keyboards so that the 

computer reads the right hand into trebles clef from the top keyboard, while reading 

bass clef from the left hand played at the bottom keyboard. I decided on doing that 

specially because my hands cross over often and the computer wouldn’t recognize what 

was being played by the right or left hands, so I’ve separated them by keyboards, and 

I’ve gotten pretty good at it. Once it’s written, I use what its called quantizing, which is 

to make all the rhythmic imperfection turn into a precisely notated score where, during 

the parts that I didn’t hold a quarter note long enough, it will then quantize and all will 

be set. So I go through what I played and I do that. Now I also use what I didn’t even 

notice I did so often, meter changes. So I divide the music into the correct bar number 

and decide which has to be the measure of 6/4, and then a 4/4 here, things like that, and 

I’ve learned enough about reading music to be able to do all that, even though I’m not a 

great sight reader. So I get written down exactly what I want and then I overdub the 

melody, and I then send the file over to my friend Mario and he puts it into Finale (a 
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musical notating program) for me, exactly as I played it. The main purpose of the 

musical score is to communicate, and in order to communicate the accents, the flow, the 

music either will work with the lyrics or work against them on a number of different 

levels. On an emotional level, either it will amplify the emotion in the lyrics, or it will 

diminish the emotion in the lyrics. On a rhythmic level and a conversational level, either 

the rhythms will feel natural and conversational, which is what I always strive for, and 

therefore will make that lyric more communicative because it feels more conversational 

and more natural and makes more sense. Or, if you write the accents on the wrong 

syllable you get into trouble, and there are writers who let them go because they are tied 

to a melody. They then get into trouble because they’ve used an accent on a different 

syllable than the compatible word and they don’t change the melody to accommodate 

that and then you get syllable instead of syllable. This is really common, especially in 

popular music. The other thing about popular music is that popular songwriters often do 

not use perfect rhyme except by choice. Whereas in theatre, lazy theatre writers don’t 

use perfect rhyme either, but the good ones do. You look at Sondheim’s scores, or a 

Kander and Ebb score, and they are wonderful lyricists, they are theatre lyricists, and 

they use perfect rhyme; it’s more work, you can’t be lazy, but its part of the craft. 

Z: Any examples that come to mind when talking about idiosyncrasies of 

inflection in melodies? 

B: I could mention, in popular music, someone that does this consistently: Stevie 

Wonder, whom I worship; but there are some times when he has some really awkward 

lyric moments, with the wrong inflection on the wrong syllable, or he uses very weird 

tenses in order to get the right number of syllables. With him I can overlook it because 
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it is popular music, and his music is so wonderful; but he is the guiltiest party that I 

could think of. But in musical theatre, for me, and for reviewers, we are a little less 

tolerant for such things. There is a level of craft that is expected.         

Z: What do you think of such idiosyncrasies of inflections in rock musicals? 

B: I think that such idiosyncrasies happen in such musicals because the people 

who write rock/pop musicals come from that background, and I think that they are a 

little lazier. Even though I haven’t seen a lot of rock musicals because they don’t appeal 

to me as much.  

Z: If you would allow me to ask you about a rhythmic event that happens in 

your song “Taking the Wheel.” What was your intention during the phrase “driving 

again” when placing each syllable evenly on the off beats of the measure? 

B: That is very perceptive of you! And you are right; the word is driving and not 

driving again. There, however, it produced an effect, even though I didn’t do it 

consciously. I’ve gotten more conscious with such things as the years passed by. That 

song is probably about 25 to 30 years old.  

Z: I would’ve never guessed due to its currently sounding flavors. 

B: Yeah, and that is the cool thing about not writing what was current at any 

given time in the popular world. Because, yes, I didn’t ever have a record deal and sell a 

million copies and make some money. But also, what I write is so my own voice and so 

not connected to any particular time period that people are surprised when I say that 

“Taking the Wheel” is 30 years old because it doesn’t sound dated. In terms of the 

phrase “driving again,” the word “driving” carries an emotional weight, and that rhythm 

pushes it forward. It’s interesting that a performance of that song, one of the trick things 
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is that, the rhythm of the piano part and the rhythm of the vocal line are so connected, 

the piano absolutely propels the vocals. When played just as written, the piano part just 

catapults you, and it really works with you. That is not a song that you can do your own 

phrasing, or be slightly behind the beat or anything like that, because the whole vibe of 

the song is very concrete, very driving, and if the singer back phrases or get lazy with it, 

it really falls apart.  

There is another song, which is another thing that I’ve learned that I do, and that 

is: sometimes I put what would normally be accented syllables on unaccented beats to 

make it more conversational. Let me exemplify exactly what I mean. What comes to 

mind is a song from the Broadway show A Catered Affair called, “One White Dress.” 

This song is about a girl who thinks that she is not a frilly girl and suddenly she finds 

herself at a bridal shop trying on wedding gowns, and all the stuff that never mattered to 

her she suddenly is like: “What is the power of this dress that it’s turned me into 

someone that I never was before. I never used to be the kind of person who gets 

sentimental about this and suddenly I’ve got this dress on and I’m feeling all mushy. 

What is going on?” So, that’s what the song is about, and the rhythm places no syllable 

on a downbeat; it’s all off beats. By doing this, the same thing that happened before in 

“Taking the Wheel” happens in the phrase “shopping till I drop” of this song, where 

both syllables of the word “shopping” carry the same weight. But the singer has to go 

against every rhythmic instinct that they have, and even though a normally unaccented 

syllable comes at what would be an accented beat, what I’m asking the singer to do is to 

ignore that. So what it becomes is: instead of writing it squared, which would be writing 

it in even eight notes all throughout, which would be kind of boring, it becomes a un-
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even rhythmic structure instead, which sounds much more conversational, much more 

lyrical.  

So, the very thing that I’m saying is that what I could see as a mistake, 

sometimes I can contradict myself, for a fact, as an effect instead, in the service of being 

conversational. If a song is written squared, then a singer can interpret it their own way, 

without the pushes, without the back phrases been written in. But what I always worry 

about is that the singer is going to sing the way it’s written, so if I’m writing it square 

expecting it to sound conversational I’m relying on the singer to make that happen, by 

putting a lot of trust in the singer’s creativity and in the singer’s abilities to make 

choices that are going to match your artistic vision as the writer. And I don’t trust 

singers that much. So I give them as much breath, every little idea, as much information 

as possible and they still sometimes ignore it whenever they want. What singers also 

tend to do is: when they find a note that sits in a really nice part of their voice, they will 

sustain it; and it could have been written as any note, and they will make it into a whole 

note just because it feels really good, even if it is the word “the;” and I really try to 

specify when I want to avoid that.  

Z: What do you think about the writing style of earlier composers such as 

Rodger and Hammerstein, Gershwin, Irving Berlin, etc., in terms of specificity of 

details as we’ve been discussing here? 

B: I feel like their songs were more bulletproof in a way than mine are, or 

Sondheim’s or Adam Guettel’s, for example. Guettel is writing a lot more complicated 

stuff than his grandfather did. What I feel is that there is room to reinterpret those 

earlier songs because we know how they are supposed to go, because we’ve heard them 
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for all of our lives. So we know what the essence of the song is and you can mess with 

it a little bit. Those songs are simpler, more squared, and I guess they’ve survived 

because they were writing theatre music that was also popular music, cause back in the 

days the two were the same thing. So the singers did want to mess with it and wanted 

make it their own, because they were going to be defined by their performance of it on 

the radio. Nowadays it’s the reverse, because musical theatre and popular music are 

completely different. 

Stephen Flaherty (b. 1960) 

 Stephen Flaherty is an accomplished Broadway composer, extremely successful 

in his partnership with lyricist Lynn Ahrens, a partnership that began in the spring of 

1983. Among their many successes are Ragtime (1998), Once on This Island (1990), 

Seussical (2000), and Lucky Stiff (1988), as well as the animated movie-musical 

Anastasia (1997). They are working on a new project based on the movie Rocky, with 

an expected opening in Germany in 2012 and in New York in 2013.  

 Flaherty and Ahrens together discuss their work on Ragtime. It is interesting to 

find that sometimes Flaherty wrote the music first and sometimes Ahrens wrote the 

lyrics for other songs first. The first songs written were the “Prologue: Ragtime,” 

“Gliding,” “Till We Reach That Day,” and lastly “Getting’ Ready Rag.” Ahrens says 

“Musicals are inherently about emotions. You can’t distance an audience, you need to 

draw them in.”  

Stephen Flaherty Interview Summary 

The idea of dramatists writing for specific characters is again in evidence during 

the interview with Stephen Flaherty. For Flaherty in particular, music often comes 
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before text. However he always follows the mood of the emotions found in the plot. 

Flaherty provides some examples of songs in which music came first, as well as 

examples of songs in which Ahrens’ lyrics came first. In both cases, Ahrens and 

Flaherty spend considerable time constructing the character before transforming a 

portion of a scene into song. They focus first on the plot, the foundation that holds lyrics 

and music together. They explore each character’s emotional state, which determines 

the rhythmic pace and the urgency of the song, the ways the character is expressive, as 

well as the moment prior to the need for song.  

Flaherty calls musical theatre “the theatre of colloquial sound,” where in 

melody, speech happens on “an uplifted plane,” which results speech-melody. He 

elaborates on the idea of sculpting a song, and on accommodating the rhythmic patterns 

of speech and the rhythmic patterns of the music. He and Ahrens negotiate the rhythmic 

structures of lyrics and music “back and forth.”  

Interview Transcription: Stephen Flaherty 

Z: Do you normally wait for the lyrics to be written first, or do you have a 

general idea of the song prior to that?  

F: Oftentimes music comes first, not text, but since we write for the theatre we 

are really dramatists writing for character, using music as language. So Lynn and I sit, 

sometimes for hours and days, and talk about a specific moment, a dramatic moment in 

the story we are trying to tell. We need to discover who the character is, how the 

character might be expressive both emotionally and through language. What is the 

character’s level of education? What happened immediately prior to the scene? What is 

the character’s emotional state? What is the character’s heartbeat? Pounding fast? What 
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is the urgency in which this particular character needs to be expressive? So often times 

it is helpful for a piece of music to come first; it often helps Lynn feel the emotional 

state, the rhythm, and the urgency. It can be a passage of music, a bit of 

accompaniment, or an entire melody and accompaniment. Sometimes text comes first, 

dictating or indicating certain musical responses. But there is no planned pattern. For 

example, for the first four songs we wrote on spec to secure the job of composing the 

score of Ragtime, two were music first: the opening number “Ragtime,” and “Till We 

Reach That Day.” And two were lyrics first: “Gliding” and “You Don’t Know,” a song 

for Evelyn Nesbit, which eventually was cut. And some are written with both Lynn and 

myself together in the same room working in real time as a team. So, there is no one 

pattern.  

Z: While popular music tends to not follow the prosody of language, musical 

theatre does. To what degree do you think the inflections of speech are important to be 

followed in musical theatre if so? When creating a melody, to which degree do you 

think the pitch wave created during speech should be followed? 

F: I think it is very important in musical theatre, which, at its heart, is the theatre 

of colloquial sound. The melodies should sound like speech, albeit speech on an 

uplifted plane; but yes, the melodies should follow the natural rise and fall of speech. I 

think you can hear that a lot particularly in my more folk-flavored shows like the Irish 

speech of A Man of No Importance (2002) and the speech of the Deep South in Dessa 

Rose (2005). Also in Ragtime the ethnicity and language of the various ethnic groups 

and the very way the spoken contributed greatly to the musical choices that I made. The 

melodies of the Harlem world were so different from those of the new Rochelle, White, 
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privileged world and that of the lower east side immigrant community. Their language 

and cultures dictated the shapes and forms of the melodies and the harmonies. Of course 

the piece is also about assimilating so many of those colors, and sounds were combined 

by the end of the evening, as the various groups combined in the “Melting Pot.” 

Z: If so, how do you and Ahrens deal with the accommodating of the words into 

rhythms? 

F: The rhythms of the music dictate the rhythms of the words and vice versa. 

But there is definitely a “back and forth” between us as we sculpt the music and lyrics, a 

constant give and take. I didn’t realize this fully until I wrote my Gertrude Stein piece in 

2006 and realized that, with a dead lyricist, you couldn’t ask for “a syllable less” or “a 

syllable more.” The text was the text. Take it as it is! 

Alan Menken (b. 1949) 

Alan Menken is best known for his Disney musicals such as The Little Mermaid 

(2008), Pocahontas (1995), Beauty and the Beast (1994), and Aladdin (2003). However, 

he also has gained a reputation and won many awards for his Broadway and off-

Broadway works. Sister Act (2011) and Newsies (2012) are currently on Broadway. 

During the interview Menken shares the general compositional approach he has taken 

throughout his career and reinforces the importance of being deeply familiar with each 

individual character before writing their songs.  

Alan Menken Interview Summary 

 Menken stresses the importance of understanding and “becoming the character” 

in order to successfully compose for them. Like O’Keefe, he selects the sounds and 

musical elements to be used according to characters and circumstances. 
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 Like Larsen, Menken compares a composer with an architect. He mentions that 

there is always something of a battle between music and lyrics during the architectural 

process; however, the battle always is won when both elements are wed as one.  

 Menken tends to take control over his score only during its first production, 

which then serves as a point of reference for future performers. However he does not 

choose to be particularly specific in his scores, in order to give the actor more room for 

interpretation and to make the songs the actor’s own.  

Interview Transcription: Alan Menken 

Z: In your opinion, what is the relevance of speech inflection in musical theatre 

composition?  

M: As a composer, I try a couple of things. First of all I try to be character 

specific. Let’s say, if the character is aggressive and tense, as opposed to laconic, and 

that must be reflected in the musical writing, then my lyricist will follow suit with the 

music.   

Z: Do you always write music first?  

