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ABSTRACT 

 

Perhaps no one has written musicals that address social, political, and personal 

issues so effectively and purposefully as Stephen Sondheim.  He positions his audience to 

identify with his characters by placing them in every day situations. The audience walks 

away feeling that they, too, have been personally affected by whatever social travesty the 

characters are experiencing; however, Sondheim undermines his socially progressive 

commentary by presenting his characters in a manner that stereotypes other marginalized 

groups in the process. 

One of his most common choices for creating crisis is his use of disabled 

characters � physically disabled characters such as Fosca and, eventually, Giorgio, in 

Passion, or psychologically challenged characters, such as the entire ensemble of 

Assassins.  While Sondheim�s work is rife with social commentary on issues of race, 

gender, economics, and relationships, he doesn�t comment critically on disability.  He 

simply relies on his disabled characters to provide metaphors that comment on other 

issues.  As a result, the actual disabled people become tools for social or political agendas 

unrelated to disability oppression.   

This thesis pays attention to Sondheim�s use of disability metaphor and how these 

metaphors allow him to critique various social issues on the one hand, while 

unintentionally furthering oppressive stereotypes of disability on the other.  I will 

examine two plays in which Sondheim uses disability as metaphor:  Passion (1994) and 

Assassins (1991).  While many of Sondheim�s plays revolve around disabled characters 

(Anyone Can Whistle, Sweeney Todd, Pacific Overtures, Into the Woods�.), I have 

chosen these two plays because they represent physical, psychological and emotional 

disability in the same ways that many of Sondheim�s other plays do, but send very clear 

messages through the use of disability metaphor that can be applied to the body of 

Sondheim�s work.
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INTRODUCTION 

  

 �Someone tell the story,/ Someone sing the song./ Every now and then/ The 

country goes a little wrong./ Every now and then/ A madman�s/ Bound to come along./  

Doesn�t stop the story �/ Story�s pretty strong./  Doesn�t change the song�.� (Sondheim 

and Weidman. Assassins.  Sc 2.)  What the balladeer of Stephen Sondheim�s highly 

acclaimed and criticized Assassins seems to know is that every story needs a crisis to 

launch the ensuing narrative, make it strong, and provide the tension which leads to the 

resulting climax. The primary character must experience the crisis, whether it is internal 

or external in order to create this story.   

The balladeer echoes Sondheim�s own ability to choose his crises wisely, so that 

they may provide the most fodder for his narrative. His penchant for making use of 

serious social crisis in a musical theatre format makes him unique - topics such as gang 

warfare (West Side Story), overbearing mothers (Into the Woods and Pacific Overtures), 

war and imperialism (Pacific Overtures), presidential assassinations and the American 

Dream (Assassins), marital/relationship problems (Passion, Company and A Little Night 

Music), and cannibalism (Sweeney Todd).    Along the way, his narratives comment on 

these crises, as well as entertain the audience.  Perhaps no one has written musicals that 

address social, political, and personal issues so effectively and purposefully as Stephen 

Sondheim.  He positions his audience to identify with his characters by placing them in 

every day situations. The audience walks away feeling that they, too, have been 

personally affected by whatever social travesty the characters are experiencing; however, 

Sondheim undermines his socially progressive commentary by presenting his characters 

in a manner that stereotypes other marginalized groups in the process. 

One of his most common choices for creating crisis is his use of disabled 

characters � physically disabled characters such as Fosca and, eventually, Giorgio, in 

Passion, psychologically challenged characters, such as the entire ensemble of Assassins 

or Sweeney in Sweeney Todd, and emotionally disabled characters, such as George in 

Sunday in the Park with George, the children in Into the Woods, or Lee Harvey Oswald 

in Assassins.   These characters provide physical and emotional conflicts in the story 

because of their disabilities, and these often become the main conflict of the play.  
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Sondheim links physical disabilities with psychological or emotional disabilities, either 

as the root of a problem or the result of a problem.  This link creates another layer of 

conflict within Sondheim�s story by perpetuating the idea that physical disability is often 

�all in the head� of the disabled person. 

While Sondheim�s work is rife with social commentary on issues of race, gender, 

economics, and relationships, he doesn�t comment critically on disability.  He simply 

relies on his disabled characters to provide metaphors that comment on other issues.  As a 

result, the actual disabled people become tools for social or political agendas unrelated to 

disability oppression.  Sondheim�s musical Into the Woods provides us with an excellent 

example of this.  In his article, �Maternity, Madness, and Art in the Theater of Stephen 

Sondheim,� Allen W. Menton discusses the matriarchal and domineering role of mothers 

throughout Sondheim�s work.  Specifically, Into the Woods comments on the social 

problem of the �[�] domineering or repressive mother figure locked in a cycle of 

dependence and rivalry with her (often grown) children [�]� (61).  These children often 

experience a level of madness as a result before breaking away from the mother�s 

domineering forces.  Sondheim does not, however, use these children to demonstrate the 

oppression of the psychologically disabled in their own societies; he uses them to 

represent the negative effects of the domineering mother by allowing the disability to 

serve simply as the result of and warning against this type of behavior.  Menton discusses 

the subtlety of the matriarchal influence in creating the emotionally disabled child: 

One way for the mother to maintain her power and authority is to deny 

that her child has in fact grown up.  By promulgating the fiction that her 

offspring is a helpless child who cannot survive without a mother to 

protect it, the mother makes herself indispensable, and thus all-powerful. 

(62) 

Children like Rapunzel, Little Red Riding Hood, and Jack are the result of this type of 

over-mothering.  Each is unable to break free from the mother figure because she has 

made herself a necessity for functional life; they are plagued by self-doubt and incapable 

of making decisions for themselves, thus emotionally and psychologically disabled.   

The Witch�s relationship with Rapunzel is, perhaps, an example of the extreme 

result of this mother/child bond.  Because the Witch tries to protect Rapunzel by 
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shielding her from the world, Rapunzel becomes emotionally disabled.  Her incessant 

singing of the same phrase over and over again can be read as a manifestation of madness 

her mother has caused.  She is also unable to be a good wife and mother once she marries 

her prince, and continues to rely on her mother as the �primary determining force in her 

life� (Menton 65).  She claims that her mother has destroyed her life because �of the way 

you treated me, I�ll never, never be happy!� (Menton 65).  It is only in her own death that 

Rapunzel is finally freed from the maddening, unnatural, and smothering relationship 

with her mother. 

Into the Woods reinforces the �notion that this cycle of dependency lasts unto 

death� not only in this relationship, but also in the characters of Little Red Riding Hood 

and Jack of Jack and the Beanstalk.  Red and Jack, according to Menton, �form a 

matched pair, as allegories of the onset of sexual maturity in girls and boys� (65).  They 

both must disobey in order to grow up and escape from the grasps of the mother, 

eradicating their mutual dependency and the onset of madness (such as that Rapunzel 

experiences) as a result of that relationship.  Red and Jack begin their adventure in the 

world of adult sexuality, she with the Wolf, and he with the Giantess, through their 

disobedience and return home to exclaim their independence.  Only when Red returns 

home to find her house destroyed and her mother gone is she truly able to move on into 

adulthood.  Meanwhile, after killing the Giantess� husband and deserting her, Jack returns 

home to his mother, who defends him when the Giantess comes for revenge.  �Her angry 

confrontation with the lady Giant assumes the added dimension of a mother jealous of her 

son�s girlfriends� and �Only with the mother�s death is Jack finally forced to be 

independent and confront the consequences of his actions as an independent adult� 

(Menton 67). 

Each of these children is rendered emotionally disabled by their overbearing and 

domineering mothers.  I question why Sondheim uses disabled characters as metaphors to 

comment on the problems many adult/child relationships cause without ever commenting 

on the disability itself.  Menton, as well as other critics and scholars, also views these 

characters uncritically, taking for granted that their disabilities �naturally� serve as simple 

parts of the plot, allowing for greater themes to be explored and to provide commentary 

on social and personal issues. 
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This thesis, however, pays attention to Sondheim�s use of disability metaphor and 

how these metaphors allow him to critique various social issues on the one hand, while 

unintentionally furthering oppressive stereotypes of disability on the other.  I will 

examine two plays in which Sondheim uses disability as metaphor:  Passion (1994) and 

Assassins (1991).  While many of Sondheim�s plays revolve around disabled characters 

(Anyone Can Whistle, Sweeney Todd, Pacific Overtures, Into the Woods�.), I have 

chosen these two plays because they represent physical, psychological and emotional 

disability in the same ways that many of Sondheim�s other plays do, but send very clear 

messages through the use of disability metaphor that can be applied to the body of 

Sondheim�s work.  In Passion, Fosca embodies Sondheim�s struggle with his own 

personal life, but the character is presented as so tragic and pathetic that she becomes a 

repulsive stereotype of the disabled cripple who can do nothing for him/herself.   The 

assassins, although psychologically unbalanced, challenge the validity of the promises 

that the American Dream is actually achievable, but Sondheim�s use of the freak show 

structure and environment distances the audience from identifying with their struggle.  

Critics comment on some of the reoccurring themes in his work, including that of 

the domineering mother and the resultant emotionally disabled child, but none have 

looked at this theme through the vantage point of Disability Studies.  These same critics 

also focus on Sondheim�s decision to present what some may consider �inappropriate� 

subject matter.  The theme �violent acts to avenge wrong-doing� that is found in plays 

such as Sweeney Todd and Assassins is also discussed in a number of essays; however, 

the mental illness that is associated with these plots is either not discussed or simply 

waved off as �madness.�  Critics also comment on other themes such as the �paralysis� of 

love, the �disease� of love, or the �disabling effect� of love, but they fail to discuss the 

disability metaphors Sondheim uses and what I argue are problematic messages that they 

send about disability.  Take as an example Stephen Citron, author of Sondheim and Lloyd 

Webber � The New Musical who states:  

Almost all of the musicals Sondheim has been involved with have asked 

audiences to reconsider their fixed ideas:  The nostalgic past in Follies 

ended up looking tawdry; the question of just who is sane was propounded 

in Anyone Can Whistle.  Art was looked at from the point of view of 



 

 5

following an obsessive vision in Sunday in the Park, and the sell-out that 

usually accompanies success was examined in Merrily We Roll Along.  

Into the Woods concerned the responsibility of the individual to the 

society, and continuing relationships versus playing the field was the focus 

of Company.  Assassins would be the most demanding for audiences, and 

because of its insistence that we gaze for almost two hours at this 

underbelly of the beast, the most provocative. (345) 

In this list of social issues that Citron lists, where is the challenge to think differently 

about disabilities and people who are disabled?  While Sondheim challenges audiences to 

look at the above issues in a new way, his representation of disabilities and people with 

disabilities still warrants some scrutiny on the part of those in the Disability Studies field.  

We are taught that we must endure the illness/disabling effects of love to really live 

through emotionally and physically disabled characters such as Giorgio and Fosca in 

Passion.   The collection of psychologically and physically disabled would-be-murderers 

in Assassins still elicit an image of disability in Sondheim�s worlds that perpetuates the 

typical stereotypes that the disabled have been fighting against:  the evil, the pitiable, the 

monster, the freak, the powerless, the in-human.  Although Sondheim may not intend to 

present a negative image of disabilities within his work, it can nonetheless be read as 

such, and for this reason should be addressed. 

 Despite the richness of the disability imagery within Sondheim�s work, Theatre  

Studies and Disability Studies scholars have yet to analyze it.  The Disability Studies 

field has undertaken intense study of many of the literary classic novels that are so full of 

disability metaphor; however, studies have only very recently begun to be initiated in the 

field of drama, and have yet to explore disability issues in musical theatre, instead 

looking to drama, dance and performance art.  

To further complicate these issues, Theatre Studies academics often neglect 

Musical Theater in their own work.  Criticism of musicals still continues to remain 

primarily in the hands of the popular press reviewers and critics who focus on the themes 

of the musical and the basic social issues it addresses, as well as the overall success of the 

musical for commercial purposes, rather than really delving into all the messages that are 

sent through the writer�s presentation of the plot.   
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Description 

While arguing that musical theatre can be a vehicle for social awareness and 

change while still perpetuating the stereotyping of marginalized groups in this thesis, I  

will primarily examine the representation of disability in two of Stephen Sondheim�s 

major works:  Passion (1994) and Assassins (1991).  In today�s artistic circles, most 

writers would not place racial and gender stereotypes in a play without considering the 

effect of those stereotypes; however, many still perpetuate outdated beliefs associated 

with disabilities through their representation of physically, emotionally, and 

psychologically disabled characters in their work.   These characters are used to create a 

metaphor that comments on other issues in society without ever addressing the issue of 

disability in these same social, historical, political, or cultural situations. 

A close examination of these two musicals will reveal their use and abuse of 

disabled characters.    I will examine each character and identify their disability, whether 

physical, emotional, or psychological (or a combination of more than one of these).  I will 

also analyze the disability and question the author�s reliance on the disability to make his 

social commentary.  The cause of the disability will be discussed, as many disabilities are 

the result of negative behaviors or �curses,� and blame is usually placed on the disabled 

character or a loved one.  I will explore the effects of impairment on the disabled 

character and the other characters that interact with them in the play, as these effects 

intersect with the overall metaphor created, as well as the message being sent about 

disabilities.  I will look at each character�s dramaturgical function within the narratives, 

in particular by analyzing their role in plot development, their dialogue and lyrics, as well 

as their relationship to other characters.  In so doing, I will also look to other characters� 

dialogue and lyrics that reference the disabled character.
1
   

Because very little critical scholarship is written about musical theatre it is 

important to examine the popular critics� reviews of these productions and their 

description of the characters.  A critic�s words provide society with a gauge for reaction.  

Many reviews of Passion and Assassins are extremely negative.  Much of that negativity 

                                                
1 I considered looking heavily into the musical underscoring and its role in creating the disability metaphor, 

but have shied away from any in-depth analysis in this area due to the time frame and the focus of this 

paper.  Instead, focus is placed on the characters themselves, as well as the lyrics of the songs, without 

discussing the musicality of the score. 
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revolves around the representation of the characters and elements of characterization 

related to the disabilities the characters embody.   Fosca and Giorgio of Passion are 

criticized because there was no believability in the story line:  how could a young and 

handsome man ever fall in love with such a sick and ugly woman?  Assassins entire 

premise disturbs some of the critics, and the characters that result from the back-stories 

created by Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman resulted in questions about the 

necessity to create a musical about these horrific people who had done heinous things, 

regardless of their mental illness.   

Even if the critics were harsh in their reviews, these shows were often popular 

with certain parts of the theatre-going world.  Passion premiered in 1994, surrounded by 

plays such as Beauty and the Beast, Twilight:  Los Angeles, Cyrano:  the Musical, and 

Angels in America:  Perestroika.  Many of these plays revolve around the theme of the 

�other,� so Passion should have fit right in.  There were mixed reviews among critics and 

fans.  Winning Tony�s for Best Musical, Best Musical Book, Best Original Music Score, 

and Best Actress (Donna Murphy) and the Drama Desk awards for Outstanding Lyrics 

and Outstanding Music, Passion won much acclaim and topped the Grammy charts as 

well for Best Music Show Album in 1994.  Why then, was there so much negativity in 

early reviews?  Why did Sondheim change his show over time, addressing Giorgio�s 

motivation and working to make it more believable? 

Passion provides an exploration into physical and psychological disabilities as 

they are attached to the debilitating effects of love and rejection.  The characters of Fosca 

and Giorgio become emotionally unstable as the result of debilitating love and 

consequently suffer physical disability as a result.  Sondheim sends the message that love 

is like a debilitating disease, eating away at the heart.  He also perpetuates the idea that 

physical disability is a result of psychological disability, reinforcing beliefs that �it�s all 

in your head� or that �you could get better if you wanted to.�  Sondheim presents an 

extremely unlovable, only pitiable and sometimes just repulsive character in Fosca, 

causing audiences to question Giorgio�s love at all.  Finally, through Fosca he makes 

disability an ugly and contagious character that preys on others in order to thrive and live.   

Originally premiering in 1991 in an off-Broadway venue, Assassins technically 

flopped, some believe, because of its sensitive subject matter.  However, debuting off-
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Broadway against Broadway shows like The Who�s Tommy, Angels in America:  

Millenium, Kiss of the Spider Woman, and Blood Brothers, as well as Falsettos, Assassins 

was not alone in its use of disability or violence to create story line in the 1991-1992 

seasons.  It was intended to make the cross over to an on-Broadway venue, but never 

made it during its first run.  After years of reworking, Assassins was scheduled to 

premiere on Broadway in the fall of 2001, but after 9/11 the decision was made to 

postpone the revival of the musical due to its subject matter and the sensitivity of the 

nation during this time of upheaval.  However, its revival on-Broadway in 2004 earned it 

a Tony for Best Musical Revival, as well as four other awards, including Best Featured 

Actor (Michael Cerveris � John Wilkes Booth) and Best Director (Joe Mantello).
2
  The 

musical also won Best Orchestrations and Lighting Design.  Until this point in time, 

Assassins was not a well-known musical, but its popularity and people�s awareness of it 

have increased as a result of the revival and the Tony awards.   

Assassins is written from the perspective of those who have been labeled as 

�madmen� and �lunatics� � the assassins themselves.  While Sondheim and Weidman try 

to provide the rationale behind each of the assassinations and attempts, factual history 

taken into consideration, these characters are still primarily situated as emotionally or 

psychologically unstable.  Issues of gender must also be explored here because of choices 

made in the representation of the female assassins in this play.  Sara Jane Moore and 

Squeaky Fromme, while not the only assassins portrayed as emotionally unstable, are 

also presented as flighty and extremely unbalanced females.  This adds another layer to 

the discussion because Sondheim�s portrays these women as inferior assassins (they 

didn�t succeed) who cannot be taken seriously, or who perhaps are even more unstable 

because of their femininity.  The ensemble, as a whole, is seen as an unstable group that 

admits its dependence on each individual for survival.   

 

Methodology and Theoretical Lens 

My methodology throughout this thesis will involve close readings through a 

Disability Studies lens of the scripts and productions viewed live or on video.  An 

                                                
2 The 2004 revival included a new song, Something Just Broke.  This song is the only portion of the play 

that addresses society�s reaction to the assassinations of the Presidents.  Sondheim added the song in 1992 

for the London production because it just seemed necessary.   
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analysis of individual characters and the language of the play will also be necessary to 

discuss the use of disability metaphor.  Viewing or listening to various productions of 

each musical is important to clarify the characterization and representation of these 

characters through the words of the songs they sing.   All of these will be combined with 

information from reviews and criticism of the plays, where available, in order to present 

not just a scholarly perspective of the impressions these musicals have made, but a 

popular critics� perception and the resulting critique they have emanated to the world.   

Because Disability Studies is an identity-based field, it draws on and contributes 

to other conversations about identity taking place in gender studies and critical race 

theory, and this thesis is similarly influenced by other identity rubrics as well.  I will be 

reading from the perspective of and applying much of the theory behind Disability 

Studies to these musicals, including the work of David T. Mitchell, Robert Bogdan, and 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson.   

 David T. Mitchell and Sharon Snyder�s book Narrative Prosthesis, as well as 

Mitchell�s article �Narrative Prosthesis and the Materiality of Metaphor� in Disability 

Studies � Enabling the Humanities discuss the theory of the usage of disabilities and 

disabled characters to create metaphors and comment on social issues within literature.  I 

will be using these ideas and simply applying them to musical theatre.  

 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and Robert Bogdan�s work will be used to examine 

and categorize Assassins as a freak show.  Utilizing the most prevalent elements of the 

side show as a template, I will identify similar elements within the play and discuss each 

of these in the context of Disability Studies.   

 My goal is not only to identify the metaphors created by the use of disability, but 

to expose and analyze the messages behind them.  I will be looking for characters that 

embody the following disability stereotypes:  the evil (Assassins) and the pitiable (Fosca 

in Passion), as well as variations on the theme.
3
  

                                                
3
 Using the work of Richard Jenkins, �Disability and Social Stratification� as a guide, I will also be looking 

for disability�s connection to power or lack of power.  This will be especially important in Passion, as well 

as Assassins.   Fosca�s social position is created because of her disability � her inability to be married or to 
interact socially with others.  Most of the assassins are middle to lower class working people who are 

striving to achieve the American Dream, which has been promised to them.  Thomas Gerschick�s article 

�Toward a Theory of Disability and Gender� will also aid in identifying connections of disability and 

gender in both plays.  Whether the character is already female, or a feminized male, disability may often be 

associated with the lack of power that is usually associated with the female role in society.   
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Literature Review 

Disability Studies Literature: 

Despite the amount of research and writing done by Disability Studies academics 

in the area of historical representation of the disabled in literature, there is very little 

written on the representation of the disabled in Theatre and Performance, let alone 

Musical Theatre.  While this should not be shocking since there is little scholarly work 

done on musicals in general, it is important to realize that work has been done in straight 

theatre at this point.  For this reason, much of my Disability Studies� research is written 

about literature, but the theories and ideas can be applied to theatre and performance as 

well. 

In terms of Disability Studies literature, my primary source of material will be 

articles that have been written about the use of disability and disabled characters as 

metaphor within literature.  David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder have coined the phrase  

Narrative Prosthesis (also the title of their book) to describe this phenomena. Mitchell 

also wrote an article summarizing the ideas in their book which is published in a 

collection of essays entitled Disability Studies � Enabling the Humanities.  He discusses, 

at length, the idea of Narrative Prosthesis and its employment in the literary world.  

Snyder also has an essay within this collection entitled, �Infinities of Forms:  Disability 

Figures in Artistic Traditions� which discusses some of the figures in literary history that 

are disabled and how authors utilize disability without showing what the social views of 

normalcy are, which results in contradictory stereotypes throughout their representation.   