M: No. I mean; there are times that I may feel that the speech patterns of a 

character don’t feel natural to the character, even when what the character is saying is 

right. Sometimes when you are writing a song you write the inner voice of the 

character, and sometimes when you are writing a song you are dealing with the entire 

superficial aspects of the character. So, it much depends on how you are dramatizing the 

character. You know, every score, first of all, I want to create a musical palate that 

defines the story that I’m telling. So I always try to keep that through line, whether 

every song is in that style. Depends on the situation. But are they going to be in that 
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style or are they going to be something that is complimentary to that style for telling the 

story. And then I deal with the characters and the basic essences of their character. If in 

the story the character’s speech patterns have some interesting fun or tragic plot-specific 

detail, or whatever is the specific purpose, for example, if it is a person who is a 

foreigner and can’t speak the language, or if the way that the person speaks is how I’m 

going to set up the song.  For instance, I’ve written a song where the characters are from 

the Deep South and their speech patterns are definitely very much in contrast to the very 

fast talking person who is coming to town. Then I will make sure that there is certainly 

a specific rhythm that I attach to that character and to that music as well as the words.  

Z: In terms of rhythm, do you consider it important to be specific in terms of 

notation of rhythms? 

M: No, not me. I very much like actors to make my songs their own, to a degree. 

In a first production I will be much more protective. After that, I think that what I do is, 

is like being an architect. We build the house for someone to live in. So the actor has to 

live in it and make it his or her own in whatever way. Sometimes you can take what is 

written for one kind of character and completely transform it to be specific to another 

kind of character; that happens often. I can only be specific when I actually write and 

after that I really like my actors or performers to make it specific to their own situations.   

Z: Do you agree that earlier composers have a tendency of following that 

approach, of not having to take total control over their writing but allowing the singers 

to add their own input to the songs, much more than contemporary composers? 

M: It may be a contemporary trend or an age thing that young writers still kind 

of still have that ego, you know, and as you get older you relax, especially if you are 
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successful and don’t need to control so much. Technically, it’s probably more that than 

being sort of a cultural trend.  

Z: Is it very different for you when working with different lyricists? 

M: There are certain lyricists that I work with that absolutely only write their 

own voice. Whatever you do it is going to come out sounding like that person. And 

there are other lyricists who aren’t really character specific and you can’t get them to 

write in their own voice. So it varies to a degree to which lyricists are character specific, 

or inflection specific; it really varies.  

Z: How do you negotiate musical accents that are not falling naturally with the 

stresses of a word?     

M: It really depends. If a lyricist comes in and in every part of the song has 

changed the scan of a lyric because of really wanting more syllables, then I may well 

change the music to fit what they did. If they only do it once, maybe due to laziness, 

then I make them change the lyrics. And if there is something with the music because of 

that extra syllable then we will battle it out. And that most often can be the kind of 

battle that can be a little bit stressful, because I really wanted the melody the way it is, 

etc. In general it gets resolved cause at this point in my career I usually win the battles, 

ha-ha! (both laughing). But it really depends. At the end of the day a song has to feel 

natural.  

Birgit Fioravante (b. 1952) 

Some highlights of Birgit Fioravante’s career include performances at Carnegie 

Hall and collaborations with renowned performers such as Heather Coltman, Dean 

Peterson, and Gilbert Kaplan. She also is a successful pedagogue whose former students 
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perform on Broadway and in opera productions worldwide.  

Fioravante provides her opinions of past and current musical theatre trends. 

Considering that the musical theatre style of singing derived from operetta, she also 

expresses her concerns about why musical theatre has taken such a different singing 

approach than that taken in operettas.  

Birget Fioravanti Interview Summary 

This interview includes topics such as the vocal health of musical theatre singers 

and the financial challenges with which the Broadway world deals. Fioravante also 

mentions commercialism, comparing and contrasting Broadway with Disney 

productions.  

 As a performer Fioravante understands the implications the writing of a song 

can have on the execution of the song. She reports that if speech patterns are written 

counter to the music, “it becomes very difficult to get the meaning across, and also, it is 

very difficult to sing.” Such cases require more of the singer during the speech-melody-

interpretation process, for the singer must go beyond making acting and dramatic 

choices by having to accommodate the words, inflections, and rhythms. However 

Fioravante reportes that it is noticeable when a composer has written rhythms, in most 

cases in compound rhythm, “as an intellectual exercise.” In such cases, no 

accommodation from the singer during a speech-melody-interpretation of the song can 

adjust the melody into the natural lengths of each word, since the compound meter must 

be followed without flexibility.     

 While Fioravante disagrees with O’Keefe that in opera the text serves the music, 

she agrees not only with O’Keefe, but with all others interviewed, that the “primary 
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focus of a vocal line in music would be to serve the emotion,” the hidden emotion, “and 

within that the text fits.”  Such emotions are expressed in speech through a heightening 

of common inflections and expressed in music through the translating of such 

inflections into melody.  

 Fioravante also discusses the vocal training and performance style common on 

Broadway, and continues by elaborating about the limited vocal range used in American 

Musical Theatre compositions. This range is much narrower than that used in opera. 

According to Fioravante, this may be a result of a desire to deliver the lyrics more 

clearly in a range that is closer to the range of speech.   

Interview Transcription: Birgit Fioravante 

Z: What role do you think speech inflection plays and should play in a musical? 

F: I think that speech inflection, in any music for the theatre, it is very important, 

because if it is not handled properly, you can’t understand what you are listening to. 

And that is basically the reason, and there is the secondary part that speech is beautiful 

by itself, and interesting, and colorful, and adds to just the musical element, artistic 

element. I mean, when you listen to Shakespeare, for example, just the sounds can be 

mesmerizing. You don’t have to understand them and they are still mesmerizing. There 

are two aspects of speech inflections, and with a skillful composer, the one end cancels 

the other; music cancels the speech, and the speech cancels the music. It is a good 

marriage, because when you go counter to that, it becomes very difficult to get the 

meaning across, and also, it is very difficult to sing. 

Z: Do you agree that in musical theatre the music is there to serve the text while 

in opera the text is there to serve the music? 
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F: I would disagree with that. First of all, we have different styles of opera, so 

that is a huge topic. So, Handel’s opera, for example, I would say that, that would be the 

case. But that is not what we would consider for the grand opera. For example, when 

you think of Verdi, or Puccini, or when you think of Wagner, or Strauss, the greatest, 

sort of the pinnacle of the European art form. I would say the primary focus of the vocal 

line in music would be to serve the emotion. It is a hidden emotion, and within that the 

text fits. That is why words are drowned out in an elongated way, such as in a phrase 

like “I’m going to kill you.” By elongating the word “kill,” I feel like I’m killing him, 

and that takes that long (gesticulating a length) more than in a musical. But pacing in 

opera is stronger; that emotion is explored through the music. When that is done it 

enhances the emotion that is done on stage, and it should be done in musicals too. The 

set, the costumes, it all functions to move the plot hopefully. 

Z: When interviewing Libby Larsen she said that the long held notes, used both 

in opera, musical theatre and popular song has become clichéd; therefore in her new 

compositions she is trying to go for silence instead of using more sound to enhance 

emotion. What do you think about those so called “money notes” (powerful notes, 

considered the salient part of the song)? 

F: I think it can be clichéd if it is not done well, and that is the difference 

between great art and not great art. It is a great idea to use silence as well, as silence is a 

very powerful emotional toll in the theatre, and she is right that the audience does get 

very disturbed by silence. But, I would hate to take all of those big phrases out of music, 

and I frankly think that some composers have, and that is why nobody wants to go to 

classical music anymore. I think they took those “clichés” out to give more of an 
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intellectual pursuit, instead of a direct to the heart speaking to the soul pursuit.  

Z: What do you think about the rhythmical asymmetry used by contemporary 

composers in musical theatre works? Do you think they use rhythms that vary from 7/4 

to 4/4, then to 9/8 and 3/8 for example, because they are aware of the rhythmical pace 

of the speech inflection or do they use that with another purpose?  

F: I think that some of them use rhythmic changes because it is the flow of the 

speech, because that is how it comes out of them, how they feel it and interpret it. And I 

know that because of when I sing something that has strange rhythms and I see that it 

really works, and I know when the composer is done it as an intellectual exercise, and 

just to irritate me (laughs).  

Z: Do you think that the rhythmical pace of speech put into song helps the 

audience understand better what is being said?  

F: I think, for example, if you listen to Stravinsky’s ballets, like Les Noces 

(1923), with all of the polyrhythms. It is hard, you have to learn the rhythms, you have 

to count like crazy, but once you get it in your voice it all makes sense. It doesn’t seem 

to be anything out of place. It works, and that is what makes Stravinsky Stravinsky and 

not somebody else. It did not seem that anything has vanity in it. I have also sung a lot 

of contemporary impossible kinds of stuff, and it just seems like: Why do they do that? 

There is no reason for that. 

Z: What would you say are some characteristics that distinguish Broadway from 

opera?  

F: The Broadway sound has changed a lot, so I will be talking about the 

Broadway sound today. Today, the Broadway sound, to my ear, is horrific because the 
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vocal beauty is no longer what they are after, you know? Both in popular music and 

Broadway music there is no vocal beauty being sought after, because of the usage of 

microphones. What we have got today is a total different production than a classical 

singer produces, or a popular singer for that matter. I sometimes like popular singers 

much better than I like Broadway singers, because they have some more natural 

production. On Broadway, what singers have done is basically, they have closed the 

back of their throat and they are following through a smaller place to get that really 

bright sound. I don’t know where that came from and I don’t know why, because I think 

that is nails across the blackboard to me. Occasionally it is done well, but it is very 

occasionally, because most of them miss it. But when I hear it, I know that they have 

been schooled in this, a lot, because they do it from top to button, and they go against 

the nature of the vocal register, they push their registers out of line to make the sound, 

and supposedly to make the words understood. So they hamper the range on top, and if 

they are ever forced to go to a certain note, which if you have a skillful composer, they 

will never write past the limits of the Broadway sound. Broadway produces voices more 

limited than classically trained voices, I mean, a well classically trained voice. And so, 

if you don’t write past those limits they will do pretty well. 

Z: Speaking of range, what would you say is the limit for the Broadway sound? 

F: Less than two octaves. The high notes for the female generally go up to a D 

or Eb area. Past that they do not function because they’ve pushed the registers out of 

line. By that I mean that, you have the chest and the head voice, the two basic registers 

in human voice. Any successful method of singing at all is the coordination of those two 

registers. In opera, a singer needs to be able to reach higher notes, and the reason that 
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developed was because singers sung higher, and higher, and higher for two reasons. In 

the early days there was the showoff element, and the other element was that, in order to 

be heard over the growing orchestra in which the instruments got louder, and they were 

better made, and they got bigger, and the orchestration got thicker, and the halls got 

bigger, there was no amplification; singers had to figure out how to be heard over those 

things and the style changed. So they’ve learned to sing higher and maintain a higher 

tessitura, and that made it louder so that they could scale the orchestra. And of course, if 

we consider, Wagner and Strauss were probably the pinnacle of that noise making. But, 

in order to do that you had to access the head register in a certain way, which when you 

hear a fully blown operatic sound, you are using more of your throat and you are using 

your registers in a much more active way, you are using your breath in a much more 

active way. If you are a skillful singer you can skill that down to sing less demanding 

music so you don’t sound so big all the time. But the other way does not work as well. 

If you go into Broadway and you are limiting, you are sort of limiting that capacity, 

because you are cutting off major resonant sections in order to supposedly sacrifice for 

the words, which I don’t think works.  

Z: Would you say that they are trying to go for that sound to make the words 

more easily understandable, because they are trying to go for a more spoken quality 

sound? 

F: Probably, but I think that popular singers are sometimes much more easily 

understood actually. When you are trained in Broadway, you are also trained to 

withstand the brutality they have chosen. 

Z: Which vocal style do you think is closer to the spoken voice, the belting or 
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the popular sound?  

F: I think popular music is more similar to the spoken voice, to the English 

spoken voice. If you think of the Italian spoken voice, you think of a more operatic 

sound. We are talking about American English. However there are popular singers that 

you can’t understand at all and there are some that are very natural sounding.  

Z: What about opera? There are many people who consider it hard to understand 

what is being said in opera.  

F: Talking about American opera, I rarely heard them written well, and maybe 

that is why there aren’t that many that are successful. It is almost like our language is 

not operatic. And I think that Musical Theatre, whether it is or not, whether it is 

successful or not, is really our opera. It is not always successful, but there have been a 

lot of sloppy operas written over the centuries. Some people say that when they hear me 

singing it is very easy to understand. I really don’t know why some people change the 

vowel when singing, and it sounds so weird. I go like: “why do you say it like that, 

because that is not how you say the word?” But then I look at things, and especially 

contemporary composers that I have sung their pieces, you know, not famous 

composers but working composers, and some of them do it well and some of them don’t 

do it so well, and I look at some of their pieces and I say: “you can’t sing that, you can’t 

sing an eh vowel up on a G, you can’t do it. And that is why in opera they have these 

long phrases on a vowel. A skillful composer will take that and put a melisma or a 

phrase on a nice open vowel because you need that height, you need the opera pitches in 

order to be heard over the cresting orchestra. If you have the singers down in the lower 

register all the time you are not going to hear them, so it wouldn’t even matter if you 
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could understand them because the orchestra is there. And, unless we start adding 

microphones to opera, which they are doing (sarcastic laugh), which is a whole other 

story all together, it would be a problem. So I think that a skillful operatic composer in 

the sense of operas as we know it, like grand opera, they always know when to lose the 

words and when to bring them back. Puccini for example, a lot of people consider him 

sloppy and I think he is brilliant, and a lot of people think that the over emotion is just 

too much for them, you know? They just want to think about what they are feeling 

instead of feeling it directly. I think that opera and theatre should be like that. It can 

make us think, and it can be multilayered like The Ring Cycle (1874), which can go 

very deep, and you can go all kinds of reading into it.  

I am not saying it doesn’t; sometimes it does. I think there are great musical 

theatre pieces. Like, West Side Story. I think that is brilliant. I also love Godspell. I 

think Godspell is great.  

Z: What do you think about the repetition present in rock musicals? 

F: I love rock. I don’t mind rock at all. However, sometimes some composers 

put way too much in it and you can’t follow it. You have to realize if you are going for 

the person who knows the piece well or for the person who is setting down to watch it 

for the first time, like a movie, where they have to get everything. There is a reason 

sometimes for repetition. In theatre you can use many things, like lighting and costumes 

to get your point across. You can’t have too much repetition but you need some; I think 

that enhances the impact, and I think we are looking for impact.  

Z: What, in your opinion, does it take for a composer to be skillful?  How should 

one combine all of the musical elements without sacrificing the Broadway sound and 
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without sacrificing vocal quality? 

F: I personally think that if I were to compose for the theatre, I would go back to 

more beautiful vocal sound, because I think people like looking at things that are 

beautiful, and people like hearing things that are beautiful. Of course, people may not 

agree in what is beautiful, but I would have to go for what I believe is beautiful. A lot of 

composers had their muses, their specific singers for whom their wrote, either on 

Broadway or opera.  

Would you like another example of speech inflection? Rap music, where the 

vocal beauty is totally gone out of their voices. They are making millions, and we in our 

little worlds are ignoring them while they’ve got the audiences, they’ve got the power, 

they’re winning Grammies. And, it is our own fault because our classical community is 

being in our own little world. We spent so long doing our own thing to each other that 

we just lost the ability to care about what other people think, while rap is purely 

commercial.  

Z: Do you consider Broadway commercial? 

F: Broadway is commercial, because it is set up as a commercial entity. 

Broadway is structured differently than classical music or opera because of how it is 

financed. However, they are losing their way, because they started to get into their own 

little world and are losing ground. I think classical music should be more commercial. I 

think we should seek out commercial avenues, and that is why we started Dueling 

Divas.  

Z: What do you think makes something commercial? 

F: When one wants to make profit out of it, when one wants audiences and 
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wants to get out there and make money. And that is what rap is, purely commercial. 

And they are making money while we say: “we are art,” and we do it for each other. Art 

is pure expression; it is not commercial. But if we are going to do this, let’s make it 

commercial. If we are going to make music and it is going to survive, somebody has to 

pay for it. Artists have to eat. A production involves many people to work, including 

set, lights, costume, design, etc., and they are all on salary. Even if you are making 

music just with a guitar, somebody needs to buy a guitar and pay for it. So somebody 

needs to pay for art somewhere along the way. If you are going to invite an audience of 

any kind, there always has to be some money exchange somewhere. So, everything has 

to be commercial in a sense. The important thing is to always appeal to an audience and 

don’t think that everybody out there is dumb. Because what’s happened is that the great 

big audience becomes dumber and dumber, because the artists have neglected them. 

And them the artists go: “where is the audience? Where did they go?” And they fold, 

and then opera becomes dinosaurs. Notice also that Broadway is losing its way to the 

Disney musicals like The Lion King (1997). What is happening now, I think, is that, if 

you go and you see Beauty and the Beast and The Lion King, there is a huge audience 

coming to see it, and they sell out year after year, so they are kind of taking over. So, 

the idea of a Show Boat coming back is unreal. I think that Disney is paying attention to 

its audience while Broadway is not so much. They are performing for each other, they 

are writing for each other, they are writing for the critic. I never came to liking opera 

because that was good for me intellectually. I came to it because when I first saw it, I 

was impacted by it. It touched me deeply. I would like to see voice coming back to 

Broadway.   
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CHAPTER 3 

MUSICAL THEATRE COMPOSERS WHO MADE BROADWAY HISTORY 

AND THEIR APPROACH TO SPEECH INFLECTIONS 

In this next section an investigation of specific works from various composers 

demonstrates various composer’s employment of speech inflection. I explore the 

significance both to composers, who are responsible for translating the textual language 

into musical language, and to performers, who are responsible for decoding the score 

and bringing the material back to life as a means of communication with the audience. 

The composers mentioned all have Broadway and/or off-Broadway credentials.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, after Oklahoma (1943) songs were written for 

specific characters in specific circumstances. Therefore, composers preceding Rodgers 

and Hammerstein wrote in a particular style that followed either European traditions 

and art songs, or Vaudeville and Burlesque styles. So in both the former and latter, the 

delivery of plot and the development of characters through song were not the main 

focus in composition. This investigation seeks to identify the aspects of these 

composers’ works that can influence contemporary composers writing new material 

based on the speech-melody approach while developing their own particular style and 

sonority.  

 The three most important transitional periods in the history of musical theatre 

are the following: Jerome Kern, with his 
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European tendencies, who moved from vaudeville to musical theatre; Rodgers and 

Hammerstein, who moved from Kern’s ideal to yet another level of sophistication and 

integration between plot, song, and movement; and Sondheim, who moved from the 

post-Oklahoma approach to a speech-melody approach in composition.  

 This chapter focuses on 12 composers, in which the first 5 are: Jerome Kern, 

Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Richard Rodgers, and Frank Loesser. These composers 

have particular and unique styles that distinguish them from others. I also investigate 

composers of rock musicals such as Stephen Schwartz and Andrew Lloyd Weber, as 

well as other contemporary composers such as Frank Wildhorn, John Bucchino, and 

Jeanine Tesori. After a discussion of the works of composer Adam Guettel, who brings 

a fresh approach to both harmony and melody, this investigation shall conclude with the 

work of Stephen Sondheim, who has mastered the usage of speech-melody in his works 

as both composer and lyricist. Sondheim’s work is not only remarkable but, in addition, 

presents an unyielding architectural approach to speech-melody.  

Jerome Kern (1885-1945) 

Kern was “the first to find a new form of melodic writing unlike that of his 

predecessors or contemporaries” (Wilder 32). Kern helped “Americanize” operettas for 

Broadway (Wilder 34). According to Wilder, Kern was very concerned with every facet 

of musical theatre production.  

 Kern’s approach to harmony was a reflection of his European tendencies rather 

than a conscious dramatic choice to enhance and serve the text. Kern was sensible in 

realizing that the European style was no longer the trend of the early twentieth century. 

This switch of perspective during the first 10 years of his career caused his work to 
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swing away from its European traditions. Kern’s music then began to represent 

American music of the first half of the century. As Wilder said, “Kern could produce 

songs which might have been written by any competent commercial pop writer” (46). 

 Kern was a very practical man who worked on adjusting the musical style he 

knew from Viennese and French musicals into American Musical Theatre. Coming out 

of Vaudevillian times, Kern was one of the first composers to be concerned with the 

many facets of musical theatre besides the score. He realized the interdependence of all 

aspects of writing a musical and, to a degree, Kern integrated all of them into his 

musicals.  

 According to Wilder, Kern’s 1916’s ballad “My Castle in the Air” was the first 

time that he wrote a “fine verse” that was “in a manner of speaking, at the same sitting 

as the chorus” (37). This shows that, from very early on in the history of musicals, 

composers have aimed for conversational melodies in order to resemble speech in its 

most natural form. Such conversational melodies use a somewhat narrow pitch range, 

which can be seen in Kern’s “The Siren’s Song.”  

 Even though Kern aimed for a conversational approach in his compositions, his 

writing was influenced by the elegant classical style with which he was familiar. 

Therefore he tried to use triplets “in the same manner of composers of art songs who 

often forced single syllables to serve more than single notes” (Wilder 39). An example 

of this may be found on Kern’s song “And I Am All Alone” from the show Have a 

Heart (1917). In this case Kern allows his style of writing, influenced by European 

trends, to shape his melody, disregarding the importance of the natural rhythmic pace 

and prosody of language.  
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 Awkward metric patterns found in some of Kern’s songs are likely due to the 

fact that Kern most often chose to write the music first, with lyrics later inserted. This 

shows that Kern’s concern with unifying all elements of musical theatre only reached a 

certain level, as the disconnection between music and lyrics should be a composer’s 

first concern in song unification. This is confirmed by Wilder, who said, “it is also 

generally recalled that he [Kern] was adamant in refusing to make even the slightest 

change to accommodate a felicitous phrase or rhyme in the lyrics” (40). Intrigued with 

that fact, Wilder questions why Kern did not bothered to adjust the triplet to the text in 

“And I Am All Alone.” Wilder asks why Kern would have insisted on laying out triplets 

that could not serve the rhythm of the text. 

 Even though Kern uses different time signatures in some of his songs, he does 

not do this in a way to make the meter serve the text, but rather in order to inexplicably 

create a more complex score. This is seen in the example discussed in Chapter 1 “Who 

Cares?” from the 1917 show Love O’Mike. The chorus of the song is written with 

changing time signature 3/4, 2/4, 3/8, 3/4, 2/4, 3/8, and 3/4. It could be more simply 

written in 3/4 throughout with triplets replacing the three consecutive eight notes on the 

3/8 measure instead (Wilder, 41).   

 Another problematic fact about some of Kern’s melodies is the fact that he is not 

considerate of the singers’ necessity to breath between phrases. Subsequently, due to 

run-on sentences, singers often end up “cheating” a quarter note of its full value in order 

to catch a breath and phrase the text. This can be seen in his song “A Pal Like You.” It 

does not allow for an easy speech flow, which is so necessary to speech-melody’s goals. 
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 “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man” is yet another example of Kern’s songs that do 

not follow a speech-melody approach. Even though breathing is not an issue in this 

song, its steady groove does not allow for much freedom of interpretation. As Wilder 

says, there is a stiffness to this song, besides the fact that “it doesn’t have the turn of 

phrase or over-all quality of a relaxed rhythmic ballad.” He later adds that the song 

seems to have been pieced together. This is another case in which Kern was likely more 

concerned with the rhythmic structure of the song than with the lyrics. In the section 

that begins with the lyrics “When he goes away, that is a rainy day…” Kern places each 

one of the syllables into quarter notes with little rhythmic variation. The words “away” 

and “day” are rhythmically altered. “Away,” a two-syllable word, is set over three 

notes, and “day,” a one-syllable word, is set over two notes. Both the stiffness of the 

quarter notes on each syllable, plus the alteration of rhythm of words such as “away” 

and “day,” reveals that speech inflection was probably not a primary concern for Kern. 

 

 

Ex. 23. Jerome Kern, “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man,” from the musical Show Boat. 
 

  While many of Kern’s songs established his popularity as an American 

songwriter, some of his songs betray his inner urge to impose art song style on 

Broadway. Others suggest “he was slowly losing touch with the world of music around 

him in American life. It was for him a strange time of searching and pomposity” 

(Wilder 55).   
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 Even with so much variation of compositional style throughout his career, one 

cannot deny the importance of the impact that Kern’s works have had on musical 

theatre history. I believe that Kern was, for his period, what Sondheim is for the current 

period in the history of musical theatre.   

Irving Berlin (1888-1989) 

 A contemporary of Jerome Kern’s, Irving Berlin arrived at an understanding of 

the American sound much sooner than Kern. Unlike Kern, who had been exposed to 

music in an environment where European styles were predominant, Berlin wrote with 

an innate sense of the quotidian sounds of the streets. Berlin was a member of the Harry 

Von Tilzer Company, which by 1969 listed a publication of “899 of his songs: 593 pop 

songs and the remaining 306 had been used in Broadway or Hollywood musicals” 

(Wilder 92). These numbers included only Berlin’s published songs. 

 Unlike most composers, Berlin did not write his own harmonies, but paid a 

harmonizer to do so under his close supervision. This explains why some of his songs, 

if not most of them, have a melody that is somewhat disconnected to its harmonic 

foundations.  

 Berlin’s style of composition is not easily explainable, for his songs do not 

contain particular stylistic characteristics. What is clear is that each song presents 

variety. As Wilder states, he can write “great songs, good songs, average songs, and 

commercial songs” and each is unique in style.  

 Berlin wrote songs without verses long before such a fashion of creating 

verseless songs had even begun. One example is the 1932 tune called: “How Deep Is 

The Ocean.” This song resembles speech in several aspects: the lack of verse, the 



	   124 

freedom of its structure, its narrow range, its use of small interval that rarely surpass a 

fourth, and its conversational tempo.  

 Engel states that Berlin is “surely one of the masters of simple lyrics. His words 

are usually monosyllabic, the rhythms simple and the rhymes seldom surprising, but 

they are fresh, develop the subject matter economically, and their images are specific to 

the extreme” (133).  

 Berlin uses a repeated note device in many of his compositions. However, “he 

doesn’t use his repeated eighth notes amidst other short notes, but rather as a contrast to 

long notes, as in ‘Say It Isn’t So, You’re Laughing At Me,’ and in ‘Now It Can Be 

Told’” (Wilder 112).   

 Annie Get Your Gun (1946) was one of Berlin’s most famous shows. “Anything 

You Can Do I Can Do Better” is one of the most brilliantly written in this show. The 

exposition establishes its main melodic and rhythmic ideas and, based on the speech 

patterns of each phrases, both melody and rhythm vary just enough in order to portray 

the intent presented in the lyrics. Berlin applies a similar approach to that of word 

painting, in which melody depicts the action described by lyrics.  

 In “I’ve Got the Sun in The Morning” from the same show, Berlin shows how a 

well-written speech-melody can be very effective when adding “swing” rather than 

using steady rhythms. The “swing,” a rhythm that alternates notes of different rhythmic 

values, allows the song to flow with rhythmic variation. The repeated notes in the 

introductory section place the strong inflections of spoken text onto the strong beats of 

the meter. His repeated notes simulate the waves of phrases rather than individual 

words, while reflecting a change in the quality of spoken tones translated into higher 
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and lower pitches. Throughout the entire song, Berlin follows the ideals of speech-

melody in terms of pitch and rhythm, and creates a clean marriage of music and lyrics.   