Mitchell and Snyder also discuss the added effect in literature when the metaphor 

is corporealized.  In literature the disability of the character functions not only a symbolic 

message, but an embodied physical message as well.  In live performance however, 

corporealization takes on a whole new layer of meaning when non-disabled actors not 

only embody the character they are playing but the disability metaphor that their 

character also embodies.  I question whether this makes the character�s identity more or 

less material, rather than constructed, as a result.  I challenge whether these non-disabled 

actors strengthen the metaphor�s seeming naturalness or unravel the tidy package of 
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social commentary being presented.  Using Mitchell and Snyder�s research in addition to 

the research of other academics who have and are writing about disabled figures in 

literature, I propose that Sondheim employs Narrative Prosthesis in his musicals and, as a 

result, sometimes fails to truly emit his desired message.   

Another facet of Disability Studies in terms of the analysis of literature, film, and 

visual arts is the identification of many stereotypical roles that disabled characters 

embody:  the villain, the poor and pitiable, and the supercrip, to name a few.  Articles like 

the University of Leicester�s �Beggars, Freaks, and Heroes?  Museum collections and the 

hidden history of disability� and Snyder�s �Infinities of Forms:  Disability Figures in 

Artistic Traditions� clearly identify and discuss a number of the �typical� roles that the 

disabled play in history, literature, and theatre.  Many of Sondheim�s characters embody 

these stereotypical roles, such as the villainous Assassins or the pathetic and pitiable 

Fosca in Passion.  This perpetuation of the stereotypical disabled characters in 

Sondheim�s work will be identified and called into question, following the model in the 

above literature.  

 Other literature that is important for this thesis revolves around the history of 

freak and side shows.  Rosemarie Garland-Thomas� work in Freakery:  Cultural 

Spoectacles of the Extraordinary Body discusses the history of the freak show and its 

connections to the medical world and the world of anthropology, as well as discussing 

America�s fascination with the �freak.�  Most specifically Garland-Thomson discusses 

the idea of the �normal� and the �other� in freak shows.  The audience feels that they are 

safe because the displayed being is not like them labeling that being as the �other� and 

the audience member as �normal.�  Robert Bogdan takes a deep look at the modes of 

presentation at the freak shows in his book Freak Show.  His ideas center around the 

�aggrandized� and the �exotic� and will be discussed in the chapter on Assassins, where 

each of the assassins is presented in a similar fashion, depending on their �disability.� 

Disability Studies, considered part of the world of identity theory and identity 

politics, cannot escape a natural intersection with theories that revolve around other 

minority groups:  Feminist Theory, Queer Theory, Race Theory, and Gender Theory.  As 

a result, Sondheim�s work can be questioned in terms of more than just his representation 

of disabled characters.  Disability theorists such as Thomas J. Gerschick, Richard Jenkins 
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and Carrie Sandahl discuss the common occurrence of the feminization or 

disempowerment of the disabled characters within a narrative.  Because examples of this 

are found in both of these Sondheim plays it is important address this issue while 

discussing metaphors created by disabled characters.   

Other Disability Studies information that will be important to this study is that 

which revolves around the history of disability rights and the history of disability studies.  

In order to contextualize Sondheim�s work it is necessary at this point to provide a 

definition for disability.  For the purposes of this paper, we will use the Americans with 

Disabilities Act�s definition:   

  Under the ADA, an individual with a disability is a person who: 

1. has a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or 

more major life activities; 

2. has a record of such an impairment; or 

3. is regarded as having such an impairment. (�What is the ADA��) 

The ADA also clarifies exactly that a physical impairment may be:   

Any physiological disorder or condition, cosmetic disfigurement, or  

anatomical loss affecting one or more of the following body systems:  

neurological, musculoskeletal, special sense organs, respiratory (including 

speech organs), cardiovascular, reproductive, digestive, genitourinary, 

hemic and lymphatic, skin and endocrine. (�What is the ADA��) 

And that a mental impairment may be: 

Any mental or psychological disorder, such as mental retardation, organic 

brain syndrome, emotional or mental illness, and specific learning 

disabilities. (�What is the ADA��) 

Following these guidelines we can clearly identify many of Sondheim�s characters in 

Passion and Assassins both as physically and/or mentally impaired.  Their inability to 

function in every day society or to function outside of their own �world� demonstrates 

that fact.  This thesis, however, is less interested in medical diagnoses than the social 

significance of the disability in question. 

We must also put the time period of each of these productions into perspective in 

regards to current Disability History and the Disability Rights Movement.  The American 
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with Disabilities Act was signed in 1990, but not put into effect until 1992.  Society was 

just beginning to deal with mandatory accommodations in the work place, as well as in 

public buildings.  Coming at the end of the Reagan/Bush, Sr. era, Assassins was 

originally produced off-Broadway in 1991.  This is noteworthy because just prior to this 

time period people with mental illness were being released from the institutions, as a 

result of a move towards deinstitutionalization; however, there was no where for them to 

go and as a result many ended up homeless or in prison, as a result.  Other remarkable 

disability-related events during this time were governmental proposals to limit the 

appeals process in cases of disability being dealt with by the Social Security 

Administration (Tolchin); inflamed articles written about the laxity of gun purchase 

regulations after a mentally ill man purchased a gun and killed seven people (�Mental 

Illness No Bar�); and, most interestingly, an article entitled �Deinstitutionalization Has 

Not Failed� (Rosenberg).  In this article Norman S. Rosenberg of the Washington Post 

discusses the issue of homelessness and its correlation with mental illness, citing that a 

third or more homeless people are mentally ill.  He discusses the fact that 

deinstitutionalization has not failed, as many Americans believe, but that we have failed 

as a society to provide resources for those who were released from the institutions.  He 

discusses the financial benefits of keeping the mentally ill from being institutionalized, as 

long as we provide adequate resources for them to survive in the society we have created.  

When the nation is focused on the issue of disability where it connects with poverty and 

violence, artists should be aware of these issues when representing the disabled in their 

own work; however, Sondheim presents his mentally ill characters in Assassins in a 

manner that reinforces the stereotypes that are presented in the media at the time, and 

does a disservice to those who, as Rosenberg states in his article, have been failed by the 

system.  Ironically, the message that Sondheim attempts to send in his play is that the 

American Dream is not achievable for everyone and that the system will fail most of us.  

Instead of using these disabled characters in a proactive way to further the idea of the 

failure of the system in relation to disabilities and homelessness, Sondheim perpetuates 

society�s belief that these people should be locked up and institutionalized to serve the 

greater good. 
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When Passion debuted in 1994, the ADA had only been in effect for two years.  

Businesses were still scurrying to meet minimal accommodations for employees who 

were now being classified as disabled.  Issues in the media revolved around 

discrimination against the disabled in the work-force and a discussion of the benefits of 

the ADA and the rise in unemployment among the disabled as a result of discrimination 

in the U.S (Salazar).  Another major accomplishment for disabled people was the 

decision of Avis, one of the leading car rental firms, to supply autos with hand controls 

for people with disabilities after numerous complaints had been filed against them.  

Perhaps one of the most compelling if not most visible stories in 1994 was Ronald 

Reagan�s admission of Alzheimer�s.  Numerous articles were written in D.C. papers 

about whether or not the President�s physician bears a responsibility to the public to 

disclose information about his/her patient.  One article discusses who should decide 

whether a president is disabled (�Carter: Let Outside Doctors�).  The article discusses 

concerns that geriatric doctors across the country had about Reagan and his decisions 

while in office, as well as the 25
th
 Amendment which allows for the vice president and 

the cabinet to make the decision of fitness, in regards to the President�s health.  Former 

President Jimmy Carter commented that he felt an independent board of representatives, 

not closely associated with the President�s case should be the judge of a President�s 

physical and mental fitness to fulfill the office.  Carter also noted that most of the 18 

presidents serving in the 20
th

 century have had serious medical problems.  Society�s 

obsession with the �fitness� of a human being to serve in the capacity they are needed 

seems to be in the forefront during this time.  These same issues are addressed through 

the character of Giorgio in Passion.  When he falls ill, the doctor simply sends him away 

to recuperate, stripping him of his leadership position in the regiment.  Ultimately, 

Giorgio loses all power when he succumbs to Fosca�s passions and falls in love with her, 

at the same time taking on the illness she claimed before her own death.  This makes us 

question whether a disabled person can be in a position of power and serve that position 

effectively.  Sondheim�s plays justify the fact that power is often stripped from the 

disabled and placed into the hands of the society around them. 

While newspapers provide some political and social context in regards to 

Disability History and the Disability Rights Movement, scholarly resources such as 
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Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and the University of California, Berkeley�s web site 

�Timeline � The Disability Rights and Independent Living Movement� also provide 

excellent information in these areas.  Garland-Thomson discusses the importance of 

Disability Studies in American Studies (including the Arts).
4
    The University of 

California, Berkeley provides integral information about the Disability Rights Movement 

that I will use to parallel that time period in which Sondheim�s plays were originally and 

subsequently produced and revived. 

 

Musical Theatre Critical Literature: 

As is to be expected, there is little truly critical literature written about Stephen 

Sondheim�s plays.  One might believe that 4-5 books should be considered a landfall of 

information, but when we consider how much has been written about Brecht or Wilde or 

Sam Shepard, Sondheim�s analysis pales in comparison.  There are reviews written about 

his shows and books about his career, and I will consider these scholarly and critical 

writings in the context of this thesis.   

Those that can be considered as critical literature are often written, edited and 

compiled by the same two people � Joanne Gordon and Sandor Goodhart.  They have 

provided us with two excellent collections of critical essays regarding Sondheim�s work:  

Gordon�s Stephen Sondheim � A Casebook and Goodhart�s Reading Stephen Sondheim � 

A Collection of Critical Essays.  The essays in these collections do give detailed analysis 

of the plays, providing an in-depth synopsis, and often focusing on one or two key 

themes in the work � such as Sondheim�s repeated use of marital and relationship woes 

or the overbearing mother, as well as his unusual choices of material and style as a 

playwright.  The authors of these essays use passages in the lyrics to support the themes 

that are evident.  Many of Sondheim�s themes criticize social or personal ills existing in 

the modern world, issues such as imperialism, war, and justice.   

Two authors, Allen W. Menton and Laura Hanson discuss the issues of women in 

Sondheim�s work in articles titled respectively, �Maternity, Madness, and Art in the 

                                                
4 Disability scholar Paul Longmore uses the Civil Rights and Women�s Movements of the past to create a 

relationship between Disability Studies and other minority studies that are already underway within the 

United States.  This natural link between two identity theories aids in the discussion of Fosca and Giorgio 

in Passion and the feminization of the disabled characters, or the weakening and resultant loss of power 

that comes from being disabled. 
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Theater of Stephen Sondheim� and �Broadway Babies:  Images of Women in the 

Musicals of Stephen Sondheim.�  Each of the articles provides insight into Sondheim�s 

use of women and the reoccurring characters that they play in his musicals.  �First you�re 

another/ Sloe-eyed vamp,/ Then someone�s mother,/ Then you�re camp./ Then you 

career/ From career to career,/ I�m almost through my memoirs,/ And I�m here.� 

(Sondheim, Follies via Hanson 13).  These articles discuss one or more of the plays 

involved in my own discussion of Sondheim and are therefore useful.  I argue that 

Sondheim�s female characters are often portrayed in a stereotypical weak and ditzy 

fashion (Fromme and Moore in Assassins and Desiree in A Little Night Music), or they 

are overbearing maternal figures who cause male downfall (Mrs. Lovett in Sweeney, 

George�s mother in Sunday in the Park, the mothers of the Into the Woods fairy tale 

characters). 

Perhaps the closest anyone comes to discussing the role of disability within 

Sondheim�s work is Shoshana Milgram Knapp in her article �Difference and Sameness:  

Tarchetti�s Fosca, Scola�s Passione d�Amore, and Sondheim�s Passion.�  As excited as I 

was at the possibilities of this title, the essay primarily focused on the sameness and 

difference in each of these versions of the same story.  Knapp does, however, discuss 

Fosca�s obsession with the fact that she feels Giorgio is the same as she and that they are 

both different from the others around them.  Difference, though, is not articulated in 

terms of disability.  This essay will be a primary resource for much of my discussion of 

Fosca and Giorgio as disabled characters in Passion. 

 Overall, there seems to be very little concern, among the critics, with Sondheim�s 

representation of disabled characters.  Most critics mention or take for granted the 

psychological or physical disabilities of the characters, but only in reference to their role 

in the play or to characterize a character.  They never question the metaphors that are 

being created and barely, if at all, discuss the role that the disability plays in the overall 

message of the play. 

 

Musical Theatre Popular Critic Reviews: 

Most important to my research may be the show reviews because what many 

believe about disability is what is taught to them through societal perception and 



 

 17

information from the media.  Critics� opinions of Sondheim�s characters are distributed to 

the masses, influencing people�s attendance of and feelings about the shows and the 

characters.   

�Admirers and Fans, Take Note:  �Passion� Will Divide You.�  The title of one 

review of the 1994 debut of Passion sums up critics� responses to the play.  The reasons 

for bad reviews or mixed reviews did not revolve around poorly written music or badly 

sung scores.  Instead the problem was the believability of the storyline.  How could a 

beautiful, young man ever fall in love with an unattractive, pitiable, and sickly woman 

when he could be with a beautiful, charming, and healthy lady?  Original reviews state 

that there is no motivation for Giorgio to fall in love with Fosca � after all she is �ugly, 

grotesque, and repulsive.�  Frankly, one critic sums up the entire foundation of Fosca�s 

analysis, in his review of Passion, simply with his title, �Ugly Is as Ugly Does, So 

Actress Tries to Look Her Very Worst.�  With comments like, �Listening to the 

Broadway Cast album of the Stephen Sondheim-James Lapine musical �Passion� is a 

little like slipping into a fever dream� and �Sometimes it�s hard to tell what�s wrong with 

something until the wrong has been righted� Passion certainly instills passion in its 

viewers, according to the critics� reviews.  Any reference to disability and illness in the 

reviews is negative.  Very little understanding or credence is given to the character of 

Fosca, except that she is extremely pathetic and that Donna Murphy must have had to try 

to be very ugly to play her.  While the script does call for Fosca to be unattractive, this 

choice needs to be questioned.  Why must a disabled character always be unattractive?  

Can illness not stand alone as illness without making the character ugly to embody some 

other message that connects the two? 

I believe that I can firmly say that every review of Assassins included at least one 

of the following word(s):  lunatic, madman(en), psychotic, crazy, or mentally 

imbalanced.  Titles like, � �Assassins�:  Hit and Miss � A Sideshow to History,� �A 

Demon Gallery of Glory Hounds,� �Stalkers and Talkers,� and �Sondheim�s �Assassins�:  

Insane Realities of History� are indicative of the sentiments surrounding this 

controversial show and link it to the freak show format.  Disability is the topic of 

discussion, but not in the sense that respect and understanding is given to the characters 

with disability, but that they are judged and stereotyped and verbally abused.  While 
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Assassins appears to be Sondheim and Weidman�s commentary about the fragility of the 

achievement of the American Dream, a criticism of politics and social policy, and a 

confirmation of Andy Warhol�s famous statement that �everyone will have their 15 

minutes of fame,� it utterly fails in its attempts to draw the audience in through empathy 

because of its freak show nature.  Sondheim�s use of the freak show atmosphere is clearly 

evident to the popular reviewers and most discuss it in this manner, either as a carnival or 

a side show.  The term barker even comes in to play in one review.  If the reviewers see 

the play as a sideshow, then it is not difficult to surmise what audiences may be feeling 

when they walk away from this parade of freaks. 

While I don�t expect popular critics to delve deeply into the issues of disability 

and social history in their reviews, I question the lack of commentary on the continual 

depiction of disabled characters in Sondheim�s work.  Without using their �critical� eye 

to judge these plays the critics make themselves unknowing but responsible accomplices 

in the perpetuation of the disability stereotypes when they read Sondheim�s work as less 

than it really represents. 

 

Description of Chapters 

Chapter 1:  �Ugly is as Ugly Does � Passion: Pitiable, Pathetic, and Poisonous� 

Sondheim sends an overwhelming message in Passion that disability is repulsive 

and deserving of pity.  He creates an atmosphere of sameness and difference amongst 

three primary characters, only allowing for sameness to be the binding cord between two 

characters, while difference is a stumbling block to a relationship.  However, this 

sameness/difference concept fails to be explored by the critics/academics in terms of 

disability while disability is clearly the primary reason for conflict in this musical. 

 The focus of this chapter will be on the two primary characters of this play � 

Giorgio and Fosca.  While passion is something normally to be desired, Fosca�s passion 

for Giorgio is overshadowed by her illness and his repulsion at the sight and thought of 

her.  The author never makes clear what this illness is.  The doctor describes it as an 

overly sensitive nervous system that is debilitating.  Eventually, Giorgio�s own emotional 

disabling as a result of Clara�s rejection and Fosca�s obsession becomes the central plot 

of this musical.  Ironically, both characters� illnesses stem from psychological/emotional 
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disability; both characters become emotionally debilitated because of love � Fosca as a 

result of the rejection by Count Ludovic and Giorgio as a result of Clara�s decision not to 

leave her husband and child.   The emotional/psychological disability leads to a physical 

disability for both characters as well - Fosca becoming physically oversensitized and 

Giorgio succumbing to the fever that claimed him after he carried Fosca back from the 

fields. 

 Not until Giorgio becomes physically disabled himself does he fall in �love� with 

Fosca.  I will discuss the necessity for sameness and difference in relation to Fosca and 

Giorgio�s characters, as well as the message that Sondheim sends that the disabled are 

different and must be treated differently. 

 

Chapter 2:  �A Gallery of Glory Hounds:  Assassins � Just Another Freak Show� 

 Not only does Stephen Sondheim exploit the stereotypes of the psychologically 

disabled as dangerous in his creation of Assassins, he unintentionally falls short in his 

mission to communicate his message by drawing on freak show imagery and structures, 

which distance the audience from identification with the disabled characters. 

 After identifying the overall themes for this play that �Everybody�s Got the Right 

to Be Happy� and that promises of the American Dream are just facades the government 

likes to perpetuate to keep people from rioting in protest, I will explore the reasons 

behind Sondheim�s failed attempt to truly serve his message in this play.  This chapter 

will discuss the overall metaphors created by each of the characters� mental and physical 

disabilities and how those metaphors combine to create an overall message sent by the 

use of disability in this play. 

Utilizing the work of Robert Bogdan and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, I will 

compare Sondheim and Weidman�s presentation of Assassins to the Freak Show/Side 

Shows of the early 20
th

 century in purpose and in presentation.  The �exotic� and the 

�aggrandized� presentation modes will be discussed and identified within this play, as 

well as the underlying function of the freak show � to create a sense of normalcy vs. 

other.  Because this sense of distance is created in the freak show atmosphere that 

Sondheim sets up in his musical, I argue that he undermines his own purpose by 
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presenting these characters as such.  As a result, the audience distances themselves and is 

unable to feel connected to this band of betrayers.    

 Issues of gender and disability will also be discussed in regards to the 

characterization of female vs. male assassins.  Because the females in this script are 

presented more as idiotic and irrational bird-brains than rationally minded killers, women 

are presented as less serious characters as a result of their disability.  In essence, when the 

role of female is combined with disability in Assassins the result is ludicrous weakness 

and ineffectual �craziness.� 

 Overall, I will explore the idea of madness and lunacy as it pertains to each 

character.  The dialogue, monologue, and song lyrics will be discussed to provide 

examples of the stereotypes associated with mental illness, as well as to show what their 

society�s perception of them was.  The balladeer, as a social commentator will be 

specifically analyzed for Sondheim and Weidman�s message to the audience regarding 

these assassins. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 UGLY IS AS UGLY DOES � PASSION :  PITIABLE, PATHETIC, AND POISONOUS 

 

Popular critics and reviewers should never control theatre; however, sometimes, 

just sometimes, they may be very right in their reactions to a particular play or musical.  

In these cases, producers, directors and writers must take a long, hard look at their work 

and figure out what the problems are.  Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine openly admit 

that the preview period for their 1994 musical Passion was one of the worst they had ever 

experienced.
5
  There were problems; they knew there were problems.  Audiences were 

laughing out loud at the often melodramatic behavior of the lead character (Fosca), 

applauding when that same character collapsed in a storm, and audibly expressing their 

dissatisfaction when the male lead (Giorgio) went back to save her from the same storm.  

When audiences are crying out �Good!� at the announcement of Fosca�s death and 

reviewers are calling the play �DOA,� something has to be wrong with the message that 

Sondheim is sending in this musical, whether intentionally or unintentionally.  Audience-

related problems were only a few of the issues that this play�s authors and producers 

needed to address (Passion).
6
  

Scholar of English Literature, Gary Konas, in his article �Passion:  Not Just 

Another Simple Love Story,� points out that Passion was running at the same time as two 

other musicals revolving around the same themes of disability (disfigurement) and beauty 

� Beauty and the Beast and The Phantom of the Opera.  As most theatre aficionados 

know these two musicals were blockbuster hits.  So, why was Passion met with such 

passionate distaste?   

Perhaps the problem with the play is not the believability and lack of motivation 

in the plot, as Sandor Goodhart suggests in his article, �The Mother�s Part.�  Perhaps the 

                                                
5 From this point on, I will primarily refer to Sondheim as the owner of this musical, unless something 

specifically relates to a choice the Lapine made.  While Lapine is undoubtedly held as responsible for the 

decision-making process, Sondheim is given overall credit for the ideas and execution of this musical in 

theatre circles. 
6
 Sondheim�s Passion was taped at the Lincoln Center Theater in 1995 and presented in film version.  This 

dvd version also includes a verbal, overlayed commentary track in which Sondheim, Lapine, and the three 

primary actors (Jere Shea, Donna Murphy, and Marin Mazzie) participated.  This commentary provides 

much of the information about audience reception and choices made to change the play during previews. 

 



 

 22

problems are also not the minor things that Sondheim eventually addressed, but one 

larger problem � people are uncomfortable with disability.  People laugh in 

uncomfortable situations.  People will be especially uncomfortable when the disability 

plays such a large role in characterizing someone as ugly inwardly or outwardly as a 

result of the disability.   