 Berlin wrote in many different styles, including musical theatre compositions 

and commercial tunes. Many of his tunes became successful, and for him it did not 

matter if he was recognized for one particular style or not. One cannot deny that he 

wrote some memorable songs; however, the approach of musical theatre composition at 

his time was much different than today. Most ballads from his period had a very easy 

rhythmic structure that allowed for rhythmic interpretation and back phrasing, which 

would determine the flow of the song. The songs of many composers, including Berlin, 

Cole Porter, and Richard Rodgers, were written with repeated quarter notes or eighth 

notes, and if such songs were to be performed exactly as written they would sound very 

rigid. It was expected that the interpreter would make the song flow by allowing 

flexible rhythmic nuances. This approach does not allow for a consistent interpretation 

of a song; however it imposes in the actor a sense of responsibility when delivering the 

lyrics. Songs like this do not reflect a composer’s inability to transfer to paper their 

original rhythmic intention. Rather, composers did not specify how it should flow. The 

following songs are examples of how interpretation then plays a critical role in the 

performance of such songs as “They Say It’s Wonderful” and “I Get Lost in His Arms.”  

 While it cannot be confirmed whether Berlin thought about speech-melody as a 

compositional approach, his songs contain no drastic rhythmic absurdities that stand out 

from normal language patterns. On the contrary, he wrote many masterpieces, so many 

that it would be hard to exemplify each one. Even his commercial songs followed the 

basic premise of a strong syllable placed on a strong beat. Berlin also seemed to be 
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more concerned with songwriting as a business rather than an art form, as argued by 

Wilder, and yet commercialism was no substitute for lack of artistic integrity (Wilder, 

109). While style and sonority establish the identity of many composers, Berlin seems 

to not fit into this norm. His songs can sound as distinct in style as in sonority, while 

fitting their appropriate context. 

George Gershwin (1898-1937) 

George Gershwin’s remarkable works cannot be disregarded or passed 

unnoticed. With the training and ability to write both classical music and theatre music, 

Gershwin proved to have a style of his own. His works established the first years of 

Broadway’s success, and many hit songs came out of George Gershwin’s short career. 

Many books cite examples and analyses of Gershwin songs, and doing the same would 

be redundant here.  

Alec Wilder, in his book American Popular Song, illustrates Gershwin’s most 

famous songs. He discusses how Gershwin’s harmonies resulted in distorted melodies; 

however such melodies had a life of their own. The skeletal harmonies of Gershwin’s 

songs gave jazz players much material to improvise upon, explaining why to this day 

many of Gershwin’s songs awaken the interest of jazz musicians.  

With so many remarkable works for which Gershwin can be praised, the 

importance and relevance of his work and style is clear. It is very probable that he most 

often wrote music first, as Ira Gershwin states in Lyrics on Several Occasions: “Since 

most of the lyrics…were arrived at by fitting words mosaically to music already 

composed, any resemblance to actual poetry, living or dead, is highly improbable” 

(Engel 134). The Gershwin brothers definitely found a way to make this approach work 
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in their tunes, which contain no rhythmic absurdities and place no syllable on 

inappropriate beats or pitches. These good rhythmic habits lend themselves to 

successful settings of natural sounding text. 

Richard Rodgers (1902-1979) 

Richard Rodgers collaborated with many lyricists, among them Lorenz Hart, 

Oscar Hammerstein, and Stephen Sondheim. Like Gershwin, Richard Rodgers’s 

material has been extensively investigated and further analysis would be redundant. I 

would, however, like to point out a few examples that reflect his artistic development 

and different approaches when collaborating with different lyricists.  

According to Wilder, Rodgers’s songs were not very American sounding. He 

argues that it takes more than “the presence of marked syncopation” for a song to 

possess American character. Rodgers’s syncopations allow his compositions to flow 

more naturally than songs with no syncopation or rhythmic variation. However, Wilder 

states that American songs, especially popular songs, tend to have a rhythm that is very 

straightforward and even, with repeated rhythmic structures that do not allow for a 

freedom or mobility of the lyrics. Unlike Berlin, all of Richard Rodgers’s songs were 

written for the theatre. 

Richard Rodgers (1902-1979) and Lorenz Hart (1895-1943) 

The following quote from Engel articulates the process of composition that 

resulted from the collaboration of Rodgers and Hart. In the words of Lorenz Hart: 

If I am trying to write a melodic song hit, I let Richard Rodgers get his 

tune first. Then I take the most distinctive melodic phrase in his tune and 

work on that. What I choose is not necessarily the tune or the first line 
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but the phrase, which stands out. Next I try to find the meaning of the 

phrase and to develop a euphonic set of words to fit it. For example, in 

one of our songs, the first line runs like this:  “here in my arms, it’s 

adorable.” The distinct melodic phrase came on the word adorable, and 

the word adorable is the first word that occurred to me, so I used it as my 

pivotal musical idea. And as the melodic phrase occurs so often in the 

chorus, it determined my rhyme scheme. Of course, in a song of this sort 

the melody and the euphonies of the words themselves are really more 

important than the sense. (Engel 134)  

The difference between lyrics created from music and a melody created from 

lyrics is not that one sounds better than another, for a tune with a pleasing rhythm and a 

delightful rhyme scheme can become a great hit. However, a song has more integrity 

and a deeper level of expression when the two elements, melody and lyrics, are tightly 

wed.  

Richard Rodgers (1902-1979) and Oscar Hammerstein II (1895-1960) 

Having served “such a long and important apprenticeship with the operetta 

composers in the Twenties and Thirties—Kern, Friml, and Romberg,” Oscar 

Hammerstein II “emerged in maturity as one of the freshest and simplest lyricists of all 

time when he began his memorable collaboration with Richard Rodgers” (Engel 134).  

Oscar Hammerstein stated that “The song is the servant of the play” and that “it 

is wrong to write first what you think is an attractive song and then try to wedge it into a 

story” (Engel 136).  

Hammerstein had a significant insight regarding lyrics, which he relied on when 
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composing. This insight occurred while he was appreciating the Statue of Liberty, 

sometime in the early 1930s. He noticed that the sculptor, Frederick Bartholdi, had put 

an enormous amount of effort on the back of statue’s head. He was astounded by the 

fact that Bartholdi did this, knowing that the back of the head probably would not be the 

spot to which most people would pay the most attention. Kissel reported that the sight 

made Oscar Hammerstein “rethink his assumption that writing humdrum lyrics could be 

excused on the grounds of mere expedience— they fit the pre-existing music. If 

Bertholdi went to such pains to sculpt something he thought no one would ever see, 

could Hammerstein be less conscientious in an art form that automatically got great 

exposure?” (Engel 146).  

With Oklahoma, Rodgers and Hammerstein became one of the most important 

writing teams in the history of American Musical Theatre. As clarified in Chapter 1, 

Oklahoma was the turning point in musical theatre history. In Oklahoma songs were 

composed for specific characters in order to move the plot forward, instead of songs 

filling the times between scenes. Even though I believe that it was from this approach 

that speech-melodies were developed further, this did not happen immediately and 

certainly was not a reality in all the songs of Oklahoma. 

A contrasting example can be found in the song “People Will Say We Are In 

Love” from the musical Oklahoma. In this song, the lyrics are dominant, yet the melody 

lacks regard to inflections of speech and its natural accents and rhythmic pace. The title 

of the song itself, for example, poses a rhythm that is repetitive. The successive 

sequences of a quarter note followed by two eighth notes do not assist the flow of the 

word “people” when both accenting and extending the first syllable of the word. This 
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results in a “squared rhythm” (inflexible or predictable) for the most important phrase in 

the song. Even though Wilder does not state his reasons for disliking this song, he states 

that the melody of this song, “in spite of its popularity, has never appealed to me” (219).  

 

 

Ex. 24. Rodgers and Hammerstein, “People Will Say We Are In Love,” from the 
musical Oklahoma.   

 

Another collaboration was Carousel. One of the greatest examples from this 

show is the story-song “Soliloquy,” sung by Billy. The song is a whole scene in itself, 

and the various emotional moments are represented by completely different mood shifts 

in the music. The pace and rhythm of this song follow the gradual process of thought 

experienced by the character Billy. Its transitional sections respect the timing needed for 

the discovery and development of each thought throughout the song. 

Another example is from the musical State Fair. In “It Might As Well Be 

Spring,” the words “might” and “well” receive two different pitches in an ascending 

jump of an interval of a 6th and a 7th in the first syllable of the word alone. 

 

 

Ex. 25. Rodgers and Hammerstein, “It Might As Well Be Spring,” from the musical 
State Fair. 
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 “Love, Look Away,” from the musical Flower Drum Song (1958), shows how a 

pre-established rhythm disconnected from the intent of the lyrics can break the flow of 

the phrase. Even though this song flows very smoothly throughout the first part of the 

verse, in the phrase “after you go I cried too much,” the rhythm, which places the words 

on offbeats, disconnects the words “you” and “go,” weakening the impact of the 

operative word in the sentence. In this case the word “go” loses its impact due to the 

emphasizing of the word “you.” This could be solved easily if the word “go” had been 

placed on beat three of that measure, instead of the second half of the beat. This reveals 

that there is a greater concern with the musical elements than lyrical content. It does not 

mean this specific melodic line is of low quality, on the contrary. However it does 

reveal that operative words were not the primary focus in such melodic lines. 

 

 

Ex. 26. Rodgers and Hammerstein, “Love, Look Away,” from the musical Flower 
Drum Song. 

 

Richard Rodgers (1902-1979) and Stephen Sondheim (b. 1930) 

Richard Rodgers and Stephen Sondheim collaborated in the musical Do I Hear a 

Waltz? Both artists brought the best of their styles together and produced music that 

sounded legitimately Rodgers-like, with supporting lyrics that were as clever and 

peculiar as only Sondheim’s lyrics can be. The title song presents a descending melody 

that alternates between a descent of a fourth and an ascending third. This pattern is 

repeated seven times within less than two measures. 
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Ex. 27. Rodgers and Sondheim, “Do I Hear a Waltz?,” from the musical Do I Hear a 
Waltz? 

 

Intervallic patterns such as this, which normally occur in an even rhythm that 

repeats eighth notes or quarter notes, are common in Rodgers’s compositions. Rodgers 

follows the basic accents of each word. But simply ensuring that the accented syllable 

of each word is properly placed does not insure a well-written speech-melody. 

Sondheim’s style, as we see later in this chapter, is based on the inflections of speech 

more than any other composer, while Rodgers based his style more on notes and 

intervals than on words and tessitura.  

Frank Loesser (1910-1969) 

Among American Musical Theatre composers Loesser is considered one of the 

most successful. As Engel states, he has “achieved many lyrical feats which are 

uniquely his own in manner and style. In Finishing the Hat Sondheim states that Frank 

Loesser’s lyrics “read easily because of their unforced conversational energy” (xx). 

Most of his songs follow a speech-melody approach and also allow the actor to 

complete his/her thought before starting a new phrase. He is very specific when setting 

up the mood of each individual song, and each song sounds unique. Sometimes 

sophisticated, sometimes disarmingly plain, always they are precise and tasteful” (135).     

Guys and Dolls (1950) is a masterpiece with many examples of speech-melody, 

due to Loesser’s focused speech-melody approach in his compositional style. “If I Were 

A Bell” depicts in its melody the particular inebriated state in which the character is 
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found at that point in the show. There are constant intervallic descending jumps in 

which the singer needs to slide vocally from the top to the bottom note, representing her 

tipsiness. The lyrics list a series of objects that the character could be, and describes 

how she would act while intoxicated and in love if she were each object. Such objects 

and her subsequent actions were extracted from the lyrics and are described and 

explained here: 

 

 

“If I were a bell I would be ringing.” The first syllable of the word 

“ringing” is placed on a high note, which allows the singer to use a ring 

in her sound in order to produce an effect that metaphorically represents 

a bell.   

 

 

“If I were a lamp I’d light and if I were a banner I’d wave.” The 

beginning of the phrase emphasizes one main note and places the word 

“light” on a higher note. In the next part of the sentence, the melody 

produces a wave when using a three note repeated pattern; yet another 

musical metaphor for the word “wave” in the lyrics.   
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“If I were a gate I’d be swinging.” The word “swinging” receives a 

downward leap of a 5th, interpreted with a slur where the voice slides 

down smoothly which, combined with an offbeat rhythm at the end of 

the word, produces a sway effect.   

  

 

“If I were a watch I’d start popping my springs.” In this phrase Loesser 

not only gives importance to the verb of the phrase by placing it on a 

distinct pitch from the preceding melody, but he also values the operative 

word. The melody on the word “popping” juggles back and forth 

between two pitches until resolving on “springs,” while triplets take care 

of altering the rhythmic pace of the phrase. 

 

 

“Or if I were a bell I’d go ding dong, ding dong ding.” The words “ding 

dong, ding, dong” depict the sounds of a clock, with intervals such as 

thirds and fifths.    

Ex. 28. Frank Loesser, “If I Were A Bell,” from the musical Guys and Dolls. 
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The melodies of the following three phrases are meticulously crafted and they 

give the singer the exact amount of time that she needs not only to pronounce and 

articulate the words properly, but to consider the acting beats necessary throughout the 

song.  

• If I were a bridge I’d be burning 

• If I were a duck I’d quack or if I were a goose I’d be cooked 

• If I were a salad I know I’d be splashing my dressing 

In the same show, “Sit Down You Are Rockin’ The Boat” confirms such a style 

and approach to speech-melody. The song is comic and uses many words; however, 

none of the phrases run straight into another phrase without a proper space between 

thoughts. The melody on the repeated pattern of “sit down, sit down, sit down, sit down, 

sit down you are rockin the boat” places the word “down” always on the downbeat 

without changing the inflection of the command, which is emphasized by the repetition 

and reinforced by the escalating dynamic mark. The repetition of the command “sit 

down” is depicted very closely to the patterns found in speech. 

 

 

Ex. 29. Frank Loesser, “Sit Down You’re Rockin’ The Boat,” from the musical Guys 
and Dolls. 

 

“I Believe In You” from the show How To Succeed In Business Without Really 

Trying (1961) is yet another excellent example of speech-melody. The operative word in 

the sentence, the word “believe,” is highlighted within the melody by being extended 
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and placed on the important downbeat of that measure. The next most important word, 

“you,” is placed on the next most important down beat. 

 

 

Ex. 30. Frank Loesser, “I Believe In You,” from the musical How To Succeed In 
Business Without Really Trying. 

 

Again from the same show, the song “Rosemary” also uses repetition and 

emphasizes and stretches the words that require the most dramatic approach, such as the 

name “Rosemary.” The rhythmic events in this song’s melody are crafted around the 

natural inflection of the words, especially the opening phrase “Suddenly there is music 

on the sound of your name: Rosemary, Rosemary.” The flow of the word “suddenly” is 

depicted by three sixteenth notes, the first of them being strategically placed on the 

downbeat to obey the rhythmical impulse of the word within the melody.  

 

 

Ex. 31. Frank Loesser, “Rosemary,” from the musical How To Succeed In Business 
Without Really Trying.  

 

This is a consistent approach taken by Loesser and could be exemplified in 

many other songs, including “Happy to Keep His Dinner Warm,” in which the same 

approach of valuing operative words by differentiating their pitch while matching the 

natural rhythmic flow of the words is taken.   
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One of the only examples in which the melody of the song interferes with a 

continuous thought process in the lyrics is the song “Somebody, Somewhere” from The 

Most Happy Fella (1956). The melody of this song has the potential to break the flow of 

phrases because its rhythm separates the following phrases in half, when both phrases 

could continue as one: “Somebody, somewhere – wants me and needs me. That’s very 

wonderful – to know.” The song’s approach can be compared to the bel canto approach, 

where beautiful singing is the main goal. Therefore the lyrics serve the melody, 

showcasing the voice, instead of using the speech-melody musical theatre approach to 

composition, in which the melody serves the lyrics. The song flows well and the melody 

works due to its slow pace, and the proper vowels are placed on each of the ending 

notes of each section. The note halfway through the sentence is placed on a high pitch 

while the ending phrase of the song resolves the cadence. The embellishment provided 

by the style of singing adds to the tension-release, therefore the lyrics still are delivered 

in an effective manner. 

 

 

Ex. 32. Frank Loesser, “Somebody, Somewhere,” from the musical The Most Happy 
Fella.  

 

Loesser’s approach to composition establishes excellent examples for future 

composers. He was capable of making a melody work either in an operatic/classical 

style or in a speech-like singing style.  
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Stephen Schwartz (b. 1948) 

Stephen Schwartz (1948) has composed many acclaimed musicals such as 

Godspell (1971), Pippin (1972) and Wicked (2003), and scored films such as 

Pocahontas (1995), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996), The Prince of Egypt (1998), 

and Enchanted (2007), among many other works. Along with Andrew Lloyd Webber, 

Jerry Herman, and Richard Rodgers, Stephen Schwartz has had three shows with very 

long runs on Broadway.  

Part of his success has to do with the commercialism of his work. Due to his 

commercial tendencies, his music has been affected by popular clichés and tendencies 

that go against a speech-melody approach.  

As Larsen stated during her interview, the material used in the song “Popular” 

from the musical Wicked possesses no qualities that make it a remarkable song. 

Although it serves a comedic purpose, it does not present the audience with any 

innovative or original elements. In this song, the word “popular,” when repeated the 

second time in the melody, receives two different pitches for the middle syllable “-pu-,” 

which is a common practice in popular music. However, its intent is not to support the 

lyrics, but simply to state a popular trend.  

Some of Schwartz’s musicals tend to follow pop/rock tendencies, in which the 

lyrics are fit into pre-established rhythmic and melodic material. This can be 

exemplified especially in his musicals Pippin and Godspell. In Pippin, Schwartz’s 

popular approach is accented by the usage of popular riffs (rapid improvised passage 

work) and melodies that give more than one pitch to a single syllable. A clear example 

of such an approach can be found in “Corner of the Sky” and “Glory.” In Godspell we 
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find the same approach to riffs in, for example, “Prepare Ye The Way of the Lord.” 

This song has no other lyrics than the title’s phrase, and these words are repeated as a 

popular groove throughout. This song is followed by “God Save the People” in 

pop/rock format with similar verses and a chorus in which the melody is the same in 

both verse one and verse two. The same approach with constant repetition and the 

presence of a groove appears in “Day by Day,” which consists of very few lyrics, which 

are constantly repeated. There is very little delivery of the plot through text in this 

musical. Instead the plot is delivered through the acting. The story is well known to the 

majority of audiences, so the music here clearly is serving a different purpose than 

musicals in which the music helps define character and deliver plot.  

Musicals such as the above tend to avoid speech-melody altogether, since the 

repetitive patterns of such musical motifs are what matter most. For that reason, it 

becomes very difficult, and almost impossible, to find well-crafted speech-melodies 

within rock musicals. Even when a rock song is not as repetitive as in the previous 

examples, it is difficult to find strong speech-melody examples, due to the fact that 

syllables tend to be placed in inappropriate rhythmic subdivisions. One example occurs 

in the ballad “Corner of the Sky” from Pippin, in which the two-syllable word “corner” 

receives three notes, distinct both in pitch and rhythm.       

In The Hunchback of Notre Dame, the song “God Help the Outcast” has a 

chorus in which the actor’s interpretation determines the flow of the rhythm. If 

performed exactly as written, it would sound very rigid, especially due to the fact that 

the same melody receives different lyrics throughout the song. This seems to be a 

common pattern in Schwartz’s works, and contributes to a persistent detachment 
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between melody and lyrics. This detachment between the two elements, plus the 

prevalence of popular-based grooves and repetitive patterns, distinguish Schwartz’s 

works, while they also categorize his particular compositional style. This style distances 

itself from strong speech-melody patterns, and contrasts with the works of other 

composers such as Sondheim. Sondheim is very clear and precise when notating a 

melody, following precisely the rhythmic pace at which the lyrics should be delivered. 

While Sondheim’s precision in writing leaves little room for musical interpretation, yet 

provides significant space for the actor to act and react to the lyrics, Schwartz leaves 

significant room for musical interpretation.  

Andrew Lloyd Webber (b. 1948) 

Webber has won three Grammys, seven Tony awards, two International Emmys, 

among other awards, and also has composed some of the longest running musicals on 

Broadway. His many works include rock musicals and rock operettas. Some of his 

works present examples of speech-melody, such as Evita (1979). However, other works 

such as Jesus Christ Super Star (1971) and Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor 

Dreamcoat present few or almost no examples of speech-melody, due to the nature of 

rock musicals.  

Evita, based on the life of Eva Peron, begins with a non-speech-melody 

approach. Webber gives the same importance to both the first and second syllables of 

the first word “requiem,” from the song of the same name. He does this by giving the 

syllables the same rhythmic value and the same pitch, while the spoken pronunciation 

of the word accents the first syllable “re-.” In verse two, he repeats the same melody 
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with new lyrics, and opens that verse with the lyrics “she had her moments, she had 

some style.” 

 

 

Ex. 33. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “Requiem,” from the musical Evita. 
 

The rhythm of this melody does not give the singer the chance to emphasize the 

important words “some” and “style” because they are placed on weak beats. As a result, 

most singers make the choice to adapt the rhythm and delay the delivery of the two 

notes. This is only one out of many similar examples throughout this musical. The 

rhythm of this first song places higher values on the rhythmical events present in the 

melody than the pacing of the words themselves. In the second part of the song, 

beginning at measure 134 when the rock grooves commence, and at the lyrics “why the 

exception to the rule,” the operative word of the phrase is barely noticed because it is 

placed on the last beat of the measure; therefore the word “the” was emphasized. 

  

  
 

Ex. 34. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “Requiem,” from the musical Evita. 
 

In the song “1000 Stars,” Webber uses compound meter. However the 

compound meter in this song does not serve the lyrics, for it separates rhythmically the 

letters B. and A. on the phrase “I wanna be a part of B.A. Buenos Aires, Big Apple.” 



	   142 

The melody disconnects “I want to be a part of B.” from “A. Buenos Aires, Big Apple” 

by placing A. into the next stronger beat of the phrase.  A similar rushed effect, due to a 

run-on rhythmical structure, occurs in the song “Buenos Aires.”  

 

 

Ex. 35. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “1000 Stars,” from the musical Evita. 
 

The opening of the song could be considered a good example of speech-melody, 

but for the fact that Webber did not give the actor a chance to make his point when 

saying “I wanna say: I’m just a little stuck on you.” Both parts of these sentences were 

placed with runs on sixteenth notes, when it could have been more effective to place a 

rest between “I want to say” and “I’m just a little stuck on you.” The other parts of this 

opening section depict Evita’s excitement, and are placed on a high pitch while the 

rhythm resembles real speech.     

 

 

Ex. 36. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “1000 Stars,” from the musical Evita. 
 

A second selection that resembles the pace of real speech is found in the song 

“Charity Concert” in which Peron sings: “Please go on, you enthrall me. I can 

understand your point of view, and I like what I hear, what I see, and knowing me I 

would be good for you to.” The song, however, is very repetitive, and the melody is not 
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created from lyrics. Rather, a sequence of lyrics is fit into the melodic structure that 

persists throughout the song. 

 

 
 

Ex. 37. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “Charity Concert,” from the musical Evita. 
 

Fitting lyrics into pre-set melodies and rhythmic structures is also the case in 

Webber’s rock musicals. Due to the nature of the rhythmic structure of rock music, the 

songs in rock musicals tend to separate phrases, isolating sections of each thought in 

blocks, without connecting them as we do when speaking. An example is the opening 

song in Jesus Christ Super Star, which separates each of the following lyrics: “At last – 

all too well – I can see – where we all – soon will be.”  

 

 

Ex. 38. Andrew Lloyd Webber, “Heaven In Their Minds,” from the musical Jesus 
Christ Super Star. 

 

Frank Wildhorn (b. 1959)  

Frank Wildhorn is most known for his musical Jekyll and Hyde. He also wrote 

Civil War and Wonderland, among others not as commercially successful.    

Throughout many of his compositions, Wildhorn tends to accent weak syllables 
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of words. He also leaves the responsibility of speech-melody-interpretation almost 

entirely up to the singer. This first point can be noticed in “Someone Like You” from 

Jekyll and Hyde (1997), where the natural accent of the spoken word “suddenly” is on 

the first syllable, while in the song the second syllable is emphasized.  

 

 

Ex. 39. Frank Wildhorn, “Someone Like You,” from the musical Jekyll and Hyde. 
 

The second point can be noticed in the song “In His Eyes” from Jekyll and 

Hyde. The first stanza of this song starts with a strong speech-melody approach, in an 

almost recitative form. When the first verse begins, the melody of this slow ballad is set 

on a repetitive rhythmic pattern of a dotted eighth note followed by an eighth and then a 

quarter note. This pattern is repeated four times, completing the first melodic phrase, 

and is impacted by the spaces created by the quarter notes. In interpretation, singers 

generally accommodate this rhythm, by allowing the words to flow more naturally than 

the written notes in the score. 

 

 
 

Ex. 40. Frank Wildhorn, “In His Eyes,” from the musical Jekyll and Hyde 
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Still in Jekyll and Hyde, Wildhorn did not appear to take the actors and the 

necessary acting beats in consideration in his writing. This can be noticed especially in 

the musical number “Confrontation,” in which the same actor plays both roles. 

 

  
 

Ex. 41. Frank Wildhorn, “Confrontation,” from the musical Jekyll and Hyde 
 

The pace of this song is extremely fast, leaving very little opportunity for the 

actor to breathe and switch from one character to another, which makes it extremely 

difficult to perform the piece. The lack of speech-melody approach in composition is 

clear; each statement is made with musical phrases that are similar and repetitive in 

their rhythmic structure, preventing the natural accents of each statement to take their 

natural place, and compelling the actor to add accents when inflecting the text, even if 

going against the written melody. Some performers choose to speak-sing some sections 

altogether in order to better deliver the lyrics. Even though the writing is not generous 

to the actor, the number is powerful and dramatic. 

The ensemble “Murder, Murder” is another impressive number. This group 

number is effective in the sense that the repetition of the word “murder,” emphasized on 

a downbeat followed by an off beat, creates a strong sense of desperation. However, 

while the lyrics clearly express the interrogation of who the murderer could be, it is very 
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hard for the listener to follow all of the lyrics, due to the extremely fast paced rhythmic 

patterns. It seems as if the general idea of murder was all Wildhorn wanted to depict in 

the song. If so, his goal was achieved. However it was achieved by sacrificing the 

importance of individual lines.  

Jekyll and Hyde’s duet “Dangerous Game” has a peculiar rhythmic pace in 

which the phrases are evenly separated even when a thought has not been completed. 

This demonstrates how musical rests play a more important role than the delivery of an 

entire textual phrase such as “but what words are in our eyes,” in which a rest is placed 

between the words “words” and “are.” In addition the lyrics “fire, fury and flame” are 

heard as a recited sequence of events without the necessary space between the words, 

unlike spoken rhythmic pacing. 

It appears that in some of Wildhorn’s works, lyrics are fit into pre-set melodic 

structures rather than lyrics and music being constructed together architecturally. This 

can be exemplified with the songs “I Don’t Know the Way” and “Dying Ain’t So Bad.” 

Both songs were written for the musical Bonnie and Clyde (2011); however “I Don’t 

Know the Way” was written first and then replaced by “Dying Ain’t So Bad.” The 

melodies of both songs are almost identical, yet contain different lyrics. This represents 

a disconnection between the two elements, lyrics and music, during the compositional 

process, as well as representing indifference to the inflections of speech.    

Yet another example of disconnected melody and lyrics can be found in 

Wildhorn’s musical Civil War. This musical contains a dramatic plot dealing with war, 

death, and their impact on the affected families. The styles of the songs vary from 

gospel, folk, country, rock, and rhythm and blues. Most of the material in this musical 
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follows a compositional approach closer to popular songwriting than musical theatre. 