The inclusion of disability in Passion�s storyline does not need to change; as is 

demonstrated time and time again, the �beauty and the beast� storyline is embraced by 

the general public.  The characters in this version of the story, and their representations, 

need to change.  Unlike the Beast and the Phantom, Fosca has little to no redeeming inner 

qualities; her �beastliness� is two-fold.  She is disabled and ugly on the outside and 

equally as ugly on the inside.  The very nature of her character needs to be addressed and 

remolded.  If Fosca�s disability did not make her an ugly person, in every way, then the 

plot may have been more believable.  But, this part of Sondheim�s play did not change.  

This remains a problem. 

The summary of Sondheim�s Passion, as noted on the cover of the DVD film 

version of the play, describes the play as such: 

In 19
th
 century Italy, handsome Giorgio is embroiled in a steamy affair 

with lovely, and married, Clara.  Giorgio is transferred from Milan to a 

remote military outpost, where he comes in contact with ailing, homely 

Fosca, his commanding officer�s cousin.  Fosca falls instantly and deeply 

in love with Giorgio, who resists her affections.  Gradually, she reveals, 

and Giorgio learns to appreciate, what is truly beautiful about herself. 

(Passion) 

This �Hollywood-esque summary� provides a very general, if not misleading idea of the 

story line.  This neat and tidy description of the plot fails to identify the true nature of 

each of the characters as presented by Sondheim.  There is no explanation as to why 

Giorgio resists Fosca�s affections.  We might think it is because he is so in love with 

Clara, but Giorgio�s words and actions confirm that Fosca repulses him because of her 

physical and emotional shortcomings.  While it might seem that Giorgio simply comes to 

appreciate the inner beauty of Fosca because she �reveals� herself, that interpretation is 

questionable because there is no revelation that demonstrates Fosca�s �inner beauty.�  
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Beauty and the Beast, but the Beast is Truly a Beast 

Because Fosca�s disability is a metaphor for an ugly inner state, as well as her 

physical state, Passion is far more complex than the DVD�s summary suggests.  Passion 

is the story of a young Italian Captain, Giorgio Bachetti.  At the start of the play, Giorgio 

is in the midst of a love affair with the married and beautiful Clara.  He is transferred 

from Milan to a military outpost far from the city, and there, he meets his new Colonel�s 

cousin, Fosca.  Fosca is not beautiful on the exterior or the interior.  Fosca is ill and she is 

also unattractive.  Giorgio shuns her advances and continues to profess his love for Clara 

in a series of sung letters sent between the two.  As a result of Giorgio�s spurning, Fosca 

becomes even more ill and bed-ridden.  Fosca�s doctor convinces Giorgio that his words 

and companionship are good �medicine� for her.  He is �forced� into visiting Fosca one 

evening and staying with her through the night, saving her from the surety of death.  

Eventually, Fosca�s attentions become too much for Giorgio to handle, physically and 

emotionally, and after saving her from collapse in a storm, he succumbs to a fever and 

fatigue-like illness and is granted a forty-day sick leave by the doctor.  Not to be daunted, 

Fosca follows Giorgio to the train, interrupting his sick leave, and professing her undying 

love for him.  She challenges him to realize that Clara will never give her life for him, 

while Fosca would.  Giorgio escorts Fosca back to the outpost and proceeds to Milan to 

take advantage of only a few days of his sick leave.  Giorgio returns to the outpost, 

where, at a Christmas gathering, his transfer (orchestrated by the Doctor in an attempt to 

save Giorgio from Fosca�s obsessive behavior and poisonous love) is announced.  Fosca 

has a tantrum and professes her love for Giorgio in front of the entire military company, 

leaving her cousin to accuse Giorgio of having mistreated Fosca and betraying his trust � 

he is challenged to a duel.  Giorgio has received a letter from Clara; the letter that makes 

him realize that she never truly loved him, at least not enough to leave her husband and 

child � the moment that some feel Giorgio�s feelings for Fosca transform.  That night, of 

his own accord, Giorgio visits Fosca who is in bed once again, due to the emotional stress 

of the situation.  Giorgio tells Fosca he loves her and they make love, whereupon shortly 

after she dies.  Giorgio is caught up in the duel the following day, and ends up in a 

sanatorium recovering from his injury and the emotional distress his relationship with 
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Fosca has put him under � it is here, after he awakes, that he is told of Fosca�s death.  The 

play ends. 

In Sondheim�s musical, Fosca is portrayed as an obsessed and pathetic figure that 

infects Giorgio with her mental, physical, and emotional ills, bringing him down with her 

into disabled misery, where some may believe he finds a �love� for her while others feel 

it is just pity.  He has to become ill himself before he finds his love for her.  Her behavior 

takes its toll on Giorgio mentally and physically, and he finally succumbs to her passions, 

only after he has let go of his relationship with Clara.  After consummating the 

relationship, Fosca dies, and leaves Giorgio ailing in much the same way we first found 

her at the military outpost. 

Could it be that a male beast is perfectly acceptable, while a female beast is not?  

That a woman is capable of falling in love with a less than attractive man, but a man 

would never be lured by anything but beauty.  After all, the Phantom went to great and 

obsessive lengths similar to Fosca�s to earn Christine�s love.  While the Phantom is 

embraced as an empathetic character, Fosca is not.  Why?  Even Passion preaches this 

philosophy in scene eight when Fosca�s unattractiveness is discussed and Fosca and her 

cousin both explain that unattractive men still have opportunities, whereas unattractive 

women do not. 

All three of the beauty and beast plays (Beauty and the Beast, Phantom of the 

Opera, and Passion) use the same disability stereotypes and metaphors to create and 

maintain their storyline.  One character is disabled and ugly, and another more beautiful 

character falls in love with them. Are people so incapable of believing that a disabled and 

unattractive woman can be the object of love, or is it merely the way in which the love 

story is presented that turns the audience off?
7
  Perhaps the difference is that Lloyd 

Webber�s Phantom and Tim Rice and Alan Menken�s Beast were different from 

Sondheim�s Fosca.  While Fosca�s behavior is off-putting and repulsive, the Phantom and 

the Beast prove themselves to have redeeming qualities.  Audiences respond differently 

to each of these representations because in Beauty and Phantom they are able to feel good 

about themselves at the end of the story � they see the good in the lead character and 

                                                
7 Later in this article we will discuss Ettore Scola�s Passion d�Amore in which this issue is directly 

addressed and commented on.  This may very well be the inspiration for Sondheim�s interpretation of the 

story. 
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know that he will behave well and demonstrate his goodness, resulting in the receipt of 

love from another.  In other words, they feel morally superior because �they� have been 

able to see beyond the stereotype and realize that it is inaccurate, and this makes them 

feel good about themselves, socially, morally, and ethically.  The difference in 

Sondheim�s Passion is that Fosca never reveals that �good� side of herself.  The audience 

cannot see the potential for good in her, and the stereotype of the evil or pitiable, pathetic 

character holds true, making the audience feel bad in the end.  They are not able to feel 

that sense of moral superiority that accompanies Beast and Phantom.  This leaves them 

feeling negatively about not only Fosca and Passion, but themselves � thus causing the 

possibility of alienation. 

In this chapter, I will explore Sondheim�s use of physically disabled characters 

whose physical illness stems from a psychological or emotional bruising.  Of the three 

primary characters, two suffer the long-lasting effects of disease, the disease of love.  

Sondheim�s choice of metaphor here serves to make an effective comment not only on 

the difficulties of love, but the physical destruction that love can cause, whether it is 

illness, psychological torment, or emotional distress.  In doing so, the play also 

perpetuates the stereotypes that the disabled community has fought long against � that 

those with illness or disability are pitiable, pathetic, and poisonous. 

This chapter will utilize the ideas about sameness and difference in Shoshana 

Milgram Knapp�s article, �Sameness and Difference�� to discuss the three very 

different versions of the story Passion evolves from.  Part of this discussion will involve 

a questioning of Sondheim�s choices for eliminating or adding to the original story and an 

identification of the impact that his choices have had on the message that he sends in his 

version of this fantastic story.  I will continue to use Milgram Knapp�s observations of 

sameness and difference to discuss each of the characters, their relation to the world 

around them and their relationships with each other.  Furthering Milgram Knapp�s 

argument, I extend the idea of sameness and difference to address the disabilities of the 

two primary characters (Giorgio and Fosca) and the messages that Sondheim sends in his 

characterization of them as individuals and as a couple, as a result of their disabilities. 
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One Story Finds Three Voices 

To create Passion, Stephen Sondheim takes an existing storyline and makes it his 

own, as he often has with other musicals (Pacific Overtures, Sweeney Todd, Assassins, 

West Side Story).  As a result, Stephen Sondheim and James Lapine�s musical Passion is 

an adaptation of two previous stories, Iginio Ugo Tarchetti�s novel Fosca, and the Italian 

film Passione d�Amore directed by Ettore Scola.  Having been inspired primarily by the 

film version, Sondheim�s (music and lyrics) vision of the play was much different than 

Lapine�s (book writer and director), who had been more impressed by the novel.  Overall, 

their feeling is that Tarchetti�s novel, Fosca, provided more of a basis for the back-story 

than the film did, but it is apparent after viewing Passion d�Amore that Sondheim was 

more inspired by the film in his interpretation of the characters (Passion).   

Shoshana Milgram Knapp, associate English professor at Virginia Tech, discusses 

the themes of sameness and differences, utilizing all three versions of the story � 

Tarchetti�s, Scola�s and Sondheim�s.  She points out the primary differences in 

storytelling between the three and gives a brief synopsis of the similarities between them, 

as well.  She then focuses on the theme of sameness/difference within Sondheim�s 

Passion itself.  This involves a comparison and contrast of the characters and the 

relationships within the musical, Passion.  She does not, however, discuss the possible 

reasons for and the impact of the omissions and additions from the previous two versions 

of the story that Sondheim employed when creating Passion.   

I would like to take her observations of sameness/difference one-step further by 

placing it into a Disability Studies context and questioning Sondheim�s choices.  I will 

also examine the ideas of sameness and difference and how they revolve not just around 

the literal (people�s general physical and emotional characteristics i.e. Clara has blond 

hair, Fosca has dark hair), but also around the able-bodiedness of the characters (i.e. 

Clara is beautiful and healthy, Fosca is unattractive and ill).  The unattractiveness of 

Fosca�s disability is also embodied (corporealized) in her personality and actions, and 

that embodiment sends strong messages about disability, creating an environment in 

which audiences have difficulty accepting that an outwardly and inwardly ugly person 

(Fosca) is deserving of love. 
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Some of the more interesting variations that Knapp points out revolve around 

choices that Sondheim made specifically, regarding his characters.  Giorgio�s mother is a 

dominating force in Tarchetti�s novel, but is eliminated entirely from the film and play.  

Also, in Tarchetti�s novel, Giorgio is ill long before meeting Clara or Fosca.  His 

relationship with Clara brings about his happiness and cure at the same time.  To 

eliminate this from the movie and the play seems a bold choice, when the cyclical nature 

of Clara and Giorgio�s relationship could be greatly paralleled by that of Giorgio and 

Fosca, providing added believability for the storyline.    What may perhaps seem 

unimportant is the choice for a narrator in the telling of this story.  In Tarchetti�s Fosca, 

the narrator is a friend of Giorgio�s who retells the stories based on letters and other 

correspondence.  Scola�s version of the story, Passion d�Amore, is narrated by Giorgio..  

The story is presented from his point of view and he is able to reveal his underlying 

motives and feelings as the story progresses; however, Sondheim eliminates Giorgio as 

the narrator and gives us a third person narration in Passion.  This choice keeps the 

audience from knowing the intricacies of Giorgio�s inner monologue, as it is not 

demonstrated on stage or in the dialogue of the play.  Finally, of these three authors, 

Sondheim is the only one to have Giorgio take responsibility for ending the affair with 

Clara.  Tarchetti and Scola let Clara break off the relationship in attempt to return to her 

family and her duties, leaving Giorgio rejected, rebounding towards Fosca in an attempt 

to find love.   

Tarchetti�s novel is autobiographical in nature and provides the reader with much 

more background information about Giorgio and his life than the other two versions of 

the story do.  These things include the role of his mother, who comes into play when 

Giorgio is ill and must be taken care of.  I find Sondheim�s choice to eliminate the mother 

extremely interesting, as Sondheim so readily employs the role of the mother in his other 

plays.  The overbearing mother who controls her child�s life is often used to explain the 

behavior of the child and to characterize the child as needy, irresponsible, and incapable 

of decision-making.  Had Sondheim utilized the mother figure, this story could have been 

a very different one, one in which Giorgio�s seemingly irrational choices are the effect of 

his mother�s overbearing love rather than just the result of being smothered by Fosca�s 

love. 
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Tarchetti�s novel, Fosca, is the only version of the story that discusses Giorgio�s 

original illness, and directly allows it to demonstrate why Giorgio would have had 

sympathy for Fosca in her situation.  What this illness is is never clearly defined in 

Knapp�s article, nor in any other readings I have found about this novel.  It is an illness 

he has before meeting Clara or Fosca.  Tarchetti himself was extremely ill during the 

writing of this novel, which may explain why the character of Giorgio in this novel is 

also stricken with an illness.  Knapp offers an interesting conclusion about the novel, as 

the result of its author�s disabling condition: 

The incoherence and fervid emotionalism of this fiction may be as much 

the result of Tarchetti�s enmeshment with his subject matter as it is of his 

attempt to create a diseased narrator, or of his own raging illness, one 

which killed him at the age of twenty-nine before he completed the book. 

(102) 

Scola eliminated the illness from his film script, and has Giorgio narrate the story.  

Eliminating the disease may have kept the story from seeming  �incoherent and fervidly 

emotional� as Knapp puts it, but it also eliminated that aspect of Giorgio which would 

have found an empathetic feeling for the Fosca character.  Perhaps Sondheim did not 

wish Giorgio�s illness to overshadow the narration of the play itself, but having removed 

him as the narrator anyway, this would not have mattered.  The illness could have stood 

by itself, without influencing the telling of the story, for good or bad. 

In Tarchetti�s novel, a friend of Giorgio�s through letters and correspondence tells 

the story.
 8
  Having died, Tarchetti could not finish his own, autobiographical, novel.  

Thus, his friend took over and finished the novel for him, five years after his death.  

Knapp discusses the impact of this twice-removed storytelling on the novel�s 

presentation: 

In other words, doubly removed from the events it recounts � by the five 

years between the history and the story, and by the difference between the 

narrator-writer and the alleged presenter of the material � Fosca remains 

nonetheless �quivering and �hypersensitive.�  It is as if Giorgio has indeed 

                                                
8 This author has been unable to locate an English translation of this novel, which would have greatly 

benefited in the discussion of the similarities and differences of these three stories.  For this reason, I rely 

primarily on the Knapp article and a few other sources that provide information about the Tarchetti novel. 
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been infected by Fosca�s disease, as if Fosca�s agonized howl has become 

itself the intonality of the novel in which it is described. (102) 

It should not be surprising that Fosca is still presented in such a fantastic manner, 

regardless of the storyteller.  Scola and Sondheim�s Foscas also embody a �quivering� 

and �hypersensitive� nature, demonstrating that no matter the storyteller the character 

remains. 

Scola�s film version, Passion d�Amore, presents a framework in which Giorgio 

retells his tale from some distant place in the future.  Throughout the film, he narrates an 

explanation of his choices and actions.  We are unsure of where he is or whom he is 

talking to until the end of the film.  When the camera pulls back to reveal an aged and 

drunken Giorgio, completing his tale of love and illness, we see that he has been talking 

to a dwarf in a bar.  The film ends when the dwarf who does not believe the story walks 

off camera, laughing at Giorgio and the story claiming it is �absurd.�  That, �maybe if 

Fosca was young and beautiful and Giorgio was a monster, like me, then I could believe 

this story.�  Scola leaves much to the imagination of the audience when he ends the film 

in such a manner.  This choice may be interpreted on many levels.  The dwarf could be 

articulating exactly what the audience is feeling at the moment, that it is truly 

unbelievable that Giorgio would have fallen in love with such a hideous woman � 

especially since Scola has created through his portrayal of Fosca a frightening and 

horrifying creature throughout the film.  He could also be confirming what the audience 

struggles to articulate, that he, as a dwarf is simply seen as a monster, but his disability 

does not make him a monstrous person inwardly as well.  The idea that a beautiful young 

woman could fall in love with him is much more feasible than Giorgio falling in love 

with a woman who is beastly both inwardly and outwardly.  Disability Studies critics 

would complicate these readings even further by questioning the dwarf�s own 

stereotyping of himself � �a monster, like me.�  Does he truly believe he is a monster or 

does he use this to demonstrate to Giorgio that people�s perceptions are not what they 

may seem and that Fosca may not have been as hideous a creature as Giorgio made her 

out to be?  In other words, the dwarf�s oppressive reality supercedes any drama that 

Giorgio could have encountered with Fosca.  As there are many interpretations that are 
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viable regarding Scola�s choice in ending his film, his message is also able to be read in 

multiple ways. 

Sondheim�s Passion has no specific narrator.  It is presented in a third person 

narration style that keeps the audience distanced from all of the characters in this play.  

While the central character of this play appears to be Giorgio, the entrance of Fosca may 

change that interpretation.  Her presence dominates the rest of the story, pulling the focus 

from Giorgio�s story and making this play her own.  Because Giorgio is eliminated as the 

story�s narrator in Sondheim�s version, the audience is left without a connection to his 

true and buried feelings.  If the dialogue does not demonstrate motivation for his actions, 

the audience cannot reconcile themselves with his sudden decision to love Fosca after the 

pain and suffering she has caused him.  And, Sondheim specifically states in commentary 

that he did not want to �spell out� Giorgio�s feelings and make the struggle blatant.  But, 

in attempting to provide subtle nuances that would tell Giorgio�s inner story, Sondheim 

fails to communicate to the audience a clear reason behind Giorgio�s change of heart. 

Sandor Goodhart, Professor of English at Purdue University, also suggests that 

the true problem with Passion is the lack of noticeable motivation on Giorgio�s part for 

the decision that he makes to be with Fosca.  In his article, � �The Mother�s Part� Love, 

Letters and Reading in Sondheim�s Passion� he discusses Sondheim�s process of 

decision-making.  Goodhart questions whether Sondheim inherited certain unbelievable 

parts of this story line from his previous sources, or if he himself made it more 

unbelievable in his writing.  One of these �unbelievable parts� is Giorgio�s love for 

Fosca.  He acknowledges that Sondheim does take the differences in the women from the 

original stories, but goes on to say that Sondheim makes his own choices about 

representing those characters and does not feel the need to follow the original sources: 

Sondheim borrows when he wants to and distances himself from his 

sources when he wants to, [�] To read otherwise is to read Sondheim as 

Fosca reads (or perhaps more precisely �reads to�) Giorgio in the central 

bedroom scene.  It is to retrieve from the mirror only the projected 

clarifying image of ourselves we inscribed there in the first place (224-5). 

He also explains that Sondheim chooses to reflect the characters as he wishes them to be, 

not necessarily as the original story represents them.  These choices are important � they 
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send the message that Sondheim intends to his audience.  They also send messages that 

may not have been intended. 

 

Passion�s Internal Changes - Taming the Beast 

Unhappy about the audience�s reactions during previews, Sondheim states, 

�[�]And though Passion is not an opera because it has so much dialogue, it is an opera 

in attitude.  If this were all sung, and it were done at the Metropolitan Opera House, no 

one would laugh.  You�d accept it� (Wong).  Sondheim made some changes anyway.
9
  

These changes were made daily throughout the previews and were made concrete in the 

run of the show.  Lines were cut or added, and songs were entirely rewritten or 

reassigned.  Minor they may have been, but the changes did fix some of the primary 

problems that audiences were having with the production.  However, the audience 

reviews remained mixed and the popularity of the play itself dwindled quickly. 

Some of the changes Sondheim made indicate that he was aware that Fosca�s 

character needed to be presented in a much more sympathetic manner.  A number of 

Fosca�s lines were completely cut to avoid audience laughter and scorn.  At one point she 

sang, �I�m so happy I could die� in the final bedroom scene with Giorgio, paralleling the 

opening scene between Giorgio and Clara.  Audiences laughed because of the irony of 

the line.  They had been waiting for her to die the entire show; how was her happiness 

going to kill her now when her misery hadn�t already?  It was too unbelievable from a 

character such as Fosca.  In the vein of the Romantics, Fosca also had a line, �When I die, 

I will leave you my braid.�  It too was laughed at.  Tarchetti�s novel focuses on the 

imagery of Fosca�s hair and it�s Medusa-like qualities �the locus classicus of ugliness�, 

but this script had very little reference to any of that to begin with (Del Principe 44).  In 

fact, since this was one of very few references to the importance of a woman�s hair in the 

play, it should not have been difficult to eradicate.  We may even wonder why it was ever 

there to begin with. 

                                                
9
 The changes made by Sondheim that are discussed over the next few pages are gleaned from Eric 

Besner�s article �How Passion changed during those previews� in The Sondheim Review.  Besner 

personally saw both performances, before changes in previews, and after changes had been made. 
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Other lines of Fosca�s were amended, possibly, to make her a more believable and 

sympathetic character.  Sondheim uses one scene of flashback in this play to recount 

Fosca�s youth and first marriage to Count Ludovic.  This scene is narrated by Fosca and 

her cousin, each providing different sides of the same story.  Fosca�s cousin, the colonel, 

tells this story to Giorgio in an attempt to ease his own conscience and explain why he 

feels such a strong sense of responsibility for Fosca.  Fosca is on the other side of the 

stage writing a letter to Giorgio, excited by the prospect of finally having someone to talk 

to about her �feelings� and her �past.�    Ludovic, an acquaintance of the colonel�s, 

expresses interest in Fosca and asks for her hand in marriage.  The colonel admits that he 

could see no reason for the young and beautiful man to be in love with Fosca, but did not 

question or intervene because he wanted Fosca to be happy.  Ludovic marries Fosca, but 

soon leaves her to travel and spends all of her dowry and other monies, leaving her alone 

and in debt.  It is revealed that he is not a Count, he is already married, and he has at least 

one mistress, as well.  The colonel�s guilt is understandable. 