Similar to most popular songs, the generality of the lyrics allows listeners to relate to 

the subject on a more personal level, and the songs can easily be successfully performed 

out of context. Examples of such are found in the song “Brother, My Brother” and “The 

Honor of Your Name.” “The Honor of Your Name” is a story-song written in country 

style, in verse-chorus format, with lyrics that carry heavily emotional content. In this 

song, the wife sings to the husband who has just passed away in war. Therefore, the 

lyrics, as in popular music, serve to reiterate feelings rather than pursue a goal. It 

becomes a passive song for the stage, since it does not give many acting choices for the 

actress. 

Besides the problems with passive lyrics, the problem in most of Wildhorn 

songs is a common one; that of allowing no place for the actor or the singer to 

effectively make transitions or emotional changes, or to take proper breaths. This results 

in songs that are very challenging to interpret and extremely challenging to deliver the 

textual content, disregarding any speech-melody patterns. The basis of strong speech-

melody is that the needed time for breath moments and acting beats is as necessary in 

songwriting as it is essential in everyday conversation. Therefore, since timing is such a 

vital part of spoken language, it needs to be enhanced in music, not disregarded. 

Jeanine Tesori (b. 1961) 

 Jeanine Tesori is one of the few female composers in the history of musical 

theatre. She started as a Broadway pit conductor and later became an arranger and 

composer. Her works include not only Violet (1997), Thoroughly Modern Millie (2002), 

Caroline, or Change (2004) and Shrek the Musical (2008), but also dance music for the 
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1995 revival of How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying.  

 Tesori’s style of composition is eclectic and includes opera as well as musical 

theatre. Her musicals include a variety of rhythms and styles, varying from classical to 

gospel to rock to Vaudeville-like tunes, and more. Each of the different styles she uses 

is cohesive within each show and aligned with the mood that the section of the musical 

requires. Tesori reacts to what is happening on stage and is careful to include these 

elements into her music. She observes actors’ movements and carefully selects the 

mood and pace of the music, while she closely follows stories when converting them 

into songs. She pays close attention to the tessitura in which people speak, and each 

timbre stimulates her musicality in compositions. 

 In Shrek, Tesori partnered with David Lindsay-Abaire, a playwright who 

worked as the lyricist for the show. In an interview with New York Public Radio 

(www.wync.org), Tesori reports that it was easy to work with Lindsay-Abaire because 

he has a musical ear, so “if something is already in meter, I knew he would have a good 

sense of rhyme, and, he is funny.” From this statement one can infer that the music was 

probably written before the lyrics. Such an approach still can make for strong speech-

melody if both composer and lyricist are willing to work together. However, such an 

approach tends to avoid melodic innovation, as the same melody carries different lyrics 

throughout each verse.  

 Tesori has demonstrated an impressive musical flexibility. This can be 

confirmed in the musical number from Shrek The Musical called “Story Of My Life.” 

The sentence “Story of my life” is delivered with a sarcastic attitude, with the offbeats 

creating a rhythm that flows freely, as if spoken. The narrow, low range in which the 
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character of Pinocchio sings is appropriate to that character, and matches this 

character’s speaking voice. The melodies that Pinocchio sings have a narrow range, 

since his vocal quality, as a character, is not that of a versatile and agile articulator when 

speaking.   

 

 

Ex. 42. Jeanine Tesori, “Story of My Life,” from the musical Shrek The Musical. 
 

 In Shrek the Musical, Tesori uses the personification of character described by 

Larsen in her interview. When watching the musical, one can see a clear distinction in 

the quality of the vocal range, rhythmic pace, and style for each of the cartoon-like 

characters and fairytale creatures in the show. Besides Pinocchio’s vocal quality, the 

Three Little Pigs sing in barbershop style. The queen also sings an appropriate quote, 

with different lyrics, from the song “Roses Turn” from the Jule Styne’s musical Gypsy: 

“Mama’s in the mud, mama’s in distress.” 

 

 

Ex. 43. Jule Styne, “Roses Turn,” from the musical Gypsy. 
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These examples show that Tesori not only uses a speech-melody approach to 

composition, but also is meticulous in allowing time between actions, and placing 

operative words and accents on the proper beats. In a further example, “Forget About 

the Boy” from Thoroughly Modern Millie, Tesori inflects the accents in the word 

“forget,” when declaimed with emphatic anger, placing them carefully into a strong beat 

in the melody (the third beat of a 4/4 measure). She also places the word “boy,” who is 

considered by the character singing as insignificant, with the most insignificant 

rhythmic valued note of the measure, the upbeat of the last note of the measure. In 

summary, Tesori approaches song-writing from a speech-melody standpoint. She also 

clearly “becomes the characters” in the compositional process. 

Adam Guettel (b. 1964) 

Like Sondheim, who had the great example of his mentor Hammerstein to 

follow, Adam Guettel had his grandfather, Richard Rodgers, as a mentor. Wilder writes 

that Rodgers “never became so concerned with highly sophisticated harmony as to 

cause it to distort melodic flow” (87). Guettel also emphasizes the importance of 

melodic flow; however, he applies this concept to very sophisticated and intricate 

harmonies, and this is one of his most distinctive qualities.   

Guettel has one famous Broadway show among his credits and an acclaimed 

music revue. Light in the Piazza (2005) has songs in English and Italian, while his revue 

Myths and Hymns (1998) is a song cycle. 

Guettel’s compositional style is unique, and his sonority, like Sondheim’s or 

Gershwin’s, is very distinctive. His songs are complex and meticulously structured. His 

rhythms resemble true spoken rhythms in a conversational pace that flow well and 
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follow the mood and tone of the lyrics. A good example of this is his song “Saturn 

Returns,” which also presents a pitch progression that provides a gradual enhancing of 

the dramatic climax. This can be demonstrated especially by the last phrase of the song.  

In “The Light in the Piazza” from The Light in the Piazza, Guettel employs 

speech-melody characteristics by raising the first four notes of the musical phrase that 

belong to the song title when the phrase is repeated a second time. However, while he 

employs speech-melody in that aspect, he did not consider the operative word of the 

sentence, “light.” Instead he places the word “the” on the strong beat of the measure 

instead of the word “light.”  

 

 

Ex. 44. Adam Guettel, “The Light in the Piazza,” from the musical The Light in the 
Piazza. 

 

Guettel’s ability to translate spoken rhythms into song is of the utmost 

sophistication and precision. Throughout “The Light in the Piazza,” he precisely notates 

the spoken rhythm of the words. Examples are found on the word “miracle” and on the 

words “think about,” where he employs an eighth note followed by two sixteenth notes, 

in both cases allowing the words to flow with the impact of the accented first syllable.  

The accompaniments of his songs are consistently written with many notes, 

mostly sixteenth or thirty-second notes that progress with an arpeggiated 

accompaniment, above which his melodies tend to flow freely. Such melodies tend to 

resemble speech in the majority of the cases; both in regards to the quality of the pitch 
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range and rhythm, as well as to the timing of speech, with space given between 

moments or phrases. For example, “Fable,” from The Light in the Piazza, uses 

syncopation of rhythm. In “Fable” Guettel places operative words of a section on strong 

beats, as well as placing higher pitches for such words as “love” during the lyrics “Love 

is a fake; love is a fable” throwing the words “fake” and “fable” down in pitch to give 

the singer a chance to speak-sing that note. This helps reinforce the emotional 

implications appropriate for the scene and character.  

Guettel also explores compound rhythm a great deal. “Love to Me,” also from 

The Light in the Piazza, has an accompaniment that is written in 9/8 (5/8 plus a 4/8). 

While the accompaniment flows with consecutive eighth-notes throughout, the melody 

is written in quarter and dotted-quarter notes. Each dotted quarter note is placed on the 

downbeat of each measure, and the extra time that the dotted note provides allows for 

the singer to act the beat of each of those words.  

 

 

Ex. 45. Adam Guettel, “Love To Me,” from the musical The Light in the Piazza. 
 

During the opening lyrics such words are “meet,” “lean,” and “wind,” and they 

are mentioned as a recollection of sweet memories. Appropriate timing for the 

recollection of thoughts was of utmost importance, and Guettel, who knew that a half 

note instead of a dotted-quarter would provide too much time and therefore break the 
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flow of the text, planned it meticulously. He then placed a dotted quarter note followed 

by three quarter notes, which is required for the compound meter of the song, 5/8 plus a 

4/8. This is an example of how the music is serving the text, and it also shows how well 

constructed his songs are architecturally.  

Stephen Sondheim (b. 1930) 

Without question Stephen Sondheim has transformed the face of contemporary 

musical theatre with such legendary shows as West Side Story (1957), Gypsy (1959), 

Company (1970), A Little Night Music (1973), Sweeney Todd (1979), Sunday in the 

Park with George (1984) and Into The Woods (1987), to name a few. 

In many books, interviews and newspapers, Sondheim’s talent and success as a 

composer and lyricist is explored in detail. Even in 1972, many already praised him, 

including Engel who acclaimed Sondheim to be “one of our youngest and most talented 

lyricists,” having written Gypsy, Anyone Can Whistle, West Side Story, and A Funny 

Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (Engel 135). 

 The musical revue Sondheim on Sondheim contains recordings of interviews 

with Sondheim alternating with performances of his songs. Sondheim on Sondheim 

contains mainly well-known Sondheim songs taken from his most famous musicals. 

Included are a few exceptions such as “I’ll Meet You at the Donut,” from his first 

musical By George in 1946 (written in high school), and a few songs that were cut from 

Gypsy, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962), and Company. In the 

interviews Sondheim discusses his life and career, his relationship with Oscar 

Hammerstein and how it impacted his future in music. He also narrates and describes 

how each of the songs in the show was first composed. Sondheim talks about the first 
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tune he ever composed, “I Will Met You At The Donut.” He also reports that he lived 

with Oscar Hammerstein during his teenage years, and that is how he became a 

composer; Sondheim wanted to emulate Hammerstein. After his parents divorced, 

Sondheim says that he did not know where he would be if it were not for the 

Hammersteins. His mother did not want to have a child, so he felt unwanted. Later in 

life he wrote the tune “Children Will Listen” with the lyrics: “careful the things you say, 

children will listen” based on his own experience.  

 It is clear that Hammerstein’s influence on the life and career of Sondheim was 

profound. That strong influence led to Sondheim agreeing to serve as the lyricist for 

West Side Story; he only agreed to do so because Hammerstein told him that working 

with people like Bernstein would be a great experience. 

 Sondheim understood the importance of writing lyrics that were capable of 

containing true rhyme while sounding natural to the ear. Sondheim wrote Gypsy with 

Jule Styne, which was a remarkable success. In “Everything Is Coming Up Roses,” it 

appears that Styne wrote the music after Sondheim wrote the lyrics, since none of the 

lyrics seem to have been fit into a pre-established structure. In this song the flow of the 

music is as precise as the speaking of the lyrics as dialogue. The obnoxiousness of a 

child’s vocal quality under frustrating emotions is well represented by the rigid and 

repetitive rhythmic structure in “If Mamma Was Married.”      

Even though he has attained great success as a lyricist, since the beginning of his 

career he longed to be a composer as well. He claims to have had the most personal 

artistic satisfaction while working on shows where he wrote both music and lyrics, such 

as Company, A Little Night Music, and Sweeney Todd among others. In Sondheim on 
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Sondheim, Sondheim reports that he does not write his own librettos, first, because 

playwriting is too hard and second, because he likes collaboration with a book writer 

but not with another composer. 

When writing both music and lyrics Sondheim states that “The hardest thing is 

to get the first words to start writing, so alcohol helps (laughs).” He describes going 

through the character’s mind and experiences and transferring their feelings into music. 

This once again exemplifies the approach that Broadway composers employ when 

“becoming the character” in the compositional process. 

Some claim that one cannot hum a Sondheim tune, and Sondheim argues by 

asking if Stravinsky ever had a hit song or a tune that one could easily hum along. This 

response shows that Sondheim is not worried about a catchy melody or a popular 

groove that guarantees the audience’s remembrance. Yet he is concerned with the 

setting of the text to music, and is meticulous during the process of converting textual 

information into musical content while committed to writing songs in an architectural 

way.  

 Repetition in Sondheim’s composition, as opposed to the random repetition of 

rock musicals, is justified by the text. An example of this can be found in the song 

“Being Alive” in which the character has the need to repeat the beginning of a sentence 

over and over in order to explain the many reasons for his dilemma towards committing 

to a relationship in life. The opening lyrics are: “Someone you have to let in, someone 

whose feelings you spare, someone who, like it or not, will want you to share a little, a 

lot. Someone to crowd you with love, someone to force you to care, someone to make 

you come through, who’ll always be there as frightened as you of being alive, being 
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alive, being alive.” Even when repeating the same lyrics in the song, those of “being 

alive,” Sondheim employs an ascending melodic line at each repetition, but emphasizes 

each repetition in different ways in order to match the growing anxiety of the singer. 

The song exemplifies how the intensification of repeating a phrase the same way while 

varying the speech inflections can escalate the melody and provoke its climax at the 

end. Sondheim achieves this in a carefully thought out manner based on an 

architecturally structured melody and accompaniment. 

 

 

Ex. 46. Stephen Sondheim, “Being Alive,” from the musical Company. 
  

 There are many books written about Sondheim’s life and career but only one 

written about Sondheim by Sondheim himself, which is the 2010 book Finishing the 

Hat. The inside cover of his book lists proverbs that Sondheim considers “mantras” that 

should be used by lyricists when writing: “Content dictates form; Less is more; God is 

in the details; All in the service of clarity.” He adds that if a lyricist “also has a feeling 

for music and rhythm, a sense of theatre and something to say [his lyric] can turn out an 

interesting one. If in addition he has qualities such as humor, style, imagination and the 

numerous other gifts every writer could use, he might even turn out a good one, and 

with an understanding composer and a stimulating book writer, the sky’s the limit” (xv). 