In this scene that recalls Fosca�s younger days, Fosca originally referred to herself 

as happy, but that line was changed to �never lonely.�
10

 There is no direct rationale 

provided by Sondheim or Lapine for these changes.  If they were trying to make her more 

sympathetic in the Count Ludovic section, how would changing �happiness� with �never 

lonely� accomplish that?  Wouldn�t it have been best to portray her as having been a 

fairly happy person who was misused and abused by Ludovic, having become jaded in 

the process?  Or did he want to demonstrate that she had never been happy at all?  If this 

was the reason for the choice, it would clearly link Fosca�s perpetual unhappiness to her 

resulting illness after Ludovic�s rejection.  If she�s always been �not happy� then her 

�illness� may stem from a perpetual depression that becomes more obvious after 

Ludovic�s rejection.  This would be consistent with her behavior throughout the play.  

Each time she is rejected by Giorgio she spirals into another �sickly episode,� requiring 

more and more attention from the doctor and Giorgio.   

One particular statement that still stands out in the Count Ludovic flashback 

scene, however, and forces viewers to decide what Sondheim intends to say is part of 

                                                
10 Although in the script that I have and the taped version of the play, the line �happy� still exists.  It has 

not been replaced by �never lonely.� 
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Ludovic�s parting words to Fosca, �Forgive me, my dear,/ But though you are no beauty, 

I fear/ You are not quite the victim you appear� (Sondheim and Lapine 83).  If Sondheim 

is trying to present Fosca as a non-victim and as responsible for her actions in this 

relationship, he fails by simultaneously presenting her in a child-like manner in her 

relationships with her parents and Giorgio.  His inconsistency in her characterization 

causes confusion and disbelief amongst audience members.  They cannot empathize with 

her in her love for Giorgio because they see her in a perpetual victim-mentality, a poor-

me and pathetic state, rather than regarding her as a mature woman who is deeply in love. 

Sondheim attempts to represent Fosca as an adult who takes responsibility for her 

failed relationship with Ludovic with lines like �I had my suspicions [�]� and �I chose 

not to see [�]�, but he negates his point when he follows with a line like, �For love had 

made me blind [�] Or what I took for love� (80). This child-like necessity to place the 

blame on others for her problems comes back and negates everything that Sondheim 

worked to achieve in the previous lines.  But, he doesn�t stop there.  He again tries to 

show that she was aware of her actions: 

Fosca:  I sensed in him a danger, 

  Deception, 

  Even violence. 

  I must admit to some degree 

  That it excited me. (81) 

In this scene, Sondheim seems to be unable to decide whether Fosca is deserving of the 

empathy that he wants the audience to feel for her, and this makes them withdraw from 

her, feeling next to nothing for a woman who is pitiful and obsessive.  They cannot allow 

her her feelings for Giorgio as a result. 

Fosca was also given a brand new song to make her a more empathetic and 

seemingly less obsessive character.  The �Train Scene� (Scene 11) is the change that 

Sondheim balked against the most.  Lapine asked for something to make her more 

understandable, something to give Giorgio a reason to love her.  Sondheim felt that he 

had already given enough subtext throughout the play, and resisted giving direct text to 

the emotions that were boiling between the two characters.  He did give in, and made, 

perhaps what is one of the most important changes in the play � �Loving You Is Not a 
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Choice, It�s Who I Am� (Passion).  This song was added to the dialogue that was 

between Giorgio and Fosca in this scene.  Instead of referring to Giorgio as a �goal for 

her life� in dialogue, she sings �Loving you/ Is not a choice,/ It�s who I am.�  While the 

song may clearly show the audience that Fosca is a woman in some sort of �love,� its 

impact on Giorgio is still negated by his preceding and following lines in the play.  He 

scolds her for following him to the train, calling her a �capricious child� and �relentless, 

selfish and insensitive� (99-100).  Even later, in conversation with Clara, Giorgio says the 

idea of loving Fosca is �laughable� and that there are times when he �hates her� (100).  

We can only believe his words in this situation because his actions do not demonstrate 

otherwise. 

Others� descriptions of Fosca were changed to make her disabled interior less 

horrific and repulsive to the viewing audience.  In regards to the military officers, Fosca�s 

crying out had been originally referred to as a cat in heat. That line has been completely 

eradicated, but the military officers still define Fosca, functioning as a �social 

commentary� on who or what she is.  Scene eight indicates other jokes and comments 

made about her, perhaps on a regular basis: 

 Torasso:  Did you hear that scream last night? 

 Augenti: Did anybody not? 

 [�] 

 Cook:  She knows how to scream, all right. 

 Barri:  Well, she practices a lot. 

 Augenti: Good shot. 

As this conversation is taking place during a game of pool, the last line can be read as 

simply congratulations on a shot in pool, or as a shot against Fosca. 

  Cook:  So that wasn�t dying, we assume. 

  Barri:  No, I think she just fell off her broom. 

  Torasso: Or they hung a mirror in the room 

    Of La Signora! (71-72) 

Perhaps removing the �cat in heat� line may have seemed to be the most important to 

Sondheim because it has a negative female gender stereotype attached to it, but lines that 

still poke at her ailments or her ugliness are still damaging to the characterization of this 
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woman.  Mocking her pain sends the message that the pain of the disabled is humorous, 

manipulative, or even fake, even when it comes from men who so obviously despise her 

for no reason except for her illness.  If these men had real reasons for disliking Fosca then 

this is where the barbs should have come from.  They simply judge her based on her 

screams of pain and her ugliness, also resulting in the typical witch-like commentary that 

would be associated with ugliness, as well. 

The author(s) also realized that Giorgio needed to show some inkling of empathy 

towards Fosca in the play before he decides he �loves� her and is going to defend her 

honor.  For this reason, Giorgio�s original description of Fosca, which revolves around 

the �ugliness,� is changed to �wretchedness.�   

Giorgio:   How can I describe her? 

    The wretchedness, 

    God, the wretchedness 

    And the suffering, 

The desperation 

    Of that poor unhappy creature �  

    The embarrassment, Clara, 

    Looking at that loneliness, 

   Listening to all that self-pity�(26-7). 

This was an attempt to make Giorgio appear more sympathetic to Fosca in the early part 

of the story.  But, in doing so, Sondheim connects Giorgio�s repulsion with disability and 

that doesn�t fair any better than the association of his repulsion with ugliness.  At this 

stage Giorgio does not even see her as human; she is something entirely creature-like and 

separate from the world � the �other.�  Either way she is unappealing to him.  This 

change provided no additional textual motivation for Giorgio�s feelings, so why make it?  

If it was Sondheim�s way of trying to soften Giorgio towards her, it fails because his 

repulsion of her disability, interior or exterior, is still evident in the lyrics. 

Another attempt to show Giorgio�s softening towards Fosca was employed in 

scene nine (�The Mountainside and the Storm�).  Instead of simply stalking off after 

Fosca�s collapse and eventually turning to return, the character is directed as follows: 
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([�] Giorgio turns and sees her lying there; he crosses the stage past her 

and begins to exit.  He stops, pauses for a moment, then reluctantly 

returns to her, covering her with his coat.  He picks her up and carries her 

offstage as the lights fade to black) (92) 

How does a reluctant return to save her indicate that he has softened towards her?  This 

change may have been made to indicate a change in Giorgio�s disposition towards Fosca, 

but the following scene shows his true feelings.  Giorgio awakes from a fever-induced 

dream, crying out for help, having dreamt that Fosca was dragging him down into the 

grave with her, kissing him, hugging him, wrapping him in her arms, like icy tentacles 

(97).  This scene especially confirms the idea that the disabled character is infectious, 

able to pass her illness on to others, regardless of the fact that the illness itself has 

remained unidentifiable by the doctor.  Infectious disability is confirmed when the 

audience is told that Giorgio, too, is now ill.  It is only the beginning of his own illness, 

which is attributed to Fosca by the doctor and then Giorgio himself. 

One of the greatest changes made in this play, and perhaps the one that could have 

been most powerful, is the reason for Clara and Giorgio�s termination of their affair.  

Originally Clara ended the affair because her husband found out.  She admitted her 

selfishness and her duty to her family and child, and left Giorgio alone, as a result.  Now, 

Clara does not leave the affair.  She offers to wait for Giorgio if he will wait for her.  This 

forces Giorgio to make the decision to end the affair, making an active choice, rather than 

being a passive recipient of her love.  Audience members may see this as a conscious 

choice to reject Clara and to realize his love for Fosca.  But, critics and audience 

members alike still saw little motivation throughout the script to support Giorgio�s 

sudden choice in love.  This change in story could have been wonderfully powerful if 

Sondheim had provided Giorgio with stronger actions throughout the play that proved his 

emotional change in regards to Fosca.  After all, having Giorgio make the decision to 

leave Clara would be much better than leaving the audience with the feeling that Giorgio 

is only turning to Fosca as a rebound from rejection.  This ending, though, still leaves the 

audience feeling like Giorgio is taking second best, the disabled Fosca, or that he has 

been beaten down by his rejection from Clara and is just accepting the inevitable with 

Fosca, who continues to infect him with her disabling poison. 
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Sondheim also tried to change the stark message created in Ludovic�s rejection of 

Fosca � that an ugly woman is unlovable.  Song lyrics were changed to soften this social 

idea.  Once �An unattractive man/ has many opportunities,/ Whereas an unattractive 

woman/ is easily deceived (very little wanted)� it is now �As long as you�re a man,/ 

you�re what the world will make of you/ Whereas if you�re a woman/ you�re only what it 

sees.�  This change still supports Sondheim�s statement that this play is about physical 

appearance (Passion).  Fosca�s character reveals the fact that what you see is what you 

get, because her outer appearance is portrayed in a manner that demonstrates she is as 

ugly outwardly as she is on the inside.  But, does the change make things better or does it 

reinforce the idea that Sondheim is actually trying to fight against?  It just makes the 

words easier to swallow for the time being.  The message is the same, regardless, beauty 

is necessary for a woman to be lovable - and without beauty, inside or out, Fosca is 

unlovable. 

Some of these changes and many others still leave scenes and dialogue that are 

questionable in the eyes of the audience and from a Disability Studies perspective.  While 

Sondheim and Lapine may have thought that they were making certain portions of the 

play more palatable for the audience, they were still promoting the same ideas about 

disability that were making the audience uncomfortable to begin with.  Fosca is still seen 

to be obsessive and pathetic and Giorgio is still unmotivated and inconsistent in 

character.  Perhaps some of the problems did lay in the plot and miniscule dialogue 

quirks that were changed, but the problems of characterization also exists and cannot be 

fixed by tweaking a few lines here and adding a song there. 

 

Giorgio � Carefree Playboy or Cowed Prisoner ? 

Giorgio�s character is one full of inconsistencies.  It is in this character that 

Sondheim has truly failed to create an effective message for his play.  In order for the 

story line to be believable, Giorgio would have had to change in word and action.  

Towards the end of the play, Clara tells Giorgio and the audience that he has changed: 

  Clara:  [�] Oh my love, my sweet, 

    You�ve changed, 

    I�ve watched you change. 
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    You�re not the man I thought I knew. 

    At times, these past few days together, 

    I would wonder whether 

    You were here, 

    Really here with me. (114) 

Clara sees a change and blames Fosca for the change.  Ironically, Fosca is the culprit in 

the doctor�s eyes as well.  But, the change is not in Giorgio�s rational behavior, nor is it 

in any way about Giorgio falling in love with Fosca.  The change does not come until 

Giorgio has become physically ill and can no longer fight off the infecting advances of a 

woman who has worn him down and literally been the cause of his illness.  Giorgio even 

realizes that Fosca is to blame when he confronts her at the train station, telling her that 

she is the reason he is ill.  If Giorgio has changed in Sondheim�s story, it is because of his 

illness, not because he has fallen truly in love with Fosca and spurned Clara, as a result. 

Clara�s Giorgio is the same as she � focusing on appearances.  He is a military 

man, fitting in, involved in an ordinary love affair.  He is not different from Clara or any 

of his fellow officers.  Or is he?  This Giorgio is initially repulsed by Fosca as the other 

military men are, but begins to share conversations with her that modify his opinions.  

His repulsion turns to pity for her, pity that Fosca calls passive love. 

Fosca�s Giorgio is different, perhaps, but she still forces him to be the same as 

she.  Fosca wants him to be different from all the military men she is surrounded by, but 

she still pigeon-holes him into being the same when she romanticizes him as an 18
th

 

century romance novel would � the same as any other hero who would have walked into 

her life at that moment.  Fosca forces him to be different from the others, so he can be the 

same as she.  And, in many ways they are the same � they love to read, desire to love and 

be loved, and, eventually, share in emotional and physical illness. 

Why then if, as Sandor Goodhart states, Sondheim picks and chooses as he 

pleases to serve his own story, did he not choose to follow Tarchetti�s novel in terms of 

the Giorgio character?  Utilizing the already existing disability in Giorgio�s life would 

have aided Sondheim in successfully representing Giorgio�s empathy for Fosca and her 

own illness, thus creating a cyclical storyline through the relationships of Clara who 

pitied and loved Giorgio and Giorgio who now pities/loves Fosca.  Sondheim discusses 
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this, saying, �We didn�t exploit that [Giorgio�s illness] in the musical� (Passion).  He 

doesn�t say why, but the choice of the word �exploit� is an interesting one.  The omission 

of the illness creates more confusion and disbelief amongst audiences as to why Giorgio, 

a robust, young and healthy military man would succumb to Fosca�s obsessive behaviors.  

This is not to say that a healthy young man cannot fall in love with an unattractive 

woman, or even a physically unhealthy woman, but Giorgio�s choices make no sense 

because of Fosca�s behavior, not because of her physical being.   

Sondheim�s failure to characterize Giorgio as empathetic to Fosca�s plight in any 

other fashion only magnifies the unbelievability of his choice of Fosca.  It additionally 

gives the impression that she has truly beaten down Giorgio�s defenses and infected him 

with her own illness, which is the only reason Giorgio would ever fall in love with her.  

Had he been in his �right� mind and not contaminated by Fosca�s contagion he would 

never have left Clara.  Further, Lapine himself refers to Giorgio in commentary as a 

�lamb being led to the slaughter� in this relationship with Fosca (PASSION).  If this is the 

message Sondheim and Lapine intended to send to their audience, then they did succeed. 

 

Fosca � Impassioned Victim or Infectious Vampire?  

Sondheim admits that the original Fosca was �much like the character in the 

movie.  In the film, she looks like a walking skeleton and her hysteria is frightening.�  

But, he was not happy about having to change things because of the public�s reaction.  

�Here, she�s an operatic size character in a musical� (Wong).  Fosca is different.  What 

makes her different from any other character in this play is her disability - a disability that 

is at the root of her characterization, a disability that is corporealized in her 

characterization.  Is this the only way in which is Fosca is different, though?   

She shares similar traits with many of the other characters in the play � youth, 

desire, passion, and loneliness.  She is young, whether she appears to be or not, no older 

than Giorgio and Clara.  She desires love.  She is vulnerable, as Giorgio is vulnerable in 

his relationship with Clara.  She is intelligent.  She is passionate.  However, these traits 

are often warped and distorted by the disability that overshadows Fosca�s character.  Her 

youth is stripped and replaced with a morbid homeliness and dressed in funeral-like 
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attire.  Donna Murphy�s performance
11

 demonstrates a slumped and haggard posture, 

paled make-up, added moles, severe hairstyle and clenched muscular physicality that all 

lend themselves to the impression that this woman is much older and has weathered much 

more than her fellow characters in the play. 

Her desire for love is characterized as desperate and obsessive, while other 

characters are portrayed as enamored and passionate.  Her vulnerability is seen as 

pathetic and wretched.  Her intelligence is not nurtured or valued only coddled by the 

books she receives out of pity.  And her passion has been made to be laughable as a result 

of the self-deprecating and self-loathing behavior thrust upon this character that 

Sondheim has created.    

She is self-involved and self-pitying, obsessive and pitiable.  How is this different 

from any other character in the play?  The doctor and the colonel are both self-involved, 

worried only about themselves and the distress that Fosca has brought into their lives.  

Clara is also self-involved, thinking only of herself in her relationship with Giorgio.  

Because she is having an affair with Giorgio, she is disloyal to her marriage and her 

child. Eventually her selfishness is revealed to Giorgio in her last letter, and he decides to 

end the relationship.  Fosca may be self-pitying and pitiable, but we learn at the 

beginning of the play that Giorgio and Clara were both unhappy and self-pitying when 

they first met in the park and began their love affair.  It is what attracted one to the other.  

But, disability is not attached to their unhappiness, only to Fosca�s.  She constantly 

makes references to being abnormal or about life being more difficult for her, and 

Giorgio�s paltry attempts to show her kindness are overshadowed by her own self-

loathing.  

Admittedly, Fosca may be obsessive, but Clara�s love for Giorgio in the 

beginning of the play can be read that way as well.  With lines like, �I�m so happy I�m 

afraid I�ll die here in your arms� and �I don�t know how I�ll live when you�re gone!� 

Sondheim makes Clara seem to be beautifully in love, but paints Fosca as an obsessive 

child with lines such as �I�ve watched you from my window� and �But one loves a dog, 

an animal.  What can I do to get you to love me � a human being such as yourself?�  This 

should remind us of Helena in A Midsummer Night�s Dream, but when intended as comic 

                                                
11 The performance referred to is the DVD version of the play that was filmed at the Kennedy Center. 
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it plays much better and more realistic.  It also does not come from an unattractive and 

disabled woman in this context.  Coming from Fosca it serves as a pathetic and pitiable 

attempt at securing love from a man who regards her as a creature less worthy than a dog.  

Her advances, as one might expect, are only seen as obsessive because they are 

unwanted.  Had Giorgio been attracted to this woman, her attention would not have been 

seen as childish infatuation or poisonous obsession.  But, Giorgio would not be attracted 

to her, first because she was physically unattractive, and later because of her unattractive 

personality. 

Fosca�s disability is physically embodied (corporealized) in her ugliness and her 

carriage on stage.  She is pitied not only for her illness, but her ugliness, as well.  Does 

this create a message that illness and ugliness go hand in hand?  The metaphor of the evil 

witch seems to be embodied in Fosca.  Had Fosca been beautiful, or at least not 

unattractive, she would not have been so physically repulsive to Giorgio, although 

Giorgio denies this in the train scene.  Giorgio�s perception of her could not have 

included references to her physical beauty then.  They may very well have had the not so 

typical love story that he and Clara strove for.  Disability does not have to be made ugly 

to sell the story.  Modern movies such as �A Walk to Remember� and �The English 

Patient� prove that it is not necessary to make a disabled character ugly in order to 

characterize them. 

On the flip side, why use disability at all? Earlier, I quoted Sondheim in regards to 

the choice he made about Giorgio�s illness in the novel and in his own version of the 

story.  He says that they don�t �exploit� Giorgio�s illness; but it�s okay to �exploit� the 

illness of Fosca to make his point.  Why is one character�s illness exploitation while the 

other�s is seen as a necessary part of the plot line? Why does Fosca need to be ill at all?  

Wouldn�t her lack of beauty and obsessive behavior be enough to satisfy the plot?  After 

all, it is evident in the garden scene that Giorgio seems to be just as repulsed by her 

personality and ugliness as he is by her illness.  Some of his first words about her to Clara 

indicate his true impression  �The embarrassment, Clara/ Looking at that loneliness/ 

Listening to all that self-pity��(26-7).  Fosca�s own self-pity is at the root of her 

wretchedness and loneliness � not her illness.  It is not just at the beginning of the play 

that Giorgio feels this way, either.  In scene eleven (the Train Scene), Fosca accuses him 
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of not being able to love her because she is not beautiful.  He quickly retorts, �No.  Your 

appearance is no excuse for the way you behave.  My feelings towards you are a result of 

your relentlessness, your constant selfishness and insensitivity� (100).  So, why must this 

character be ill as well as unhappy, lonely, and self-pitying?  Embodying those character 

traits within a disabled character sends another message altogether � a message that 

seems to say that Fosca�s wretchedness and self-pity go hand in hand with her illness, 

almost a result of the illness itself, thus the disability and the person are repulsive and 

deserving of pity.   

 

Being the �Other� in a World Full of Same 

  Sondheim creates a world delineated by similarity and difference.  First, a 

military world, in which similarity and unity is demanded.  Then love, which seems to 

stand outside of this militaristic and rigid world, but these two worlds clash in the 

character of Giorgio who is torn between his love for Clara and his job as an officer.  

Last, Fosca, who seems to stand outside of every world in this play, especially the world 

of women embodied by Clara.  Fosca�s isolation is ended, however, when Giorgio is 

persuaded by Colonel Ricci and the doctor to find common ground with her, through 

reading, conversation, and eventually a feigning of feelings for her.  Their sameness leads 

to a separation from the rest of the world around them, commented upon by the soldiers 

themselves who see Giorgio�s sudden interest in Fosca as a ploy to further his career and 

exclude him from their camaraderie.  Giorgio finally realizes that he and Clara were 

never the same; they did not want the same things, but he still cannot reconcile himself to 

his sameness with Fosca.  Not until he becomes physically ill himself, as a result of 

rescuing Fosca from the storm, does he begin to identify with Fosca enough to accept his 

�love� for her.  In this situation the message that is sent is that being disabled means that 

you must be isolated or separate from the world around you.  This message has already 

been sent earlier in the play because Fosca is always alone, either in her sitting room or in 

her bedroom recovering from her latest episode.  The only time she is not secluded is in 

her interactions with Giorgio and her attempts to spend time with him throughout the 

play.  This idea of isolation as a requirement for the disabled is reaffirmed when the 
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doctor tries to send Giorgio away to recover from his illness � away from his job and 

away from Fosca.   

Each of the love stories in this play must be addressed in terms of the sameness 

and difference, as well.  While Clara and Giorgio�s relationship seems to be just another 

love story, it is much more complicated.  This relationship could have served as a 

compliment and a foil to Giorgio�s and Fosca�s, but Sondheim does not allow that 

because he limits the amount of �sameness� shared between the characters in this story, 

highlighting the differences.  Each of the characters in this play is obsessed with 

sameness and difference in their relationships with each other.  On the surface Giorgio 

and Clara appear to be the same, while he and Fosca appear to be very different.  Even 

Clara and Fosca may seem to be different from one another, but are simply opposite sides 

of the same coin.  Sondheim leads us to believe they are very different because of Fosca�s 

lack of beauty inwardly and outwardly and her physically embodied ugliness, as well.  

 

Clara and Giorgio � The Same and Yet Different 

Clara and Giorgio want their relationship to be just another love story, but not.  

They want to believe that their relationship is different from all of the other love stories in 

the world. �No but this is more, we feel more� (5)!  And yet, they keep coming back to 

all the old descriptions of love that everyone else uses.  This love, like many others, is 

based on beauty and happiness.  Happiness that withers quickly when Giorgio tells Clara 

he has been transferred. 

Tarchetti�s novel provides more detail about Giorgio�s past, explaining that 

Giorgio was physically ill before meeting Clara, and that her entry into his life saved him 

and aided in his recuperation (Knapp 103).  Sondheim has chosen to eliminate this from 

his story, however, never explaining what it is about Giorgio that Clara pitied, except for 

his sadness.  Perhaps Sondheim removed this part of Giorgio�s original character to 

create a character who would �seem� the same as Clara on the surface; however, 

removing this element of the back story also eliminates a crucial portion of the plot that 

aids in explaining Giorgio�s change of heart and feelings of pity/love for Fosca. 

Giorgio and Clara�s relationship is, at first, all love and flowers and happiness, but 

this relationship soon demonstrates that it means nothing.  Ironically, while declaring 
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their love for one another in scene one of the play, Giorgio and Clara reveal an important 

facet of their love story � Clara pities(d) Giorgio:  

  Clara:    It was the look �  

  Giorgio:  The look? 

  Clara:    The sadness in your eyes 

    That day 

    When we glanced 

   At each other in the park. 

Giorgio:   We were both unhappy. 

Clara:    Unhappiness can be seductive. 

  Giorgio:   You pitied me� 

  Both:    How quickly pity leads to love. (2) 

Her pity, which soon turns to love, has saved him from his misery.  Had Giorgio been 

physically ill at the time he met Clara, then the pity would be connected to something and 

easier to understand.  Otherwise, why did she pity him?  Sondheim provides nothing in 

the script to clearly delineate this part of their relationship. 

Much of Giorgio and Clara�s relationship is based on physical beauty.  In this, 

they are the same � young and beautiful.  Whenever Giorgio speaks of his love for Clara 

it is always intertwined with �God, you are so beautiful.�  Even when Giorgio is 

reminded of Clara in his walk with Fosca, he is baffled that �anyone so unbeautiful� 

would remind him of Clara.  Sondheim does attempt to sew the seed of Giorgio�s feelings 

for Fosca in this scene by creating similarity between the women, but a universal 

similarity among �all women� is created rather than a true commonality between Fosca 

and Clara.  In reality, a stronger sense of �difference� between the two women is 

established as a result of this scene.  He does, however, succeed in showing Giorgio�s 

need for the kind of love Fosca is willing to give him, a love that �shuts away the world,� 

�envelops your soul� and �enobles the life� - a love that Clara promises but is unable to 

fulfill (33).   

 Giorgio�s love for Clara is constant in all three versions of this story, but each 

provides a different reason for the ending of their affair. In Tarchetti�s novel, Clara ends 

the affair because her family becomes poor and she must dedicate herself to her husband 
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and child; Scola�s film has Clara end the affair also, not because of newfound poverty but 

because she simply feels she should return to her husband and child (Knapp 104-106).  In 

each of these versions, Giorgio is presented as the jilted lover, sent into an emotional 

spiral, turning to Fosca in rebound.  Only in Sondheim and Lapine�s version does Giorgio 

make his own choice to end the affair when Clara asks him to wait for her, at least until 

her son is grown.  For what reason would Sondheim wish to change the motivation for 

the end of Giorgio and Clara�s love story?  Perhaps it was an attempt to suggest that 

Giorgio had truly fallen in love with Fosca, and this made him decide to leave Clara.  It 

could also be that Giorgio realized that he and Clara are not the same, that they want 

different things, and this leads him to conclude that he and Fosca are similar because of 

their ideas about love.   If so, it was a strong attempt to put the power in Giorgio�s hands 

and make his choice one that he must own; however, there is still too much question left 

in terms of his love for Fosca.  Few people would ever believe from the dialogue or the 

original performance that Giorgio truly loved Fosca � some might believe that he pitied 

her and others that he had been poisoned by her. 

While at first glance Giorgio and Clara seem to be the same, once Fosca enters the 

picture that relationship begins to shift.  Fosca�s declaration that she and Giorgio are the 

same because they are both different from those around them (the military men and their 

military madness) incites Giorgio�s repulsion, but then pity of her.  Giorgio is constantly 

reminded of Clara through Fosca, but not because both women are the same, but because 

they are so different.  It is not until Giorgio is at the Christmas party that he realizes the 

futility of his love for Clara.  He receives her letter in which she tells him that she still 

loves him, but cannot leave her child and husband, and that she hopes he can understand 

and wait for her.   

There is also the possibility that Giorgio was once the same as Clara, but he has 

changed during the course of the play, becoming less like Clara and more like Fosca.  

Clara tells Giorgio he has changed, that she has watched him change and that she realizes 

this could never have gone on forever.  Giorgio turns on her in a reprise of the �Just 

Another Love Story� song, but his angry words to Fosca earlier, now directed at Clara, 

are intertwined in the �Is This What You Call Love?� song.  He is bitter and accusatory.  

His once happiness and love is now just another temporary love story and a �logical and 
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sensible/ Practical arrangement.�  He demands an unconditional love from Clara, which 

she is unable to give him at the present moment.  His volatile anger is confusing and 

seemingly unmotivated though because the last scene between the two is one of love and 

lovemaking.  There is nothing that connects these two scenes and demonstrates Giorgio�s 

shift in perspective.  If we listen to Clara, he has been changing all along.  If we look at 

the script and Giorgio�s behaviors, we are hard-pressed to see any change until this point 

in the play when Giorgio decides what he had with Clara was nothing.  Within the span 

of 25 lines and 30-40 seconds of the same scene, Giorgio claims that there love was 

�something more� and then tells her it �was nothing.�  Which does Sondheim want the 

audience to believe? 

In commentary, Sondheim states that he feels he accomplished an association 

between Clara�s pity for Giorgio and Giorgio�s for Fosca without coming right out and 

giving more background information.  In fact, he refused to give the background that 

would have been necessary to do so, even though Lapine asked him periodically to do so 

in other scenes and songs (Passion).  Instead of creating a direct correlation between the 

two relationships, Sondheim allows his audiences to be repelled by the idea of Giorgio�s 

love for Fosca because she is not presented as a sympathetic character in manner, in 

word, or in deed, nor do we see an empathetic Giorgio emerge until the very end of the 

play, which makes it even more unbelievable. 

 

Giorgio and Fosca � Different and Yet the Same 

Sandor Goodhart describes Giorgio�s relationship with Fosca as the �choice of a 

troubled soul beyond reason and rationalization,� �pity turning to something else, not 

romantic love, but something darker and more ominous,� and as a �moving from Clara�s 

bed to Fosca�s ominous underworld where Clara may seem superficial� (225).  The 

greatest question in this relationship is whether Giorgio truly loved Fosca at any point in 

time, or if he just pitied her, providing her only with passive love. 

In the garden walk he talks to Fosca of a love that is �Like wine.  An 

intoxication�A great blindness, if you will� (34).  Giorgio is describing his love with 

Clara, or what he believes his love for Clara to be.  This is the kind of love that Fosca will 

give him, however, love that intoxicates, or rather suffocates, and blinds.  In this manner, 
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more than any other, is the contrast between the two women evident. One is capable of 

giving Giorgio what he believes he wants (Fosca), but then rejects, while the other is 

giving him exactly what he does not want (Clara), yet embraces. 

Very little is said or done by Giorgio to convince an audience that he has even 

liked Fosca at the beginning of the play, let alone having fallen in love with her over time 

of his own accord.  Even the small bits of kind words and the meeting in the bedroom are 

all at the doctor�s ardent request.  Giorgio does not initiate it in either of these cases � in 

fact he is repelled by the idea of befriending and misleading her. 

Two scenes seem to want to create a feeling of empathy on Giorgio�s part � the 

storm and the train.  Having changed the initial blocking that would have Giorgio leave 

the field area and turn to come back later and rescue Fosca from the storm, Sondheim 

may have wished to show the emotional turmoil that Giorgio was facing.  Should he save 

her?  Should he leave her?  How realistic is it that this torment came out of love?  He had 

just spurned her most desperate of advances.  And, what military man of the time would 

have simply left a woman to die in the field during a storm?  There is very little 

emotional motivation provided or demonstrated here based on his behavior, which is why 

audiences audibly complained when he went back to save her.  There reaction was much 

like my own, �Don�t do it, she�s going to suck you dry in the end!� 

In an effort to support a relationship between Giorgio and Fosca, the train scene 

was one of the most important changes that Sondheim made to the script.  This scene 

comes after Giorgio has rescued Fosca from the storm and becomes extremely ill himself, 

with a fever that keeps him unconscious for days.  The doctor, realizing that Fosca is at 

the root of the captain�s physical and emotional instability sends him on a much more 

extended sick leave to Milan.  Fosca follows him to the train station.  Originally, there 

was trouble with the timing of her entrance into the scene.  Audiences were groaning at 

the fact that she was here, popping up again.  Sondheim gave Fosca a song, �Loving you 

is not a choice/ it�s who I am�: 

  Loving you/ Is not a choice,/ It�s who I am. 

  Loving you/ Is not a choice/ And not much reason/ To rejoice, 

  But it gives me purpose,/ Gives me voice,/ To say to the world: 

  This is why I live./ You are why I live. 
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  Loving you/ Is why I do/ The things I do. 

  Loving you/ Is not in my/Control. 

  But loving you,/ I have a goal/For what�s left of my life� 

  I will live,/ And I would die,/ For you. 

The song does create more empathy for Fosca and portrays her as a much more 

sympathetic and less obsessive character.  It is at this point when Giorgio realizes the 

difference between Fosca�s and Clara�s loves � Fosca would die for him, Clara will not 

even leave her husband for him.  His actions on the train may suggest that he has moved 

to the pity stage, rather than just finding her revolting, but nothing more.  At the 

beginning of the train scene he tells Fosca to face the truth, that she cannot have him, but 

minutes later, he is concerned about her welfare and her health.  This is not love; it is pity 

� passive love.  When Giorgio decides to take Fosca back to the base and then embark for 

only a couple of days to Milan, rather than his much needed forty days of leave time, it 

does not make sense - to Clara, to the doctor, or to the audience. 

 Without the doctor�s interference, perhaps this relationship would never have 

begun at all.  The doctor also feels guilty for bringing Fosca into Giorgio�s life and is in 

the process of getting him transferred for his own well-being, but Giorgio says he doesn�t 

want a transfer and insists it is his duty to help Fosca.  There is nothing prior to this to 

indicate that he would not welcome a transfer.  Whether it is acted poorly in the original 

version, which I highly doubt
12

, or just not there at all to begin with is the question.  The 

script gives little indication of his change in behavior and feelings, and unless an actor 

makes a conscious effort to demonstrate that through body language, Sondheim and 

Lapine have not given him the means to do so otherwise. 

 Giorgio�s return to the outpost after his truncated sick leave brings about his final 

demise � Fosca has finally hooked him.  Dressed in a red dress, Fosca seems to be an 

entirely different person at Giorgio�s return.  Nothing else in the script indicates a change 

in Fosca, but this drastic change in costume clearly indicates to the audience that she has 

�changed.�  His transfer is announced to the stunned officers and Fosca.  She throws 

herself on him in the middle of the Christmas gathering, and exits hastily, followed by 

her cousin who is now suspicious of Giorgio.  At this point, Giorgio defends Fosca to the 

                                                
12 Jere Shea is a well-known musical theatre performer who has performed in other Sondheim pieces. 
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colonel, refusing to admit the circumstances surrounding the love letter that has been 

found and accepts the challenge to a duel.  Giorgio�s words in this scene are in stark 

contrast to everything else that Sondheim has presented in regards to his feelings about 

Fosca.  When the colonel confronts him about leading Fosca on, he responds: 

Giorgio:   You don�t know your cousin.  She is not a child.  She is not 

just a sick person.  Signora Fosca is as responsible for her 

actions as am I for mine. (Sondheim and Lapine 119). 

Sondheim has characterized this woman as a selfish, obsessive child with little in the way 

of redeeming qualities.  Giorgio�s declaration seems to come out of the blue, unless we 

recall Ludovic�s prior statement regarding Fosca and that fact that she is not a victim.   

We must also remember that Giorgio is still ill, having foregone his sick leave.  

Before his illness, he never spoke of Fosca in this way � he regarded her as less than 

human, as wretched and lonely and self-pitying.  Giorgio�s illness has given him the 

ability to see Fosca in a different light.  Because they are now the same, he is able to 

recognize his love for Fosca.  It is as if his own �wretchedness� and �illness� have given 

him insight into Fosca�s inner turmoil.  Creating this connection between the two is 

important because the audience needs to see why Giorgio would ever fall in love with 

this woman, but in the process a strong message is sent � sameness is required for love.  

The disabled can only love the disabled � who else would ever love them? 

 Sondheim uses a parallel scene at this point to demonstrate Giorgio�s change.  

When before it was the doctor who deceptively made arrangements for Fosca to see 

Giorgio in her bedroom, it is now Giorgio who insists that the doctor make arrangements 

for him to see Fosca: 

  Giorgio:   I wish to see Fosca. 

  Doctor: What? 

  Giorgio:   Whatever the outcome of this duel, I�ll never see her again.   

Arrange for me to meet her tonight as you did before. 

  Doctor:   You don�t know what you�re saying. 

  Giorgio:   You may have forgotten how to cure diseases, but you  
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induced mine, so don�t pretend you don�t know what I�m 

saying.
13

 

  Doctor:   You understand this woman could never be your lover.   

Her physical condition �  

  Giorgio:   You will arrange for me to see her, Doctor. 

  Doctor:   No!  I will not participate in this madness. 

As pointed out earlier in this chapter, Giorgio still does not take on the responsibility for 

his feelings at this point, whatever they may be.  He blames the doctor for having 

�induced his illness� and demands that he help Giorgio see Fosca once again. His change 

of heart could be believable if Sondheim and Lapine had provided realistic motivation 

and indication of his change in feelings, or hadn�t placed the blame on the doctor for 

Giorgio�s current �condition.�  Admittedly diseased, Giorgio�s decision may be regarded 

as an irrational decision that is the result of his illness, and in the process, he has become, 

like Fosca, unaccountable for his actions because of his disability. 

Giorgio and Fosca consummate their relationship after an emotional scene in 

which Giorgio suddenly realizes that he is in love with Fosca.  What is suspect is his 

reason for loving Fosca � �No one has ever loved me/ As deeply as you./ No one has 

truly loved me/ As you have, Fosca� (122).  Clara never loved me, as deeply as you; 

Clara never truly loved me as you have, Fosca, might be the underlying truth here.  He 

does say the words �I Love You,� however, three times (as per Fosca�s request), before 

she finally believes him.  Her request to hear it over and over should not be shocking 

since his previous behavior doesn�t indicate to the audience that he loves her.   

 The lovers� scene is ended when Fosca says, �To die loved is to have lived.�  

Stage directions indicate that Giorgio must lift her onto the bed because she has become 

emotionally overwrought at the declaration of his love.  But then � [�]her strength 

returns and she pulls him onto the bed as the music swells and the lights fade)� (123).   

This final scene may leave the audience in doubt of Fosca�s illness.  How could a woman 

who is so ill suddenly receive such a burst of energy?  The doctor specifically states that 

                                                
13 Interestingly enough, in the film Passione D�Amore Giorgio also accuses the doctor, but says, �I am the 

monster you created doctor,� recalling the Frankenstein story.  This lays out the question of responsibility 

for Giorgio�s situation in a new light. 
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she cannot physically make love to a man; that it would be too much of a strain on her 

diseased body. 

 

Conflicting Conclusions: 

 Unlike Beauty and the Beast and Phantom of the Opera, Passion was a short-

lived and poorly received musical.  Some would blame this on an ignorant audience-base 

that was incapable of having their belief systems challenged.  After all, if the Beast and 

the Phantom were equally as repulsive �creatures,� the audience should have been able to 

see beyond Fosca�s ugliness and embrace her struggle as their own.  This is impossible, 

however, because while the Beast and the Phantom redeem themselves in the minds of 

the audience by changing and learning to be good, Fosca never learns that the ugliness of 

her behavior is what truly kept Giorgio from being in love with her to begin with and 

continues to keep the audiences from wanting her to be happy in the end. 

 Sondheim successfully presents a world in which �appearances are important.�  

His focus on the similarities and differences between each of the lead characters serves as 

an important message throughout the play, as evidence in Shoshana Milgrim-Knapp�s 

article.  But, he fails to address the root of the problem � the connection of disability to 

the idea of sameness and difference.  Utilizing disability as the primary �difference� 

between Clara and Fosca and their relationships with Giorgio and then also using it to 

eventually create a �sameness� between Fosca and Giorgio, sends the message that 

disability is different and must separate the disabled person from those who are not the 

�same.�  It also sends the message that disabled can love disabled, but the able-bodied 

cannot.   

 Audiences may be unaware of the reasons for their discomfort with this play -   

whether it is because they are unable to feel a sense of moral superiority at overcoming 

the stereotypes that are represented by the ugly and disabled, as in Beauty and Phantom, 

or they simply see no evidence of Giorgio�s motivation towards love and struggle with 

the believability of the plot, as a result.  This play has failed in its attempt to demonstrate 

that love is an all-consuming, disparaging, and poisonous disease that takes control of a 

body and ravages it to the point of destruction because audiences could not empathize 
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with its lead character, resulting in a poor showing at the box office and an unsuccessful 

transmission of Sondheim�s message.  

 



 

 53

CHAPTER TWO 

ASSASSINS � JUST ANOTHER FREAK SHOW? 

 

 In 1990, at the time of Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman�s Assassins premier 

off-Broadway, the nation was in turmoil over the war in Iraq.
14

  Some critics believe that 

in this time of war, society was not ready or capable of accepting the criticism of 

American institutions that Assassins provides and, as a result, Assassins failed to continue 

through to a Broadway venue.  Others find faults that are not connected to the political 

and social climate of the United States at the time.  Andre Bishop of Playwrights Horizon 

notes in his forward to the original Assassins script that many people in the future will 

believe that political events were responsible for Assassins demise, but that they are not 

necessarily the only reason for the short original run.  Bishop discusses some other 

problems encountered, such as the audience�s inability to accept a show about �those 

killers� because it was a �taboo subject in America� (x).  His chief criticism of the show 

was that audiences felt like it had no point of view, but he questions this by asking how 

anyone could write a show about presidential assassinations and not have a point of view.  

Bishop quotes John Weidman to support the idea that there is most definitely a point of 

view for this darkly comic musical: 

Thirteen people have tried to kill the President of the United States. 

Four have succeeded.  These murderers and would-be murderers are 

generally dismissed as maniacs and misfits who have little in common 

with each other, and nothing in common with the rest of us. 

Assassins suggests otherwise.  Assassins suggests that while these 

individuals are, to say the least, peculiar � taken as a group they are 

peculiarly American.  And that behind the variety of motives which they 

articulated for their murderous outbursts, they share a common purpose:  a 

desperate desire to reconcile intolerable feelings of impotence with an 

inflamed and malignant sense of entitlement.  

                                                
14 From this point on, I will refer to Sondheim as the creator of this musical, since he is the one that the 

work is most often attributed to.  John Weidman�s role is not to be ignored, but Sondheim is the figure-head 

in the creation and production of this play. 
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Why do these dreadful events happen here, with such horrifying 

frequency, and in such an appallingly similar fashion?  Assassins suggests 

it is because we live in a country whose most cherished national myths, at 

least as currently propagated, encourage us to believe that in America our 

dreams not only can come true, but should come true, and that if they 

don�t someone or something is to blame. (Sondheim. Assassins. x-xi) 

Weidman believes that this play demonstrates that we are all Americans, and that the 

assassins themselves are just like us � searching for the American Dream.  Weidman 

suggests that the play humanizes �misfits and maniacs� to make �them� seem more like 

�us.�  However, audiences were not responding to this point of view or empathizing with 

the characters in the initial performances. 

Broadway audiences also failed to respond positively to Assassins� revival in 

2004.  This production came at a time when the nation was again at war with Iraq, and 

being led by a President named Bush. Audiences should have been more prepared this 

time around for the message that Sondheim was sending in his work.  The ideas of 

political and social maladjustment that Assassins presents had been spoken aloud in the 

media and in the political arena; there�s something wrong with the institutions of our 

country (and the administration) and it must be addressed.  Since the revival came post 9-

11, audiences should have been aware of the evil in the world and the retaliation that 

others will enact upon a country that they feel has not served their needs.  However, 

monologues like Sam Byck�s in which he threatens to hijack a plane and crash it into the 

White House were still too sensitive in this post 9-11 time period.
15

  The run was short-

lived once again, with only 101 performances, and ended in significant financial loss.  