Sondheim’s opening quotes establishes his focus on the text, indicating that he 
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composes starting from the lyrics, rather than the music. Sondheim’s songs also 

exemplify the way he composes specifically for each character. His writing seems to 

make sense only in the specific setting of that song. Since Sondheim is constantly 

departing from the foundation, his compositions are almost solely architecturally built, 

with the plot shaping both lyrics and music. This process then produces well-written, 

cohesive songs that are guided by character first. In Sondheim’s own words: “…music 

only underscores the self-consciousness of the effort. In theatrical fact, it is usually the 

plainer and flatter lyric that soars poetically when infused with music.” He also affirms 

the post-Oklahoma ideals of composition in which songs are composed for “individual 

characters in specific situations” (xvii).    

 Throughout his Introduction, Sondheim ponders the reasons for writing a book 

of lyrics. His response to his own question is “…because most of the lyrics are 

conversational and therefore stand the chance of being an entertaining read; but mostly 

because I think the explication of any craft can be not only intriguing but also valuable, 

no matter what the reader may be attracted to” (xxi). While Sondheim’s Finishing the 

Hat is a book of lyrics, this dissertation focuses on the music that resulted from such 

lyrics, while emphasizing the importance of lyrics in order for the music to gain proper 

form through “speech-melody.” 

 Sondheim has a personal style and harmonic language that is unique and highly 

characteristic. He is a composer who genuinely understands how to transform the 

elements of simple spoken text into beautiful melodies. Sondheim knows how to make 

the natural rhythms of the words jump off the page. While a great deal of praise has 

been given to this legendary composer, Sondheim also has been critiqued for lack of 
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consistency in the score of Assassins (2004). According to Kissel, even though the score 

clearly displays Sondheim’s disturbing musical intelligence, the lack of consistency in 

the work can puzzle even his fans (Engel 179). However, Sondheim states “Mis-

stressing is a cardinal sin, and as an occasional sinner myself, it drives me crazy” 

(xviii). Kissels argues that: “Sondheim is able to work at this ultra-refined level because 

he occupies a privileged position by dint of his extraordinary body of achievements” 

(Engel 180). 

 I believe that Sondheim’s contribution to the understanding of speech-melody is 

crucial. However, his work should not be imitated for its sonority, nor for its style, but 

for the sake of understanding the fundamentals of melodic composition, which is what 

has allowed him to produce such effective songs.     
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CHAPTER 4 

SPEECH-MELODY-INTERPRETATION: 

THE IMPORTANCE OF A WELL-WRITTEN SPEECH-MELODY AND ITS 

EFFECTS ON DRAMATIC INTERPRETATION 

In Chapter 1, the first section emphasized the necessity of matching musical 

settings of text with the natural inflections of language—those aspects of speech that 

are, in fact, musical. The second section of Chapter 1 focused on musical theatre 

material only. Chapters 2 and 3 focused on composers’ individual approaches to 

composition, and this chapter focuses on how the aforementioned composers’ works 

can be interpreted. 

This chapter also focuses on the effects that a well-written speech-melody can 

have on dramatic interpretation and how one should be careful during the process of 

placing lyrics to music, so that the natural spoken emphases are given at the most 

appropriate rhythmic beat and intervallic pitch. The score of a well-written melody 

provides the actor with the musical information needed in order to execute the song 

appropriately. However, it also provides clues as to the acting choices because it 

contains a melody in which the operative words are not misplaced or neglected, and the 

rhythm is specific to the pace of the text as if spoken, leaving rhythmic space for acting 

beats and breath moments. This section demonstrates that the lack of specificity on the 

part of a composer impacts the interpretation of the song, since the singer/actor is in 

charge of making independent choices not made clear in the score.
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In musical theatre composition, all musical elements are of the utmost 

importance. From lyrics come melody, from melody comes harmony, from harmony 

comes orchestration and, once the piece is complete, the whole composition gives way 

to interpretation by both the performers and the listeners. The ways in which performers 

interpret a piece may vary a great deal. However, a well-written melody gives the actor 

many clues about the approach to singing a specific song, which results in a more 

accurate performance—meaning that such interpretation is closer to the composer’s 

intention.  

One cannot deny the fact that, as Kissel said, “we have indeed become a visual 

culture” (Engel 146). Since the visual plays such an important role on stage, it seems 

that it has become acceptable for the music to be more and more mediocre in many 

contemporary musicals. Due to the importance of the visual throughout the delivery of 

the plot, it is imperative that the interpretation of the songs, mediocre or not, generate a 

meaningful visual effect on the audience. The quality of the material to be performed 

impacts how well or poorly that material is interpreted. If the material is well crafted, 

the actor has substantial material to work with, and the actor’s performance is more 

interesting than when the actor is working with material of a lower caliber. 

Kissel points out that, “any words at all, including the multiplication table, the 

alphabet, and the Manhattan telephone directory, can be set to music” and that “there is 

nothing wrong with the English language used in song if it is used knowledgeably.” He 

then makes an interesting argument to be considered by lyricists: “what is there to be 

gained by setting the Manhattan telephone directory list to music?” (Engel 148). 

Before interpreting a song, it is important for the singer/actor to ask: “what is 
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there to sing about?” the same question that Kissel asks when discussing the importance 

of subject matter (Engel 37). This is one of the first questions a composer should ask 

before starting to write any song. If the resulting song is well crafted, then the answer to 

such a question can serve as a roadmap for effective interpretation. Therefore, the lyrics 

and its content matter are of major importance. Engel states:  

Since lyrics are sung and must be comprehended aurally (and against the 

accompanying orchestra) it follows that the simpler, less complex ones 

are preferable. But simple or complex, they must function as part of the 

show, represent the innards of the character who delivers them, and they 

must be fresh and specific. Too often it is obvious that a lyricist simply 

sticks in any lines that seem adequate in the situation, especially in love 

ballads. These songs with their stale clichés cannot possibly “hold 

stage.” While they are being performed, the show loses its audiences. 

(135)   

Once strong, practical and specific lyrics have been established it is more likely 

that the music will follow with strong musical characteristics, for all the best lyrics have 

in common: “directness and precision of idea and image.” “Vagueness, pointlessness, 

commonness, corniness, plus thinness of characterization and dullness of plot, etc., are 

the things that contribute most to the making of a failure” (Engel 136).  

In Finishing the Hat, Sondheim defends the ideal of true rhymes over false 

rhymes. For example, “together” and “feather” would be considered a true rhyme, while 

“together” and “forever” would be considered a false rhyme. He cites composer Craig 

Carnelia: 
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True rhyming is a necessity in the theatre, as a guide for the ear to know 

what it has just heard. Our language is so complex and difficult, and 

there are so many similar words and sounds that mean different things, 

that it’s confusing enough without using near rhymes that only acquaint 

the ear with a vowel… [A near rhyme is] not useful to the primary 

purpose of a lyric, which is to be heard, and it teaches the ear to not trust 

or to disregard a lyric, to not listen, to simply let the music wash over 

you. (xxvi) 

Besides the importance of rhymes, it also is critical to remember the importance 

of avoiding certain words that have been overused by many throughout history. For 

example: “June and moon,” “Moon and stars,” “cloud and hills,” “spring and autumn,” 

and the most used of all “love” (Engel 139). 

Lyrics also must reflect each historical period and culture. Sondheim does this 

well when writing, for example, Pacific Overtures (1976). He wrote not only in a 

manner that resembled natural conversations, but also “made use of very particular 

rhythms to create the feeling of an intensely hierarchical culture” (Engel 145).  

While Sondheim’s book, Finishing the Hat, is a book about theatre lyrics, this 

study stresses the importance that music has when melded with lyrics, and how music 

can enhance the lyrics in the telling of the story. As discussed in the Introduction, a 

successful melody can be defined in a number of ways: a melody that gives the actor a 

chance to breathe and process thoughts throughout the song because the actor’s acting 

beats are separated musically as well, with pauses and/or specific rhythms; a melody 

that follows the speed of speech according to dramatic enhancement; a melody that 
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translates the undulation of micro-pitches found in the spectrum of speech into broader 

pitches capable of being sung; and a melody that changes color and dynamic when the 

acting dynamic changes in the piece. A successful melody provides the actor/singer 

with all the clues needed to follow the ‘road map’ in the music and text, in order to 

bring the particular character to life. Whenever one of these important points is 

neglected in composition, the actor must compensate for the lack of support in the 

music. As a result, actors end up making musical adjustments in some musical passages 

by adding fermatas, extending the length of notes for emphasis, or shortening the length 

of notes to allow for breathing space. Of the composers analyzed in the previous 

chapters, the few musical theatre composers who consistently follow such rules in their 

ways of notating a score are Stephen Sondheim, Larry O’Keefe, Stephen Flaherty, and 

Adam Guettel.  

 It is noticeable that the earlier the musical theatre piece is, the simpler the 

rhythms. For example, Kern’s “Old Man River” (from Showboat) has a very strict and 

simple rhythmic pattern. Another example of strictly written notation is Rodgers and 

Hammerstein’s “Some Enchanted Evening” (from South Pacific). When a song like 

“Some Enchanted Evening” presents a rhythmic pattern with consecutive eighth or 

quarter notes, it likely means that the composer intended for the singer to articulate the 

rhythms by incorporating the singer’s own musicality into the interpretation. In order to 

make some of those rigid melodies work, a singer needs to use alternative options such 

as back phrasing or moving the phrase along with an slight accelerando.  

 Early musical theatre material should not be interpreted rigidly by following the 

exact rhythms written on the page. An example is the song “Someone Else’s Story” 
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from the musical Chess (1988), with music and lyrics by Benny Andersson and Björn 

Ulvaeus. This is an example of a song that gives the singer significant interpretive 

freedom, due to the lack of rhythmic specificity in the score. The rhythmic structure of 

the song is based on quarter and eighth notes, with few sixteen notes and little 

syncopation throughout. What weakens this song is not the repetitive quarter notes, but 

the fact that the rhythmic elements of the lyrics were not captured and transcribed. 

Larsen explained that the main reason why speech-melody does not occur in a song 

usually has to do with the fact that “the composer has a hard time recognizing strong 

rhythmic elements in speech, and using those rhythmic elements in a constructive 

architectural way in the music that they’re writing.”  

 

 

Ex. 47. Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus, “Someone Else’s Story,” from the 
musical Chess. 

 

 In “Someone Else’s Story,” the repetitive rhythmic structure separates every 

syllable equally, preventing the flow of words to occur as they do in speech. In the 

lyrics “In someone else’s story, someone else’s life,” all syllables are placed on eighth 

notes, except for both syllables in “story,” which are placed on quarter notes. The same 

happens to the word “life.” The rhythm places equal value to the syllables, which 

overshadows the importance of the naturally accented syllables in the phrase. If one 

tries to speak the phrase, one may notice that the impulse of the first phrase is placed on 

the stronger accents found on the syllable “so-” of “someone” and “sto-” of “story.” 
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When sung with the written static rhythmic pace, those impulses are lost. Innumerable 

singers have performed this song, and when listening to the different versions, it 

becomes clear the different rhythmic adjustments were made by different singers in 

order to accommodate the issues mentioned above. This example is only one instance of 

many others throughout the song, in which the phrases contain rhythmic idiosyncrasies. 

Audio recordings exemplify the fact that singers make conscious rhythmic 

modifications throughout the song in order to deliver the words with a natural 

flexibility, applying a speech-melody-interpretation approach.  

 Larsen stated that the repetition of an identical rhythmic value (such as quarter 

notes or eighth notes) can be very powerful when used with a memorable intention. 

This is the case in Kiss Me Kate’s “I Hate Men” by Cole Porter and the majority of 

Sondheim’s works.   

 There are interesting cases in which composers may opt for recitative styles to 

best express the text. In “Simple Little Things” from 110 in the Shade (1963), Harvey 

Schmidt employs a repeated note device. During the opening line “not all dreams are 

great big dreams, some people’s dreams are small,” the intervallic fall that occurs on the 

word “small” effectively enhances the reflective mood of the text. The first part of this 

phrase uses the repetitive note approach, keeping that section static. There is no melodic 

emphasis on the operative word; the rhythm alone is what provides the emphasis. Only 

the rhythm keeps the strong inflections still active, but without pitch variation. This 

example demonstrates that rhythm in itself cannot create an effective speech-melody; 

the combination of pitch waves and accurate rhythmic structure is required.  
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Ex. 48. Harvey Schmidt, “Simple Little Things,” from the musical 110 in the Shade. 
 

 Sondheim’s works do not make the actor responsible for the speech-melody-

interpretation of his songs. He is a composer who cares about notating the specific 

rhythms in detail for each of his melodies. Therefore, the interpretations of his songs 

tend to be predictable and honor the original intention of the composer to a greater 

degree than, for example, a Rodgers and Hammerstein or Kern work in which the singer 

is, in most cases, responsible for allowing the rhythm of the song to flow in a more 

natural way, resembling the pace of speech. The more specific the composer is in 

notating melodies and rhythms, the easier the task of the singer/actor in interpretation.  

  While investigating the compositional path taken by the composers analyzed 

above, it is important to note the different level of musical training and experience in 

composition between earlier composers and some contemporary composers. For 

example, while Kern was influenced by Viennese and French musicals, he began 

experimenting with American sounds derived from Vaudeville and became deeply 

concerned with every facet of musical theatre in addition to the score (Wilder 34). 

There are contemporary composers such as Bucchino who, while writing significant 

material, do not read or write standard musical notation. They hire someone else to put 

their ideas down on paper. Composers like Bucchino need a second person to translate 

their ideas to paper and, as Bucchino states in his interview, that process takes countless 

hours. While Kern was one of the first musical theatre composers to compose for a 
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character in order to forward a plot, Bucchino writes mostly individual songs that stand 

alone or as part of a musical revue, but these songs are rarely written for a specific 

character in a plot. He usually takes the opposite route; he either writes a song and then 

determines where to place it, or he compiles songs in order to combine them together 

into a musical. By doing this, he reverses the process of creating from text. Rather, he 

creates the music and then adjusts the plot to fit around his songs.  