Scott Miller writes in his critical essay, �Assassins and the Concept Musical,� �That may 

be due in part to the unsettling subject matter, its uncompromising treatment, and the 

tendency of Sondheim shows to shutter once his core audience has been exhausted�(198-

204).  Whether the audiences responded positively or not, the critics loved the show this 

time around.  While the box office may not have been booming due to audience 

disinterest, Assassins was racking up the votes among the critics.  As the winner of five 

                                                
15 Sam Byck�s monologue would not have had the same meaning pre 9-11,but after this horrid attack, the 

sensitive nature of that monologue was felt throughout the audience at each performance. 
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Tony Awards, including Best Revival and Best Featured Actor in a Musical Role some 

feel that this production was indeed not a failure.  But critical acclaim and audience 

response are two entirely different things.  If this musical is problematic, it will not sell at 

the box office, and the audience has had its say, no matter how brilliant the critics deem 

the piece to be. 

 Popular reviewers definitely did not aid in characterizing Assassins as a must-see 

musical.  Assassins� initial popular critic reviews are as varied as the assassins 

themselves.  Titles like, �Sondheim�s �Assassins�:  Insane Realities of History,� �Killer 

Parts,� ��Assassins�:  Hit and Miss � A Sideshow to History,� �A Demon Gallery of 

Glory Hounds,� �Sondheim�s �Assassins� Illuminates Nine Dark Hearts,� �Stalkers and 

Talkers,� and �Killing us Softly With His Song:  Assassins Misses Target� demonstrate 

the popular critics focus on and critique of Sondheim�s latest societal commentary.  Each 

of these articles focuses on the horrific characters placed on stage and their craziness.  

With little redeeming evidence that Assassins was about anything more than a gaggle of 

freaks singing about revenge, reading audiences may have been immediately turned off 

by the show�s premise without really knowing what it was about. 

 

Freak Show Format as Problem: 

 For all of this criticism, no one addresses the possibility that audiences may have 

been unintentionally turned off because of Sondheim�s presentation of the ideas � not the 

ideas themselves.  I argue in this chapter that Sondheim distances the audience from the 

�maniacs and misfits� he represents as assassins because of the play�s central formal and 

thematic metaphor:  freak shows.  Reference to freak shows and freaks are made ad 

nauseum in these reviews, but no one identifies this format as the possible root of the 

problematic reception.  I propose that Sondheim�s use of the freak show format in his 

presentation and representation of these historical assassins creates an atmosphere that 

does not allow the audience to identify with or feel empathy towards these figures, which 

results in an alienation from the show�s premise entirely. 

Sondheim and Weidman refusal to give any specific reading or interpretation of 

their show when it debuted in 1991 may have caused their message to be lost in a 

�circus� of popular reviews that saw nothing but sickos and psychos on stage, embroiled 
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in their own carnival-esque world.  This also led to a variety of interpretations as 

evidenced in the popular critic reviews. �The piece should speak for itself,� Sondheim 

states in Mervyn Rothstein�s review of the original production, �We don�t want to tell 

people how or what they should think about it.  We don�t want to preach or promulgate� 

(H5).  But, many of the critics made bold decisions about what Sondheim�s intent for this 

musical was.  The critical statements of intent, then, are primarily formed from the 

impression that the show made on each of its reviewers, as Sondheim intended.  Even 

without the idea of intent, the messages that were sent to these reviewers and thus, their 

review-reading audience, are clear.  Sondheim wants audiences to sympathize with his 

�crazy� characters and see their motivations as symptoms of a �sick� national ethos.  He 

uses these characters in a metaphorical manner, capitalizing on their mental/emotional, 

and sometimes physical illnesses to make a point about the infected society Americans 

have created: 

- [�] �Assassins� does not celebrate its homicidal subjects.  Mr. 

Sondheim and Mr. Weidman are simply posing a question that arises 

in many people�s minds when they read accounts of shocking, 

irrational crimes:  �Why would someone do that?� (Brantley E1) 

- America�s obsession with fame plays no small part in society�s 

obsession with violence. (McKinley E1) 

While one critic may feel that Sondheim wants to show us that the assassins are not just a 

bunch of �crazies� or �misguided� people:  

- Weidman and Sondheim�s intention, executed precisely by the ripe 

performances on view here, is to resist classifying the assassins either 

as absolute nuts or ostensibly �normal� human beings who took a 

wrong turn or two.  The clearly deranged have their moments of 

lucidity, and the idealists labor under the same primary delusion as 

their battier bretheren---that a gunshot aimed at the country�s 

figurehead will solve the problems that haunt them. (Isherwood 2) 

Others have walked away with the impression that most of these people were 

unsympathetic characters who acted out in a fit of passion: 
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- �Assassins� is a demonic grin into the void, a Sondheim specialty, as 

he proved in �Sweeney Todd.�  Insanity can be comic � no, not the 

plight of the insane, but the delusions themselves.  To journey into the 

psyches of the nine successful and failed presidential assassins is to 

dive into a captivating pool of derangement.  [�]  �Assassins� 

never asks you to sympathize with its characters.  In words and music, 

it lays bare the compulsions, the half-baked political rationales, the 

petty grievances, the hallucinations with which each of them nursed 

an explosive need to lash out. (Marks Style C1) 

Others just felt the play was entirely pointless, and that the characters had no redemptive 

qualities: 

- [�] once you've filled the stage with angry American losers bent on 

Presidential homicide, how much more message is there to impart and 

where is there to go? (Miller) 

And more than one critic pointed out that Sondheim was just doing Sondheim: 

- Insistent, chilly irony is Mr. Sondheim�s now-too-familiar calling 

card, and its message is one of disenchantment.  The killers and 

sickos in Assassins are of a piece with Sweeney Todd (1979) and 

Passion (1994).  His nutcases even link to the urban neurotics on the 

verge of a nervous breakdown in his Company (1970).[�] Mr. 

Sondheim�s musical and lyrical style, once boldly revolutionary, has 

become aformat. (Heilpern Arts and Entertainment 19) 

These reviews clearly identify the possible problem of this play.  If everyone one of them 

contains a stereotypical reference to the mentally disabled, then what is this story about?  

If the critics can only focus on the �freakishness� of the characters presented, then what 

was the message that viewing audiences ultimately received? 

Even the actors have their own interpretation of the intent behind Sondheim�s 

work, as Neil Patrick Harris states that, �The show is much more about 

disenfranchisement than about the assassins themselves� (Belcher F1).  While Harris may 

be on target with his interpretation regarding disenfranchisement, he too does not address 

the fact that the assassins themselves are a very large part of the message that this play 
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sends.  They embody the disability metaphor that Sondheim creates by using these �sick� 

assassins to represent the sickened national ethos.  By extension, if audiences want to 

remain �well,� they must distance themselves, even if only emotionally, from the 

characters� contagion. 

It is important to look at the social context in which this play takes place and 

realize that Sondheim is living in a world that is clearly dealing with the plight of the 

mentally disabled, but does little to remedy the problems they face.  While Sondheim 

actively rebels against specific social injustices within his work, he ignores the struggles 

of other minority groups in the process.  In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act 

passed both houses of Congress by huge majorities.  But�.. �The law came with a �but�: 

rights would be extended, yes � but not if providing the access (the �accommodation,� the 

law called it) would inconvenience others too much� (Johnson 11).  �Everybody�s got the 

right to be happy�..� right?  The disabled community had been fighting for equal rights 

for decades, and this was just one step forward in the political process.  While Sondheim 

was busy addressing the social and economical plight of his characters � attacking many 

of the American grand narratives in this play � equality for all, a capitalist dominated 

society, and the great democratic political system - these same narratives are ones that the 

disabled have never been able to make their own.  It is interesting that in 1991, just one 

year after the signing of the ADA, Sondheim was willing to attack the ideal of the 

American Dream and the inability for some to truly pursue happiness when it came to 

ethnic and sexual minorities and the socio-economically challenged but failed to address 

the disability stigma that was attached to each and every one of the characters in his play.  

Is Sondheim a stranger to the stereotypes of the mentally disabled?  No, he�s used them 

in countless plays (Sunday in the Park with George, Passion, Into the Woods, Sweeney 

Todd and Anyone Can Whistle).  Sondheim�s Anyone Can Whistle, which debuted in 

1964, demonstrates that he is aware of the social stigma attached to mental disability in 

its attempt to teach the audience that everyone looks the same, no one is really different.  

Classifying someone as a �Cookie� doesn�t mean that you are very far away from being 

labeled yourself.  If Sondheim can work to send a message like this in one play, then he 

must realize that his other work fails in its attempts to send that same message because he 
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now uses disability metaphors that rely so heavily on the stereotypes that he was fighting 

against in Anyone Can Whistle.  

But, Sondheim is not alone.  Many literary authors have used the disability 

metaphor because it is �safe� � safe because disabled people were/are not considered by 

many to be a minority, even after race and gender became issues for representation in 

literature.  The fact that he uses these metaphors over and over can be marshaled as 

evidence that he doesn�t see the real disability issues at stake.  Instead of addressing the 

issues of disability as part of the message that he sends to his audience, he continues to 

perpetuate the myths and stereotypes created by society by utilizing these disabled 

characters to represent the negative and black side of social and political life in our 

country. 

Positive reviews of the 2004 revival naturally raved about Sondheim and 

Weidman�s brilliant attack of a taboo subject, the chilling contrasts of the lyrics and the 

music presented underneath it, and the wonderful acting of the all-star cast.  Negative 

reviews gave much praise to the actors, as well, but were lackadaisical about the work 

that Sondheim had presented this time around.  Some criticized the format (revue style), 

others felt that Weidman�s book was weak in comparison to Sondheim�s music and 

lyrics.  But, nearly all the reviews had the same thing to say about the characters and the 

premise of the show, that they were �crazy,� �mad,� or every other conceivable 

derogatory way of referring to the mentally ill. 

Regardless of Sondheim�s intent for this piece, with few exceptions the critics 

focused on the madness and lunacy associated with the side show/freak show aspect of 

the show and its characters.  Like the freak show, presenting these characters in a carnival 

atmosphere, putting them up on stage for display, and creating a distorted image of the 

reality of these characters� lives, Sondheim tells a story, but, unlike the freak show, his 

story is not received well because of the format it is in.  Freak shows expect the audience 

to distance themselves from the freaks, but Sondheim expected the opposite while using 

the freak show�s themes and formats. 

Reviews discuss the show as a �fabulous freak show (pun irresistible)� and that it 

�makes your skin crawl even as it seduces you� (Isherwood 2). Characters are identified 

as �bizarre, destructive and demented people,� while Sondheim claims that �some were 
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less than crazy, and some were more than crazy� (Rothstein H5).   Isherwood describes 

them as �strange creatures [�] slithering to centerstage [�] sing[ing] of the delusions 

that haunt them�� (2). Peter Marks of the Washington Post seems to prefer a more 

candid and stereotypical assessment when he simply describes them as �loners and 

crackpots� (Style C01).  Clive Barnes, in his not-so-kind review, discusses the fact that 

Sondheim was bound to be attracted to the theme of Assassins because Sondheim likes to 

write about �madness in all its degrees.�  Barnes makes an epiphanous statement in that 

�everyone in this litany of presidential killers and would-be killers is a loser.  Surprise� 

(46)!
16

  It is obvious through the critical reviews that these characters have been viewed 

more as freaks than as sympathy-deserving Americans who went terribly awry.  This 

characterization is what may very well have caused the audience to distance themselves 

from the characters and feel negatively about the show, in general. 

 In this chapter I argue that Sondheim�s use of disability metaphor � the mentally 

ill assassins symbolize the �illness� of society and democracy in the United States � may 

provide an effective message on one level, but negates itself because of Sondheim�s 

choice of play structure.  I will explain why Sondheim�s utilization of the freak show 

model from the late-19
th
 and early-20

th
 century freak shows backfires and creates a world 

in which his assassins will never be viewed as anything but freaks.  Using Robert Bogdan 

and Rosemarie Garland Thomson�s work on freak show format, I will identify the 

elements of the freak show within Assassins, discussing the significance that each of 

these plays in sending a specific message to the viewing audience.  I will also discuss the 

presentation of each of the assassins and how that choice of representation relates to the 

modes of presentation evident in the freak show format.  Finally, I argue that this choice 

of format � the freak show model � is what may be alienating his viewing audience. 

 

 

                                                
16

 Most of the critics above lump the assassins together into one large pool of freakdom in their descriptors, 

but John Heilpern of the New York Observer refuses to do so when he accuses Sondheim and Weidman of 
just that � �blur [ring] every assassin into the same loser trying to fulfill the American Dream.  Was Booth 

a Hinckley?  Was Lee Harvey Oswald a Squeaky Fromme?  It�s a reductive one-size-fits-all pop 

psychology� (Arts and Entertainment 19).  He questions whether we feel anything for the assassins, the 

damned.  Should we not feel pity, at least? 
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The Premise of the Freak Show � Us versus Them Mentality 

Freak shows rely on one primary premise � the creation of the sense of collective 

normalcy in the audience as opposed to the �otherness� of the freak.  Disability Studies 

scholar Rosemarie Garland Thomson discusses the �freak show essence� in her book 

Freakery � Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body: 

The exaggerated, sensationalized discourse that is the freak show�s 

essence ranged over the seemingly singular bodies that we would now call 

either �physically disabled� or �exotic ethnics,� framing them and 

heightening their differences from viewers, who were rendered 

comfortably common and safely standard by the exchange.  Freak 

discourse structured a cultural ritual that seized upon any deviation frm the 

typical, embellishing and intensifying it to produce a human spectacle 

whose every somatic feature was laden with significance before the gaping 

spectator. (5) 

The audience is able to view the show finding reassurance that it is normal while those on 

display are the �other.�  By placing these characters on display as freaks within a format 

that�s structured like an historical freak show, Sondheim prevents his audience from 

seeing themselves in these characters.  In fact, quite the opposite will take place � they 

will become distanced from them. 

 Sondheim�s assassins are not inherently freakish because of their mental and 

physical disabilities, but because of the way the musical frames them as such.  As scholar 

Robert Bogdan explains:  

[�] being extremely tall is a matter of physiology � being a giant involves 

something more.  Similarly, being a freak is not a personal matter, a 

physical condition that some people have [�] The onstage freak is 

something else off stage.  �Freak� is a frame of mind, a set of practices, a 

way of thinking about and presenting people.  It is the enactment of a 

tradition, the performance of a stylized presentation. (Bogdan 3) 

Freaks are not born as freaks � they are made into freaks.  Who creates these freaks?  

Either the society they live in or those that want to put them on display.  Freaks are 
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created from the aberrations, great or small, present in portions of the population.  Freak 

shows created more than just freaks, according to Garland Thomson, it also:  

united and validated the disparate throng positioned as viewers.  A freak 

show�s cultural work is to make the physical particularity of the freak into 

a hypervisible text against which the viewer�s indistinguishable body 

fades into a seemingly neutral, tractable, and invulnerable instrument of 

the autonomous will, suitable to the uniform abstract citizenry democracy 

institutes. (10) 

Sondheim�s use of the freak show model has the same effect on his audience.  While he 

wants them to empathize with the assassins and to see things from their point of view, he 

is utilizing a strategy that only serves to make his audience want to distance themselves 

from the assassins and blend in with the rest of the world who views these �monsters� for 

what they really are � freaks. 

Just as freaks are made, so too are the assassins.  Scott Miller discusses in his 

article, �Assassins and the Concept Musical� that assassins are also created by their 

society: 

The premise of the show is that these assassins are all uniquely American 

and they all have the profound feeling that they have not gotten what they 

are owed.  The show posits that we, as part of the American society, are 

responsible for making these people � who are just like us in many ways � 

into assassins with our too-hyped American Dream and our culture of 

violence. (198) 

Sondheim�s characters are average Americans whose struggles and challenges in life 

coincide with those of many who may view the show, but these have been distorted and 

magnified to the point that audience members no longer see themselves in these 

�freakishly� unsatisfied Americans who would go to abnormal lengths to achieve the 

American Dream. 

Although Sondheim says he tries to represent these historical figures as something 

more than mad lunatics, he fails his subject matter in his manner of presentation.  Robert 

Bogdan�s Freak Show discusses the elements of the freak show and the modes of 

representation employed within these shows to sell tickets and lure audiences.  Bogdan 
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discusses the tactics used by freak show personnel to �sell� their freaks and other oddities 

to the waiting public.  He also identifies the most crucial element of the freak show � that 

sense of �other� that keeps the audience comfortable and removed during the viewing 

process. 

 

Following the Freak Show Format 

By situating this story in a carnival or sideshow or whatever audiences associate 

with the shooting gallery, Sondheim sets up a mood of display utilized within most late-

19
th
 and early-20

th
 century freak shows. Freak shows were not just located in the local 

fairs that came to town, but as a part of the Barnum Circus or as a sideshow element 

within local museums (the back room exhibit) and fairs.  This association with the 

carnival-esque atmosphere benefits Sondheim thematically because of his desire to 

present the United States as a world of controlled chaos, much like the carnivals of the 

past.   But, it also brings its own special problems when the audience then naturally 

begins to connect the assassins to the freaks of America on display, rather than with the 

audience who is viewing them. 

The audience is already at what they perceive to be a show.  Sondheim reinforces 

this by presenting a revue format concept musical with each scene highlighting individual 

assassins, their background, their motives, and their rationales.  This does not follow a 

book format, where the audience would be able to follow a particular assassin�s journey 

and empathize with his/her plight.  Some scenes contain songs, while others are entirely 

dialogue/monologue driven.  Performance on a proscenium stage (as it was done on 

Broadway) further distances the audience from the action taking place on stage.  This 

format is also utilized in the freak show.  Freaks are displayed singly or together (to 

provide contrast), placed on stage to demonstrate their talents and have their stories told 

by the �talker.�  Sondheim�s freaks are often isolated from one another, even when they 

are on stage together, demonstrating that they are not only kept separate from the society 

of the audience, but their own society on stage, as well.   
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Utilizing the Freak Show Characters � the Talker, the Audience, and the Freak 

Sondheim not only follows the traditional freak show format in his location 

choice or his revue style format for his play, he incorporates, knowingly or unknowingly, 

stereotypical characters from the freak show to guide the audience and introduce his 

freaks.  Assassins begins with a Proprietor � the owner of the shooting gallery in a 

fairground.  Sondheim opens the door into his own personal world of freaks by utilizing 

this character who can be better described as a barker/talker.
17

  According to Robert 

Bogdan, the talker�s job is to attract the crowd.  He is the master of persuasion, using 

exaggeration and misrepresentation to cajole passersby into forking over their hard 

earned dimes for just a peak at the freak.  Sondheim�s musical is remarkably similar in 

that he opens the show with a talker and allows that character to display not only his 

wares (guns) but the assassins who will become the focus of the inner show to come.  The 

Proprietor lures his assassins through persuasive techniques, playing on their inner 

desires and feelings of failure to convince them to buy a gun.  Singing �Everybody�s Got 

the Right to Be Happy� he continues to convince them one by one that their problems can 

be remedied by shooting a President: 

  Everybody�s 

  Got the right 

  To be happy. 

  Don�t stay mad, 

  Life�s not as bad 

  As it seems. 

  If you keep your 

  Goal in sight, 

  You can climb to 

  Any height. 

  Everybody�s 

  Got the right 

  To their dreams�(7) 

                                                
17 Bogdan indicates that people in the business never refer to the lead man as a barker, but as a talker, 

outside lecturer or blower. 
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This master of persuasion succeeds in displaying the now unknown assassins as 

distraught, unbalanced, sometimes unintelligible, and incompetent.  Leon Czolgosz and 

John Hinckley are blue and feeling like failures; Charles Guiteau is a little too cheery 

while buying his gun; Giuseppe Zangarra is a �tiny angry man� (8) who can barely speak 

comprehensible English; Sam Byck (dressed as Santa Claus) hold his picketing sign 

demanding his Constitutional rights; the women are initially directed to the ferris wheel 

and bumper cars before they�re reluctantly taken seriously.   

Towards the end of the scene, the lyrics change and happiness is replaced with 

difference, clearly identifying that these people are different.  Is the audience expected to 

interpret them as anything else? 

  Everybody�s  

  Got the right 

  To be different, 

  Even though 

  At times they go 

  To extremes. 

  Aim for what you 

  Want a lot �  

  Everybody 

  Gets a shot. 

  Everybody�s 

  Got the right 

  To their dreams � (9) 

The Proprietor is telling the audience that these people have dreams and that they are 

different, and now he tells us that they may go to extremes to get what they want. 

 

Utilizing the Freak Show Format � the Bally and the Presentation   

Sondheim also utilizes part of the freak show format when introducing his 

characters at the beginning of the play.  The talker at a freak show often employs what is 

known as the �bally� to attract an audience � someone who is a show piece, one of the 

freaks � �A scantily clad woman with a python around her neck, a blatantly deformed 
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person in colorful dress, or a flamboyant fire eater would serve the purpose� (Bogdan 

102).  Sondheim doesn�t just supply one bally for his proprietor to utilize, he gives us a 

whole slew of them from Leon Czolgosz (murderer of McKinley) to John Hinckley and 

Charles J. Guiteau (murderer of Garfield), Giuseppe Zangara and Sam Byck followed by 

Sara Jane Moore and Lynne �Squeaky� Fromme.  Each of these characters is memorable 

for one reason or another and would draw in different portions of the crowd.  Hinckley 

may be the assassin that most people of this time period remember because of his 

attempted assassination of Ronald Reagan in the 1980�s.  Moore and Fromme, as 

females, would be an effective bally because they are the only female assassins in 

American History and, ironically, attempted to kill the same president, Gerald Ford.  If 

one of these characters is to be seen as the single bally, the true crowd-draw it must then 

be the last to arrive, John Wilkes Booth.  Heralded by the Proprietor as the �Pioneer� and 

the �chief� Booth receives awestruck attention from fellow assassins and, assumingly, the 

audience, as well.  As the earliest memorable American assassin Booth definitely draws 

the crowd, whether it be the assassins or the audience, in and leads them into a world full 

of American made freaks.  Sondheim�s utilization of this �extended bally� demonstrates 

to the audience that this is to be a gigantic, overwhelming and freak-packed adventure. 

Scott Miller, Artistic Director of the New Line Theatre in St. Louis, Missouri,  

identifies the Proprietor (talker) as the symbol or metaphor for America and the 

American Dream -  �Mr. America.�  �He is the assassins� motivation and opportunity,� 

providing them with the guns and violent notions to remedy all their problems (193).  

Following this rationale, we can see that if the Proprietor is representative of American 

ideals then he is the creator of the assassins because the problems they are encountering 

are a result of failing to achieve the American ideals.  The Proprietor is able to warp these 

promises of American dreams to convince the assassins that they have the right to have 

anything they want, and to do what it takes to achieve their dreams.  This is much like a 

talker in a freak show who is often the one who has created the character of the freak for 

display.  He makes them what he knows will sell to his audience and accomplish his task 

� making money.  His characterization of his freaks focuses on the norm and distorts the 

abnormal to the point of freakishness, which is what Sondheim has done with his 

characters in this play.  Freak show audiences were supposed to identify with the talker, 
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and Sondheim accomplishes this same connection between his audience and the 

Proprietor. 

The barker/talker is nothing without his audience.  Someone has to gawk at the 

freaks and pay the money to support the freak show.  Sondheim has what is obviously an 

audience filling the seats of the auditorium during the play, but he also employs a 

character that represents the audience, verbalizing what many may be feeling throughout 

the play.  This character is the Balladeer.  The balladeer is a young musician type who 

plays a harmonica.
18

  He emerges in scene two and takes over the narration of the play.  

He is only part of Booth, Czolgosz, and Guiteau�s stories, making social commentary 

about them, either directly confronting them or indirectly telling the audience what 

society thought of them at the time.  He makes his first appearance after the Proprietor 

has finished his singing �ballyhoo� and John Wilkes Booth shoots Abraham Lincoln in 

scene one, and he remains until Scene Fifteen when he is ousted by the assassins.  He 

jeers the assassins with his snide lyrics and verbal references to their ineffectuality and 

their irrationality.  He embodies the idealism present in American Society that Sondheim 

is trying to fight against in this play.  The assassins battle the balladeer in word and 

action, sometimes directly speaking to him to defend themselves or to dispute what he 

says.  In the model of the freak show then, the Balladeer would be another talker who 

also functions as the audience � the viewer of the freaks, the normal that judges the other.   

But the Balladeer is not the only character that Sondheim uses to accomplish this 

task.  It seems that he only uses the Balladeer in situations where the rationale of the 

assassin may be rationally explained, to directly confront their ideas and to provide the 

audience with a dissenting opinion.  Only in one other scene is there direct social 

commentary on the assassin�s behavior � Giuseppe Zangarra.  Sondheim uses a crowd of 

bystanders who witness the shooting of Roosevelt.  Each of the bystanders believes they 

saved Roosevelt�s life by not allowing Zangarra a direct shot.  The Balladeer is 

unnecessary here because these bystanders provide us with American social commentary.  

The rest of the scenes have no �audience� to comment on the behavior of the assassins.  

Whether it is because their behavior was so ridiculous that no one could ever believe it 

was a rational choice or because Sondheim decided to paint them in such a ridiculous 

                                                
18 Originally the Balladeer was a banjo player, but it was changed to harmonica for the 2004 revival. 
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manner that no one would have trouble deciding for themselves that they were obviously 

unbalanced, not having this commentary seems odd.  Especially when, after Scene Two 

with Booth, the Balladeer resurfaces in scene eight after being absent for five scenes (A 

bar gathering of all the assassins, Zangara�s attempted shooting of Roosevelt, Emma 

Goldman and Leon Czolgosz meeting, Sara Jane Moore and Squeaky Fromme�s meeting, 

and the �Gun Song�  - a quartet between Czolgosz, Guiteau, Booth, and Moore).  He 

resurfaces to sing �The Ballad of Czolgosz� and is absent for the next three scenes (Sam 

Byck�s first monologue, Fromme and Hinckley�s love duet, and Moore�s run in with 

Guiteau).  The Balladeer then arrives on the scene to sing �The Ballad of Guiteau� and 

disappears once again until two scenes later when he is confronted by all of the assassins 

and pushed off stage during �Another National Anthem.�  Regardless of his choices, the 

Balladeer still functions as a framework for the freak show audience and its response to 

the freaks on display.  He reacts to the behavior of the assassins much as American 

society did at the time of the assassinations (attempts) and still does today when 

confronted with such ideas. 

 

Display of Freaks � Exotic or Aggrandized? 

Bogdan also discusses the modes of representation utilized by freak show 

personnel to sell their freaks to the audience, both of which differentiate the freak from 

the audience.  There are two major patterns in which exhibits were presented to the 

public: 

[�] the exotic, which cast the exhibit as a strange creature from a little-

known part of the world; 

and the aggrandized, which endowed the freak with status-enhancing 

characteristics. (97) 

In individual scenes, Sondheim and Weidman also utilize the same tactics, whether 

intentionally or unintentionally, to explain the rationale of the assassins and to try to 

expose to the audience the core of their beings in an attempt to humanize them.  The 

opposite takes place, however, and the assassin is viewed not as a human who has issues, 

but as a monster that is irrational and crazy.  His presentation negates itself because while 

it may seem that he is trying to humanize his characters, a greater sense of the �other� is 
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created which freak show producers were very much aware of.  This creation of �other� 

is what sold the freak show tickets and conversely, the employment of this technique, 

whether by choice or not, may have kept Assassins from earning at the box office. 

Each of the primary characters in Assassins is presented in a manner consistent to 

that of the freak show performer.  Sondheim either directly represents each of these 

characters in one or both of the traditional freak modes (aggrandized and/or exotic) 

through their own actions, dialogue and lyrics or indirectly accomplishes this task 

through the dialogue of the other characters on stage when they speak of each other. 

 

Leon Czolgosz and Giuseppe Zangara � Foreign Freaks 

Leon Czolgosz and Giuseppe Zangara are both foreigners with accents that 

clearly delineate them as such and are represented in the exotic mode, focusing on the 

differences between them and the society that they are currently living in.  Their dialogue 

is often rudimentary and they are characterized as less intelligent and uncomprehending 

of the world around them.  Czolgosz has a basis for his anger and believes that he has 

good reason for assassinating McKinley.  He is misled, unintentionally, by Emma 

Goldman, a worker�s rights activist and mistakenly convinced that he must take things 

into his own hands and kill the President to accomplish anything.  Zangara is shown to be 

irrational and without logic, not caring who he kills, Hoover or Roosevelt.  And, using 

humor, Sondheim even alludes to the fact that Zangara only killed because he thought it 

would make his stomach illness go away.  Zangara�s character is further complicated 

because he is not only represented as being mentally ill, but physically ill as well.  These 

two men are literal foreigners whose differences are exploited throughout the play, as 

they may have been in real life, but the manner in which Sondheim presents these 

characters plays on the same principles that freak show producers used when creating 

their freaks � the exotic, the strange, the different, the abnormal. 

According to Scott Miller, Leon Czolgosz (1873-1901), assassinator of William 

McKinley, is possibly the most well-developed character in this play.  He is the only 

character that is fleshed out in a full story.  Miller refers to Czolgosz�s storyline as a 

musical within a musical.  Czolgosz�s story is told in four separate scenes, has an 

exposition, a rising action, a climax, and a resolution; unlike the majority of the 
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characters in this play we do not find him mid- or post-assassination attempt without 

seeing the events that lead to the dissolution of his American Dream (195-6).  Like 

Booth, Czolgosz actually has a convincing argument for his actions and could be 

completely sane.  Czolgosz�s argument begins in scene three when he �loses it� over a 

broken bottle in a conversation with Hinckley.  It is easy to classify Czolgosz in the 

exotic mode of the freak shows because he is the son of Polish immigrants.  As a result of 

his poverty, Czolgosz worked odd jobs, including that of a factory worker.  His opening 

monologue tells the difficulties of working in the kilns at a bottle-making factory, his 

burns and other injuries, and identifies Czolgosz�s feelings of failure and lack of 

alternatives.  The other characters gang up on him, telling him he has alternatives, that he 

can be anything.  Guiteau, jack of all trades and master of none, discusses his own job 

versatility in an attempt to prove to Czolgosz that his problem is that he�s a �pessimist.  

This isn�t Poland, old boy.  This is America!  The Land of Opportunity!�  Hinckley has 

no sympathy for the man, telling him he should just get another job.  Booth tries to bait 

Czolgosz into smashing a bottle of his own, but Czolgosz refuses to buy into the anger 

that Booth is trying to push upon him.  The scene ends with Booth�s allusion to Julius 

Caesar: 

  Men at some time are masters of their fates: 

  The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, 

  But in ourselves, that we are underlings�.(28) 

This idea of taking personal responsibility for failure is brought up by Booth and 

discussed again later by Emma Goldman.  Giving these characters the dialogue to 

confront exactly what the audience is thinking at the time is an interesting move on 

Sondheim�s part. It seems to support what American society often believes, that you can 

make it as long as you try hard enough.  But, in reality, it is distorting that ideal, allowing 

people not to take responsibility for their actions and making them feel like they have to 

go to extremes to get anything they want in life. Goldman tells Czolgosz that he has 

allowed himself to be subjugated and treated the way he has because he hasn�t done 

anything about it.  And, in this scene at the bar Sondheim and Weidman create a world 

without sympathy for the common man, even among the assassins themselves.   
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At this point, after listening to his moving story about working the factories, the 

audience may feel Czolgosz�s pain and empathize with him.  But, his choices later will 

sever that tie and position the audience to automatically classify him as �other.�  

Czolgosz gets caught up in the Worker�s Rights Movement and is inspired by Emma 

Goldman, a political activist, whose voice over in scene five, clearly identifies the 

desperation of those like Czolgosz, who are struggling to make sense of the world around 

them: 

Goldman�s Voice: What does a man do when before his eyes he sees a 

vision of a new hope dawning for his toiling, agonizing brothers?  

What does a man do when at least he realizes that his suffering is 

caused not by the cruelty of fate, but by the injustice of his fellow 

human beings?  What does a man do when he sees those dear to 

him starving, when he himself is starved?  What does he do?  What 

does he do?  What- (36). 

Sondheim leads the audience to feel empathy for Czolgosz with dialogue like the above, 

demonstrating that his plight in life was difficult.  In this same scene, Czolgosz meets 

Emma Goldman after a rally and admits to following her from city to city.  He declares 

his love for her, and she, in her words, pats him on the head and tries to send him on his 

way.  Goldman talks in fragments to Czolgosz, leaving him confused about her message 

of social justice, telling him that he can �strike them down� and that he has �permitted 

[himself] to be brutalized and beaten down, brought to the brink of madness by despair 

and desperation, so that other men, men no worthier than [he], might live their lives in 

ease and comfort� (17-8).  He offers to walk her to her train and they exit together.   

In scene seven we find Czolgosz, gun in hand, and Booth in no particular 

location.  �The Gun Song� begins.  Czolgosz identifies all the men it takes to make a gun, 

connecting them to the plight of the common man who makes products and whose work 

is little appreciated, much like his at the bottle factory.  Booth, as a little voice, joins him 

in his song, prodding him to use the gun to �change the world.�  Charles Guiteau joins 

them at this point, lovingly fondling his own gun.  He sings of the �wondrousness� of the 

gun and how much power it has.  They are joined last by Sara Jane Moore who 

demonstrates her ineptness at controlling her own gun.  Sondheim positions these 
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characters in an isolated manner throughout the song, not necessarily singing to or with 

each other at any given moment.  This separation is another technique used by the freak 

shows, a display of different freaks in different parts of a tent � together and yet separated 

from each other and the audience viewing them.  Perhaps the fantastic quartet that results 

is chilling and eye-opening because these characters seem disconnected from one another 

and the rest of the world while the audience views them as a collective group of freaks .  

The power of the gun and violence to change the world is clearly articulated.  The song 

ends with Czolgosz somberly singing of all the men who are killed in the process of 

making guns before the gun itself is even powerful enough to do so � the �men in the 

mines,� the �steel mills,� and �men at the machines.�  At this point we see Czolgosz 

transformation, his decision to use the gun to kill �just one� more�� (49).  But his 

change has no motivation, either the actor playing the role needs to clearly indicate this 

with his acting or the believability of his change is invalid.   

Scene seven leads musically directly into Scene Eight where the Balladeer enters 

to narrate Czolgosz�s assassination of McKinley.  The idea that �In the USA/ You can 

work your way/ To the head of the line!� is sung about by the Balladeer and the ensemble 

members.  Czolgosz�s rationale is presented by the Balladeer, �Some men have 

everything and Some have none.�  Czolgosz is also credited with using Emma Goldman�s 

previous line that the idea wasn�t �mine alone � But mine� (53).  What is confusing about 

this scene is that, unlike Booth and Guiteau, Sondheim does not give any dialogue to 

Czolgosz.  He is narrated and his story is told only by the balladeer; he functions almost 

as a marionette puppet who is at the mercy of the Balladeer (American Society) in this 

situation.  He is the freak on display that says nothing to contradict his representation, 

allowing the audience to view him as the �other.� 

A single shot is fired and McKinley is dead.  Interestingly, the Balladeer makes 

no reference to Czolgosz as a madman or irrational.  This may be the only character that 

consistently holds empathy with audiences.  Who is to blame then?  Czolgosz is certainly 

to blame because he is the one who fired the gun, but society is also to blame because 

they are the ones who spread the ideology that everyone can be happy and � move to the 

head of the line.�  Emma Goldman must also claim responsibility for playing on the 

insecurities of this young man and failing to communicate her message to effectively to 
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stir him up without causing violence.  If an assassin is created by his society and the 

failure of his society to help him, then he will naturally be viewed as a �freak� when he 

makes misguided choices to commit violent acts seeking to avenge his own emotional 

destruction.   

We do not see Czolgosz again until scene fifteen when he joins the other assassins 

in an exclamation of their reasons for violence.  Czolgosz is an empathetic character until 

he makes the irrational, and apparently unmotivated choice to use his gun for violence 

after singing of the destruction guns have caused in an extremely somber manner at the 

beginning of �The Gun Song.�  Miller rationalizes that Sondheim and Weidman may 

have chosen to flesh out Czologosz�s character because he is the most sympathetic and 

rational, next to Booth.  Booth, he says, was probably not chosen because there is still too 

much negative sentiment attached to his murder of Lincoln, and that people do not want 

to listen to his rationale, even in today�s society (196).   

While Czolgosz might be one of the most sympathetic characters in the 

audience�s mind, he is still presented as an exotic, someone who is foreign, with parents 

who are Polish immigrants and an accent that sets him apart from the others.  His 

intelligence is questioned, as well as his sanity.  He is also �lumped� together with the 

rest of the assassins, and by association becomes one of the freaks on display in this 

musical. 

Giuseppe Zangara, the attempted assassin of Franklin D. Roosevelt, is another 

primary example of the exotic mode of representation.   He is described by the bystanders 

as:  �a boy, a runt, a non-gentleman, and a grunter.�  All of these match up with the 

methods of  presenting exotic freaks at the fairgrounds.  They were portrayed as less than 

human, uncivilized, and animal-like.  The crowd�s description of Zangara depicts him as 

such.   

 Zangara�s attempted assassination begins Scene Four, which quickly moves to a 

dual scene one side of which is a crowd of bystanders who provide the commentary in the 

place of the Balladeer, the other side is Zangara being led to and strapped into the electric 

chair.  There is a battle of ideas within the song � Zangara vs. the public.  He cries out 

against the injustices that he has endured, no education, no food, and extreme poverty 

while the bystanders focus on the fact that they were able to thwart his attempts at 
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assassination.  The song demonstrates the separation between Zangara and the public that 

he lives amongst because of the call and response style lyrics that go back and forth 

between the two.  The bystanders are more concerned with receiving credit for saving 

Roosevelt than the accuracy of their statements against Zangara.   

Not only is Zangara a foreigner and an immigrant, but he is physically ill as a 

result of his struggles in life.  He blames others (�the smart and the rich�) for his illness 

and wants them to pay.  His own dialogue demonstrates that he is irrational and had no 

idea what he was doing.  He didn�t even care who he killed.  He thought about killing 

Hoover, but then because it was too cold in Washington, he decided to come to Miami 

and kill Roosevelt instead because the warmer weather agreed more with his stomach 

ailment.  Even Sondheim and Weidman play up the irrational humor behind Zangara�s 

rationale.  After telling the audience that he killed Roosevelt because it was warmer in 

Miamia, Zangara sings:  �No laugh - !  No funny!� (32).  They know that the audience 

will at least smirk or inwardly laugh at his rationale, uncomfortable with the fact that 

such a man exists and possibly lives among them today. 

The bystanders function in three ways throughout this scene:  first, as the 

balladeer, then the audience, and lastly the talker.  As the balladeer in this scene, they 

gain the audience�s empathy, verbalizing what Zangara�s society had to say about him 

and what Sondheim�s audience may very well be thinking.  The bystanders as audience 

respond by indicating that they knew �right away he was insane.�  They also classified 

him as a �left wing foreigner.�  All the while, the bystanders are playing up to the press 

and wanting their own fifteen minutes of fame, pulling the focus off of Zangara and 

placing it on themselves.  Who is the freak now?  They create Zangara as a disabled and 

exotic freak through their description and commentary, without knowing anything about 

his actual background.  In this way, they also function as the talker of the freak show, 

who often creates the fantastic and inspirational stories attached to the freaks on display. 

 Angry at the end of the song, Zangara proclaims he is American. That is, an 

�American nothing� (34)!  The switch is pulled for the electric chair and Zangara�s death 

is on view for all in the audience to see, depending on the production.  Based on the 

bystanders� information, Zangara�s foreign nature made him irrational and they, the 

bystanders, became the Saviours of Roosevelt.  The bystanders draw the line between 
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themselves and Zangara, creating the sense of normal and �other,� which provides the 

audience with a comfortable and safe look at the madness of Zangara without having to 

see themselves in his position. 

Sondheim uses the exotic mode to present these two, literally, foreign figures.  

Only he uses the differences that are evident and distorts them to create larger than life 

characters that are unable to be humanized.  Their actions, regardless of their motives, are 

abhorrent and their rationales presented in this play are anything but rational to the 

viewing audience.  Bogdan describes another method of presentation, separate from the 

exotic model � aggrandized presentation.  This method is used to create a larger than life 

figure, who is endowed with status-enhancing characteristics.  The differences are not 

seen as much in a negative light, and are often played upon to support the idea that this 

was a superhuman freak. 

 

John Wilkes Booth and Charles J. Guiteau � �Jesus� Freaks 

John Wilkes Booth and Charles J. Guiteau are presented as larger than life figures 

that see themselves as saviours of the world in their wrong-doings.  Sondheim presents 

them in an aggrandized fashion, putting them on display to do things like sing and dance 

the cake walk up a large staircase; things we wouldn�t normally think that these �killers� 

would be doing.  Booth feels that he has saved the United States from a tyrant 

(reminiscent of Brutus in Julius Caesar) and made it a better place to live, so that things 

could return to the way they were � the normal.  Guiteau is just a disenchanted con-man 

who has tried every profession and believes that he is going to be the Ambassador to 

France, but gets angry when this doesn�t come about and kills Garfield.  Both men are 

larger than life figures whose own self-importance naturally played into Sondheim�s 

depiction of them in an aggrandized fashion. 

Booth, because of his notoriety is already a strong enough character to present in 

this play; however, Sondheim chooses to add to his power by having him serve as the 

root of all assassinations in the U.S.  His abilities to influence others have been distorted 

throughout this play, first in his suggestion to Zangara that he kill Roosevelt, later in The 

Gun Song with Czolgosz and finally in his conversation with Lee Harvey Oswald at the 

Texas Book Depository.  Sondheim utilizes the idea that Booth would have had great 
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influence on all of these men�s lives because of his own actions that preceded them.  

Giving Booth this power sets him up as an aggrandized freak with superhuman abilities.   

Although scene two is the story of John Wilkes Booth�s assassination of Lincoln, 

it is not the first time we see Booth in this play.  He is introduced to us by the Proprietor 

in Scene one and joins him to lead the gathered assassins in the opening song, 

�Everybody�s Got the Right to be Happy,� which clearly identifies the basis for 

motivation behind many of the assassins� rationales.  The idea that everyone has the right 

to happiness is first introduced and then twisted to serve the ideology of the assassins.  

We do have a right to our dreams, and so do the downtrodden in the world, and they 

should be able to do what they want to achieve their dreams � no matter the cost.  Having 

just finished the last chorus of �Everybody�s Got the Right to Be Happy,� scene one ends 

in a humorous and chilling vein: 

Voice:   Ladies and Gentlemen, the President of the United States, 

Abraham Lincoln! 

(Booth looks up at an imaginary theatre box:  the Assassins turn front and 

follow his gaze) 

Booth (To one of the assassins):  Excuse me. 

(Booth exits.  A gunshot offstage � BANG!) 

Booth�s Voice:  Sic Semper Tyrannis! 

(Booth�s cry echoes and reverberates as�). (14) 

This leads directly into the musical bridge that joins scenes one and two and the 

Balladeer enters to begin �The Ballad of Booth.�  As stated earlier, the Balladeer serves 

as the audience in the freak show of Assassins.  His lyrics feed us with images of 

grandeur and failure of dreams on Booth�s part.  The balladeer provides us with all of the 

reasons that the American public wants to believe Booth assassinated the President:  

Booth was a �devil;� his acting career was suffering; his alcoholism got the better of him; 

he received bad reviews for his acting; and he was jealous of his own brother.  All of 

these are irrational reasons for killing a president.  Booth, incensed by the public�s 

reaction to his assassination, complains of misinterpretation in the local papers:   

Booth:   Do you know what they�re calling me?!  A common 

cutthroat!  A hired assassin!  This one says I�m mad!   
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Herold:  We must have been mad to think we could kill the 

President and get away with it! 

Booth:   We did get away with it!  He was a bloody tyrant and we 

brought him down!  And I will not have history think I did 

it for a bag of gold or in some kind of rabid fit! 