 The practice of composing around a main theme or groove is used commonly in 

popular music by popular composers and is not particularly common in musical theatre, 

in which composers create songs around a pre-existing plot. This might be one of the 

reasons why Bucchino’s songs, other than songs from the musical “A Catered Affair,” 

tend to stand alone. Such songs carry strong sentiment, but there is no plot to move 

them forward, other than the narrow plot presented within the song. Sentiment alone 

cannot provide the basis for a musical theatre song, even though it plays a major role in 

such songs.  

 To summarize, there are three basic compositional approaches to combining 

lyrics and music: a) in a recitative the composer provides the pitches and intervals to be 

inflected, leaving the particular rhythmic impulses up to the interpretation of the 

performer; b) in rap music the songwriter provides the rhythmic pace while giving the 

singer the freedom to intone the lyrics by adding pitches or speaking; and c) in a well-

crafted speech-melody (one that contains accurate rhythms, pitch undulation, and breath 

moments that are architecturally constructed and precisely transcribed into the score), 

the singer must be attentive to the details provided in the score in order to bring the 

song to life. However, during the speech-melody-interpretation of a song that does not 
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fully match the criteria of a well-crafted speech-melody, performers must be particularly 

attentive to the operative words of each phrase. The operative words assist the singer in 

deciding when to follow the score as written and when to freely interpret. 



 169 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Speech-melody is based upon the concept of prosody of language, and is 

achieved by translating prosody into melody and notating the musical score as 

accurately as possible. As stated in the Introduction, successful speech-melody is 

defined as the degree to which composers apply speech-melody during the 

compositional process. Well-crafted speech-melody is clearly notated, containing 

specific details of rhythm and articulation in the score. The specificity or lack of 

specificity of a score impacts the process of interpretation of a song. After investigating 

the various composers studied throughout this paper, it is clear that there are composers 

who choose to be either in total or in partial control of speech inflections, and there are 

those who leave this responsibility to the performers. Additionally, all composers 

interviewed agree that there are no rigid rules related to the dominance of lyrics or 

melody. Each composer is guided by the emotional implications and specificity of the 

plot and characters when determining what to create first, lyrics or melody. 

The goal of using a speech-melody approach to composition is not to change the 

post-Oklahoma approach to composition, nor to change contemporary composition. The 

goal is for composers to work to raise the standards of melodic structure and cohesively 

approach text and music. 

It is clear that the amount of specificity indicated in a score differs from the pre-

Golden Age, Golden Age, and post Golden-Age eras. The songs of Jerome Kern,
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Rodgers and Hammerstein, Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, and George Gershwin that 

crossed over to the radio allowed greater flexibility of interpretation. As Bucchino 

pointed out during his interview, singers made these songs their own, creating unique 

individual interpretations. Composers indicated little or no rhythm nuance and trusted 

that the singers would interpret and articulate the lyrics creatively.  

Since the 1970s, composers have become more meticulous. Richard Rodgers, 

specifically, was more meticulous when notating distinct pitches than when notating 

rhythmic structures. While the performer must follow his notated pitches precisely 

(even those that create harmonic dissonance), the performer can take charge over the 

rhythmic delivery of the song in speech-melody-interpretation.  

During the rock era of musicals in the late 1960s, composers’ writing styles 

were focused on rock grooves and patterns rather than speech-melodies, and frequently 

included repetitive patterns. The musical patterns found in most rock musicals 

investigated here have shown very little resemblance to that of speech-melodies, with 

the exception of the more recent rock musical Next to Normal, composed in 2008 by 

Tom Kitt. Kitt constructed each melody around each operative word found in Brian 

Yorkey’s lyrics. Kitt is meticulously specific in his writing, providing the singers with 

the information they need in order to deliver each line with the appropriate amount of 

urgency indicated in the meter and rhythmic pacing.  

I conclude then, that as the twentieth century progressed, musical theatre 

composers began taking more control over the score, becoming more specific with 

rhythms and melodies, and providing the performers with more direction and less 

creative power. This is reflected in the speech-melody-interpretation of these songs, 
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which today are being performed in more uniform ways. 

Even though composers became more specific, not all have mastered both 

aspects of speech-melody, those concerned with rhythmic patterns and those concerned 

with the waves of intonation created through different pitches and intervals within the 

melody. Bucchino, for example, has mastered rhythm over melody. But, at times, he 

leaves the intonation and inflections of words up to the singer. 

Few composers have mastered total control over the specificity of the score. 

Wildhorn, for example, tends to omit specific rhythmic details in his score. His lyrics 

tend to unfold at a faster pace than they would otherwise unfold in speech. This does 

not allow enough information or enough time for the singer to reproduce all emotions 

needed in the scene. 

Composers from the 1970s to today, such as Stephen Sondheim, Leonard 

Bernstein, Frank Loesser, Adam Guettel, Stephen Flaherty, and Larry O’Keefe, among 

others, notate their scores with more meticulous detail than other composers. By doing 

so, the singer is given a clear musical map to follow when interpreting the song, and is 

left with the responsibility of learning the song accurately and adding personal acting 

choices.      

 Other composers such as Alan Menken, Johnny Rodgers, and John Bucchino tend 

to be specific only to a certain extent, leaving some rhythmic declamatory responsibility 

up to the singer during the speech-melody-interpretation of songs. However, they do not 

give as much responsibility to the performers as did earlier composers. Bucchino 

mentions during his interview that he does not trust performers to make many choices. 

He acknowledges that the flexibility in songs by earlier composers allowed singers to 
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make a song their own with their particular speech-melody-interpretation of that song. 

Many singers became known for their unique way of interpreting a song, while many 

songs were written for celebrity singers who had a particular style and would add their 

own approach to the song in a unique way.  

Among the contemporary composers mentioned in this paper, Stephen 

Sondheim stands out from them all with his remarkable capacity to manage rhyme 

while managing all other musical elements when constructing his memorable songs. 

Sondheim’s works stand out for the amount of meticulously structured details notated in 

his scores. Such rhythmic specificity during the writing process is important for it is 

what determines the flow of speech through melody. Sondheim is one of the few 

composers who uses speech inflection as a foundation for his writing in the purest form 

exemplified in this investigation. 

 During the interview found in Chapter 2, Larsen states, “when you have a really 

good musical ear working on Broadway you have a close tessitura, and you have 

rhythm, but you also have memorable patterns that make it music composition. It is a 

question of recognizing and manipulating patterns so they are memorable as musical 

architecture,” and I agree with her that Sondheim has mastered all of the above.  

 Matthew Murray reinforces Sondheim’s great artistry as a composer, writing 

that Sondheim songs “never carry quite the same weight when extracted from the 

shows” (Murray). Sondheim grasps the idea that composition arises from its main 

foundation, the plot. This is what makes him, in Murray’s words, the “theatre’s 

foremost living musical dramatist.” Sondheim explains his compositional strategies in 

his own words in Finishing the Hat: “music only underscores the self-consciousness of 
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the effort. In theatrical fact, it is usually the plainer and flatter lyric that soars poetically 

when infused with music.” He also affirms the post-Oklahoma ideals of composition in 

which songs must be composed for “individual characters in specific situations” (xvii). 

Therefore, composers must begin their process with the plot and pursue the following 

elements in order: plot, emotions, text, composition (lyrics and music). Once the first 

three elements are well established, the last one will fall easily into place in a cohesive 

manner.   

 The most effective speech-melodies are those that give the singer the best road 

map to speech-melody-interpretation. Such speech-melodies give the actor a chance to 

breathe and process thoughts throughout the song because the acting beats are separated 

musically, with pauses and/or specific rhythms; to follow the speed of speech according 

to dramatic enhancement; to translate the undulation of micro-pitches found in the 

spectrum of speech into broader pitches capable of being sung; to change color and 

dynamics when the acting dynamic changes in the piece; and to contain a rhythm that is 

constructed architecturally around the operative words and strong syllables. 

Most often, effective melodies are created by focusing on some of the basic 

principals used by most American Musical Theatre composers. However they also are 

distinguished by the architectural compositional process, which results in a memorable 

melody. Such basic principals include “becoming the character” before writing for the 

character and focusing on each character’s hidden emotions throughout the plot. 

“Becoming the character” means that one understands fully the specific characteristics 

of such character, such as personality, physicality, pace in which the character 

communicates, speech patterns, as well as the dramatic circumstances in which the 
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character is at the moment that he/she begins the song. Once a basic emotional 

foundation has been established for each character, the composer can focus on 

translating emotions and specific situations occurring in the plot into song, including 

lyrics and melody. All composers interviewed mentioned that they always approach 

composition by “becoming the character” before starting to write for the character.  

Even though the plot is of utmost importance, working like an architectural 

pillar for the compositional process, lyrics do not necessarily always come first. There 

is no rule establishing whether lyrics or melody should come first; but all composers 

agree that lyrics and melody must wed as one. As Flaherty states during his interview, 

“Oftentimes it is helpful for a piece of music to come first; it often helps Lynn [his 

lyricist] feel the emotional state, the rhythm and the urgency.” Bucchino states the 

opposite. For him lyrics do not come easily, so he chooses to create them first, followed 

by the music. It is clear that it is the plot, including the events and the language that is 

used, which shapes a song, whether the lyrics or music are composed first. The wedding 

between lyrics and melody is most successful when, during the negotiation between 

both elements, the natural rhythmic pace of the text is taken into consideration. In these 

successful songs, the natural inflections of the text constantly match the rhythmic 

impulses and strong beats throughout the measures. The prosody of language also 

delineates the intervallic spaces created throughout the melody. Once architecturally 

constructed, all the musical and textual elements mentioned above work together to 

create a memorable composition that flows naturally.  

 The most authentic artistic process in composition takes place when a composer 

takes ownership of the process, planning where each musical element should take place 
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(for example, placing a high, sustained note on an open vowel of a strong syllable, or 

placing rhythmic accents along with inflected syllables) as well as constructing patterns 

memorably. Every musical element should be constructed during composition, 

including the process of repetition. As Larsen emphasizes: “You construct repetition; 

you don’t let it happen.” 

 An awareness of speech inflection is of outmost importance for performers, not 

only when the composer has chosen to be in total control of the speech inflections. This 

awareness helps performers recognize the level of specificity of the composers’ 

manuscripts in order to determine how much speech-melody-interpretation the work 

requires. When a score is not detailed and specific, singers must make more choices, 

and take more artistic responsibility. 

 A song may very well flow naturally in performance when not written with a 

speech-melody approach. However, if such a song is successful, it is because the 

performer has been thoughtful in the musical and acting choices during the process of 

speech-melody-interpretation of that song.  

Writing with speech-melody in mind is not the only way to compose, but I 

believe it can lead to better written, more easily interpreted musical theatre works that 

help the performer bring characters to life more naturally. Some may argue that 

audiences are not trained enough to appreciate more sophisticated materials. However, 

audiences were not trained to listen to Bernstein’s and/or Sondheim’s more 

sophisticated style of composition, and yet their works are hugely successful. Larsen 

affirms that a composer must work with an architect’s mind in order to produce a 

musical work that is well constructed and not simply forced together according to 
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popular rock and popular patterns. Many composers have chosen to settle for choices 

that determine audience satisfaction according to the popular music market, instead of 

making artistic choices that could perhaps challenge the audience. Few composers like 

Larsen and O’Keefe are willing to take risks in order to expand American Musical 

Theatre. It is my hope that this dissertation will encourage musicians to engage in more 

experimental and innovative methods of composition and interpretation (admittedly 

requiring more challenging artistry).  

I find it interesting that among the composers who understood speech-melody 

best are the two composers who had Rodgers and Hammerstein as their mentors; 

Stephen Sondheim had Oscar Hammerstein, while Adam Guettel had Richard Rodgers. 

It is particularly interesting to note that each of them became best at their mentor’s 

specialty; Richard Rodgers was praised as one of American Musical Theatre’s greatest 

composers — the same has been said about Adam Guettel — while Oscar Hammerstein 

was praised as one of the greatest lyricist — the same has been said about Stephen 

Sondheim. The difference in approach and the difference in style, I believe, comes from 

a maturity generated by their predecessors’ original ideas. I believe the speech-melody 

approach began to gain form with Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma, but it took 

some years until Guettel and Sondheim refined their ideas. Guettel developed a style of 

composition that is immensely complex, while Sondheim developed patterns of setting 

lyrics that combine simplicity and exuberance all at once. 

I believe that good models will inspire successful composers in the future, and 

that understanding what makes a composition remarkable opens the way to other 

remarkable works that are not a product of imitation but of knowledgeable creativity. In 
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this dissertation I have pointed out favorable examples that can be used as models for 

future works. The most successful composers will be those who make conscious artistic 

choices.   

I would like to close by referring back to the story mentioned by Kissel when 

describing Hammerstein’s ideals, when Hammerstein had a significant insight regarding 

lyrics. This insight occurred while he was appreciating the Statue of Liberty, sometime 

in the early 1930s. He noticed that the sculptor, Frederick Bartholdi, had put an 

enormous amount of effort on the back of the head of the statue. He was astounded by 

the fact that Bartholdi did this, knowing that the back of the head would probably not be 

the spot to which most people would pay the most attention. Kissel reports that the sight 

made Oscar Hammerstein realize that if Bertholdi went to such pains to sculpt 

something he thought no one would ever see, just the same way, in music there should 

be no excuse why one should try to fit lyrics to pre-existing music (Engel 146). 

With this research, Hammerstein’s ideals have been expanded and given greater 

scope based on speech-melody, in the hope that new musical theatre composers will 

follow such an approach. It is my hope that composers of American Musical Theatre 

will recognize the importance of speech-melody and devote more attention to artistic 

truth and natural speech patterns. It also is my hope that composers will be more 

conscious of their musical choices, rather than working towards melding disparate 

elements. 

The future of American Musical Theatre is in the hands of composers of today. 

Let them write the story with high artistic truth, so that the products, whether achieving 

great commercial success, will speak for themselves.     
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