Interestingly, Booth�s comment about the bag of gold could be an allusion to Judas 

Iscariot and the thirty pieces of silver he took for betraying Jesus Christ.  This presents a 

dilemma then, because while Booth is trying to fight to prove he was sane and rational, 

the book writer Weidman is drawing on Christian beliefs to subvert Booth�s likeability.  

Many audience members may associate Booth with Judas the betrayer and the �empathy� 

is then lost for his cause because Lincoln is then associated with Jesus and the role of 

Saviour.  He also chooses to indirectly call Booth mad for thinking he could get away 

with the assassination, through Herold�s own words, affirming the idea that Booth was 

perhaps irrational and unstable in this situation.  As the conversations in this play are 

fictionalized, Weidman�s choices stand as interesting ones in this conversation.    

In this play, Booth�s rationale for killing Lincoln is as follows: 

Booth: An indictment.  Of the former Pesident of the United 

States, Abraham Lincoln., who is herein charged with the 

following High Crimes and Misdemeanors -  [�] 

One:  That you did ruthlessly provoke a war between the 

States which cost some six hundred thousand of my 

countrymen their lives. Two � [�] 

Two:  That you did silence your critics in the North by 

hurling them into benefit of charge or trial.  Three �  [�] 

    Three � (18) 

At each ellipses [�] there is an interjection by the Balladeer who taunts Booth, bringing 

up his failures and historical data that disagrees with Booth�s perceptions.  At this point, 

Booth begins to respond directly to the Balladeer and hold dialogue with this �imaginary 

figure.�  If we see the Balladeer as the voice of American public opinion embodied, then 

Booth, towards the end begins talking to the voices in his head, presenting an irrational 

and mentally unstable self, when he directly responds to the Balladeer�s attacks.   
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 If Sondheim and Weidman plan to create sympathy for Booth by having him 

compare himself to past assassins, they fail.  Booth sees himself as Brutus, slaying the 

man who killed his country, slaying the tyrant Lincoln.  Even when the Balladeer seems 

to be on Booth�s side, we can sense an underlying sarcasm in his words, condescension 

directed towards Booth and his ideals.  When he articulates Booth�s argument himself, 

there is no sense of empathy in the words, it is only a repetition, or mocking, of what 

Booth has said: 

  Balladeer, Booth:   Damn you, Lincoln, 

     You righteous whore! 

  Booth:   Tell�em! 

     Tell�em what he did! 

  Balladeer, Booth: You turned your spite into civil war! 

  Booth:   Tell �em! 

     Tell�em the truth! 

  Balladeer:  And more� 

At this point, however, Booth, in a much slower musical movement, sings passionately of 

the loss of a nation and the loss of hope.  How bloodshed and bruises and people and 

relationships can never be healed.  He creates sympathy for his feelings amongst 

audience members, a remembering of brother against brother in the brutality of the Civil 

War.  But, Sondheim undercuts everything Booth has fought for with the audience when 

he adds the next five lines of the song: 

  (Building in anger) 

  Booth:   How the Union can never recover 

     From that vulgar, 

     High and mighty 

     Niggerlover, 

     Never - ! 

  (Regaining control) (21) 

In doing so, he creates an �us vs. him� feeling in his audience.  Who wants to empathize 

with a racist bigot?  No one in modern day America who considers themselves to be 

open-minded and for the common man.  At this point the audience is almost forced to 
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abandon any feelings of sympathy that they have for Booth and create a wall of 

separation, classifying Booth as �other.�   

Booth�s suicide for many is the representation of a tragic and misguided soul who 

is mentally unbalanced enough to take their own life.  The resolution of Scene Two 

confirms that his mental illness must have been at the root of all the problems to begin 

with because no rational person would go to such lengths to express their dissatisfaction 

with life.  The last portion of this scene clearly spells out the feelings the audience is 

experiencing at this point in time when the Balladeer finishes the �Ballad of Booth�, 

condemning Booth for being the start of it all: 

  Balladeer: [�] Some called him noble, some said yellow. 

    What he was was off his head. 

    [�] Damn you, Johnny!   

    You paved the way 

    For other madmen 

    To make us pay 

    Lots of madmen 

    Have had their say �  

    But only for a day. (22) 

Opening the show with such a scene is a tremendous risk.  Will the audience be alienated 

by the rash and racist Booth, or will they be drawn into the dark and cavernous world of 

the assassin�s mind?  The Balladeer clearly identifies what the most popular social 

opinion of Booth is, the paver of the pathway to destruction.  He is the reason that 

assassinations and attempts continue to take place in the United States and other countries 

across the world.  He is the leader of the �madmen.�  In presenting him as such, through 

public opinion, Sondheim has shut off any chance the audience had of empathizing or 

agreeing with Booth�s premise for the assassination � that Lincoln was a tyrant who was 

making bad decisions for the country and driving people to death in a Civil War that 

could possibly have been avoided.  History tells us that Lincoln may not have been 

viewed as such a magnanimous President had he not been assassinated.  Presenting Booth 

as a larger than life character who influences and leads the assassins through this play 
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gives him more power than he deserves (aggrandizement) and sets him up as the 

mastermind of this world of freaks. 

Guiteau, on the other hand, is almost a humorous product of the aggrandizement 

process.  Not only has he been endowed with these status-enhancing characteristics, he 

believes in his own super powers.  It would not have been difficult for Sondheim and 

Weidman to draw on history for this interpretation of the character, as many historical 

records reflect that �when people refused to see him as a luminary, Guiteau would be 

confused, but he would grow to deny anything that contradicted his own grandiose vision 

of himself and would refuse to see the reality of his few and pitiful accomplishments� 

(MacGowan). 

 Sondheim allows this character to feed into his own characterization and see 

himself as more than the average human being.  Guiteau suffers from what many 

laughingly refer to as �illusions of grandeur� in today�s society, but his actual diagnoses 

may very well have been one that involved delusional behavior.  This is first evident in 

scene three when Guiteau, an average con man, reveals to the audience just how 

disillusioned he is about the world around him.  Guiteau makes a toast to the �Presidency 

of the United States�: 

Guiteau:   Gentlemen, a toast!  To the Presidency of the United States.  

An office which by its mere existence reassures us that the 

possibilities of life are limitless.  An office the mere idea of 

which reproaches us when we fall short of being all that we 

can be.  A grand and glorious office to which at least one 

among us may one day aspire.  Gentlemen, what can I say?  

Hail to the Chief! 

He honestly believes what he is saying at this point.  Shortly after, he offers to sell his 

book to John Hinckley.  �The Truth� by Charles Guiteau! �just some random musings on 

the mysteries of Creation� (26).  Guiteau�s self-importance is laughable and he clearly 

presents himself either as a braggart or as someone who has fooled himself into thinking 

he is more intelligent and more important than he actually his.   

The interaction between Guiteau and Hinckley causes a bottle on the bar to break, 

stimulating Czolgosz to anger and beginning a conversation about opportunities in 
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America.  When Czolgosz complains that there are no other jobs in America for him, 

Guiteau responds by saying, �Don�t be ridiculous.  Why, look at me:  I�ve been an 

attorney, an evangelist, I�ve sold insurance.  I�m a celebrated author.  Last week I was a 

bill collector, and next week I�m going to be Ambassador to France!�  At this point the 

audience has to decide whether or not they believe anything that Guiteau has already said 

or says in the future.  Is he mentally ill?  Or has he really been all of these things?  His 

last line makes the choice for us, why would a man who is hanging out in a bar with 

assassins if he were truly capable of being the Ambassador of France?  It is clear at this 

point, that Guiteau is delusional and suffers from some sort of mental illness that leaves 

him incapable of grasping the reality of the world around him. Sondheim�s audience is 

forced, at this point to realize that Sondheim, as the �talker� and Guiteau as the �freak� 

have created an image for Guiteau that he cannot live up to.   

Guiteau resurfaces in scene seven for �The Gun Song.�  His role in this song 

reveals his truly disillusioned view of the world and the power of a gun: 

  What a wonder is a gun! 

  What a versatile invention! 

  First of all, when you�ve a gun �  

  (He points it out front, slowly panning over the audience; music stops) 

  Everybody pays attention. 

  (Music resumes) 

  When you think what must be done, 

  Think of all that it can do: 

  Remove a scoundrel,  

  Unite a party, 

  Preserve the Union, 

  Promote the sales of my book �  

  Insure my future, 

  My niche in history, 

  And then the world will see 

  That I am not a man to overlook! 

  Ha-ha! (46) 
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Guiteau certainly is not a man to overlook.  Sondheim will not let the audience overlook 

Guiteau�s character, as evidenced by this scene.  He is too fantastic a freak to ignore, and 

he must be put on display with the rest of the freaks at this musical freak show. 

Guiteau�s last �ha-ha!� takes place only four scenes later, towards the end of 

Scene Eleven.  After Guiteau�s sexual advances are rejected by Sara Jane Moore, the 

scene shifts to the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station in Washington, D.C., where 

he confronts Garfield, demanding that he wants to be Ambassador to France.  Garfield 

effectively ignores him, while his assistant declares Guiteau is, �Mad as a hatter� (64).  

The men laugh as they exit, Guiteau pulls his gun and shoots.  This is not necessarily an 

historically accurate account of the event, but it serves Sondheim�s purpose.  Guiteau is 

literally classified as a madman, and his over-blown sense of self, the things that he 

himself has enhanced are smashed.   

As the lights fade on everything but Guiteau, placing him in the spot light, we see 

that the train station has transformed into a gallows and Guiteau is on his way towards the 

Hangman.  The balladeer returns to sing not only about, but with Guiteau.  The two sing 

separately until the end of the song when Guiteau acknowledges the presence of the 

balladeer, much like Booth does in Scene Two.  Charles Guiteau is put on display for all 

to see at this point, cakewalking and singing to his death.  He has a talker, the Balladeer, 

telling everyone his story, highlighting his �accomplishments� in life.  The Balladeer, 

however, also serves as the audience at this freak show display.  As the song progresses, 

he does not simply tell Guiteau�s story, he mocks his delusional ideas and behavior: 

 Balladeer:  [�] You�ve been a preacher �  

 Guiteau: Yes, I have! 

 Balladeer: You�ve been an author �  

 Guiteau: Yes, I have! 

 Balladeer: You�ve been a killer �  

 Guiteau: Yes, I have! 

 Balladeer: You could be an angel �  

 Guiteau: Yes, I could! (69) 

Guiteau, in reality, was very religious and Sondheim utilizes that in this last scenefor 

Guiteau.  He is �Going to the Lordy!� and he �is so glad� (68).  Guiteau demonstrates his 
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own personal struggle with death by climbing the stair in his cakewalk, but then 

retreating to the bottom of the steps, only to return to the top of the gallows and meet his 

fate.  Audiences may see this as a recognition that he has done something wrong and he 

realizes that he deserves his punishment, but Guiteau never rids himself of his delusions, 

as evidenced in the above dialogue.  He still believes he can be something greater than 

what he ever became.  He believes that God could make him an angel.  �Looking on the 

bright side,� Guiteau meets his death and Sondheim�s delusional superhuman is no more.   

For Sondheim, utilizing the aggrandized mode for Guiteau would not have been 

difficult, as he already presented himself that way to the rest of the world, believing he 

was more than he ever really was.  Sondheim capitalized on this true-to-life character-

trait, creating a fantastic character who sings and dances his way to the gallows, making 

sheer spectacle of his death. 

 

Sara Jane Moore and Lynn �Squeaky� Fromme � The Feminine Freaks 

Other characters in this play are presented in a manner similar to the exotic, but 

do not quite follow the �rules� of the freak show in their presentation.  The women in this 

play, Sara Jane Moore and Lynne �Squeaky� Fromme are simply presented as clueless 

and loony individuals who are in need of being taken care of and guided along their path 

to attempted assassination.  Sondheim represents them in the exotic mode because they 

are different.  They are, oddly enough, the only two women in the US who attempted 

assassination, an unlikely gender for this kind of violence.  It is also easy to see in this 

play that Sondheim uses their differences to present them as less intelligent, which is 

often a characterization choice of the freak shows.  They are unable to cope with the 

world around them, as if they are foreigners in their own land, incapable of 

communicating with their own society.  Moore feels overwhelmed by the constant 

inundation of the media and the expectations that are placed upon her as a woman, a wife, 

and a mother.  Fromme is simply an abused young woman who has found love, no matter 

how demented, in Charles Manson.  Of the two, perhaps Fromme is the most mentally 

unstable, while Moore is just overwhelmed emotionally.   

Regardless of the reasons for their mental disability, Sondheim presents these 

women as stereotypical helpless females who are incapable of getting the job done 
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because of their femininity and gender stereotypes.  They are, in essence, the �other� 

because they are not male.  From the Proprietor�s initial response to the women, �Yo 

baby, the ferris wheel is that way� to the humorous Kentucky Fried Chicken target 

practice scene and the final scene where the two women unsuccessfully attempt to 

assassinate Gerald Ford, Sondheim and Weidman have characterized these two as more 

incompetent than your average failed male assassin � Zangara, Hinckley, and Bycke.  

Scene six introduces the women together, having met at a public park as a result 

of Moore�s gun going off in her purse by accident.  This should be a direct indicator to 

the audience as to how Sondheim and Weidman have decided to portray both of these 

women � incompetent, inept, hilarious, loony and �female.�  Moore identifies herself 

through conversation as a wife and mother, both of which she is unquestionably 

unqualified for, as demonstrated in the dialogue.  Moore is a pathological liar, or is she 

simply living in her own little fantasy of life to escape what she feels is a sad and 

unproductive life?  In this way, she is not much different than Guiteau.  The root of each 

woman�s mental illness is put on display in this scene when Moore reveals that her 

desperate need of acceptance is rooted in a bad relationship with her father and Fromme 

reveals her freakish connection and devotion to Charles Manson, which results in 

personal and social delusions: 

Fromme: Charlie says that fast food is the stinking swill Americans 

lap up the way a dog returns to its own vomit.  Charlie says 

that in America the chickens are finally coming home to 

roost, rooting and reeking with the oozing pus of a society 

devouring its own anus. (40)   

Fromme takes every opportunity to spout Manson-isms as Moore reminisces about her 

past and floats dreamily into her fantasy world, escaping from her current situation: 

Moore: You know, it�s really weird.  I knew a guy named Charlie 

Manson back in high school.  I also knew a guy named Guy 

Lombardo.  God, what a dreamboat!  Hew as captain of the 

football team �  

Fromme: Charlie says that football is a form of slavery in which the 

black man�s speed and strength are ruthlessly exploited by 
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the racist ruling class.  Charlie says that one day the black 

man will throw off his chains and lash back at the pigs who 

have tormented him.  Charlie says that in the Armageddon 

which ensues, women will be raped and disemboweled.  

Men will be castrated, lynched and burned alive.  Blood 

and gore will choke our streets.  And after the two sides 

have wiped each other out, Charlie will emerge as king of a 

new order, with me beside him as his queen. 

Moore: I love your beads. (41) 

Sondheim makes the audience painfully aware of Fromme�s instability, in terms the 

brainwashing she has received at this hands of Manson, but he also capitalizes on the 

ridiculously clueless Moore who can only focus on Fromme�s beads and does not 

recognize anything else that Fromme has just spouted off about.   

Fromme then also reveals her bad relationship with her father, and the two women 

find commonality in this rejection.  The women use a KFC bucket for target practice, 

emptying both guns in the process.  At the end of the scene, the two women discover that 

the Charles Manson that Moore knew in her childhood is the same Charles Manson that 

is now the mass-murderer that Fromme is in love with and planning to serve.  The 

women begin screaming until they are completely out of control and the lights drop.  

Connecting both of these characters to Charles Manson, a well-known freak in U.S. 

criminal history severs any ties that they may have formed with the audience, in terms of 

empathy and identification. 

Prior to this scene with the women, audiences see Booth, Czolgosz and Zangara, 

who all provide �rationales� for their actions.  Each had plausible motivation:  killing a 

tyrant who was destroying the country, to stop the suffering of the common man, to act 

out against the rich and the smart.  Sondheim�s choice to present these women at first 

glance as complete idiots who have no idea what is going on in the world around them is 

astounding because it isolates them even further from an audience who might be willing 

to accept not their actions, but their rationale.  This isolation, much like the freak show, 

keeps the audience feeling normal and complacent while they continue to revel in the 

freaks that are being paraded before them.  In strengthening this isolation from society, 
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Sondheim also sends the message that women who have problems with acceptance are 

irrational and idiotic.  They are the �other� sex and also the �other� as a result. 

Moore�s incompetency is further highlighted in scene seven when she joins the 

quartet of �The Gun Song,� searching for her gun in her purse, as if it�s the magical Mary 

Poppins bag that contains everything.  In this song, Czolgosz concentrates on the impact 

of the gun and the power that it has, Booth focuses on convincing Czolgosz to use the 

gun by playing on his need to make change in the world, and Guiteau sings about the gun 

as a �versatile invention.�  Moore, as she enters the scene to join the three men, cannot 

even find her gun.  Her search reveals her feminine side, fishing through lipstick and 

shoes, discussing things she�s bought on sale (including the gun), and finally retrieving 

the gun, only to shoot it by accident.  Even in her display of ineptness, she does identify 

her rationale for the assassination attempt at this point in time, however: 

 Moore:  [�] And you can make a state- 

-ment-  

  (Pulls out a shoe) 

  Wrong �  

  With a gun �  

  Even if you fail. 

  It tells �em who you are, 

  Where you stand. 

  This one was on sale.  It �  

  No, not the shoe �  

  Well, actually the shoe was, too. 

  (Drops it back in, fishes around) 

  No, that�s not it �  

  Shit, I had it here �  

  Got it! 

  (Pulls gun out, waves it around) 

  Yeah!  There it is!  

Moore�s reasons are no different than any of the other assassins, but because of the way 

she is represented by Sondheim and Weidman, she is not taken seriously.  While Moore 
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and Fromme may have been unsuccessful in their attempts to assassinate Ford, were they 

really this clueless or is Sondheim just portraying them in a stereotypical fashion for the 

laughs he is sure to get? 

Neither of the women surface again until we see Fromme in scene ten, paired with 

John Hinckley, attempted assassin of Ronald Reagan.  It is interesting that Sondheim 

chooses to pair them here as two failed assassins who are both involved in demented love 

situations that are the basis for their attempts at murder.  Delusional behavior is again at 

the forefront of this scene � each of these assassins feel that they must murder the 

President to gain the love of their obsession � Jodi Foster and Charles Manson. They are 

both seen as cult-like followers in this scene.  Sondheim presents these two as a pair, 

much like the freak shows may have displayed two pinheads or a married dwarf couple.  

They are used to show similarity in rationale � but Sondheim moves them away from 

each other later in the scene, further isolating them from each other, as well as the 

audience.  Hinckley reveals his feelings of impotence and weakness in a letter to Foster 

and declares that he will �earn her love.�  He begins to strum his guitar and sings the first 

verse of �Unworthy of Your Love.�  Fromme, having left the direct scene with Hinckley 

is now on the other side of the stage, indicated as limbo in the script, and is unaware of 

his existence.  Hinckley�s love song starts out as one would expect, �I would swim 

oceans, I would move mountains� and would normally be viewed as wonderfully 

romantic, but when sung by these two it is creepy and sadistic: 

  Fromme: I am nothing, 

    You are wind and devil and god, 

    Charlie, 

    Take my blood and my body 

    For your love. 

    Let me feel fire, 

    Let me drink poison, 

    Tell me to tear my hear in two, 

    If that�s what you want me to do� 

    I am unworthy of your love, 

    Charlie, darlin�, [�] (59) 
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 Even though Hinckley and Fromme are in parallel situations, her devotion to Charlie 

seems a little more warped because she has already been characterized in previous 

scenes.  Hinckley shows up for the first time in this scene after having played a small part 

in Scene Three at the bar. 

Sondheim does make light of Hinckley�s ineffectiveness at the end of the scene 

with Fromme, however.  With Fromme egging him on, Hinckley shoots at a photo of 

Reagan that appears in the background, but the photo reappears.  He shoots again and the 

photo reappears.  This continues to happen at least three more times, and Hinckley 

maddeningly continues to shoot and shoot while chanting, �There you go again!  There 

you go again!  There you go again!��  Even if Hinckley is portrayed here as irrational 

and incompetent, his representation is much kinder than that of Fromme and Moore, who 

have been the subject of ridicule and the source of humor in previous scenes. 

Sondheim does not just utilize the stereotypical female behaviors to characterize 

these women, he relies on other character�s misogynistic behavior to support his 

characterization. The Fromme and Hinckley scene is followed by one in which Moore 

has an interaction with Guiteau.  She struggles with her target practice (still using the 

KFC bucket) and Guiteau decides to give her some lessons.  In this obviously fictional 

meeting of two unstable minds
19

, Sondheim makes Guiteau out to be a lecher who only 

uses the �target lessons� as a means to ogle and fondle Moore in the process.  Why does 

this scene need to played as such?  If Sondheim had wanted to write a scene where two 

more characters interact with one another, why place it in a sexist and misogynistic 

context?  It only serves to further the idea that these women are incapable of defending 

themselves and following through with the mission they have set for themselves.  When 

Moore rejects Guiteau, they struggle, with Moore�s gun going off in the process.  This 

would be the 3
rd

 time that Moore�s gun has gone off accidentally, further demonstrating 

her lack of control over her emotions, as well as the gun itself. 

The �other� does not necessarily have to be truly �other� to succeed in the freak 

show environment.  Many times stories were made up about performers who were from 

the United States and had deformities that would allow them to be categorized as people 

                                                
19 Guiteau (1841-1882) lived in a time period during and just after the Civil War and Moore (1930-) was 

not even born for another 50 years after his death. 
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from a far off land.  These two women are the �other� in this freak show called Assassins.  

They stand out because they are women and their struggles in society were entirely 

different from those of the men in this play.  They simply wanted to be heard and to be 

accepted as human beings and as equals to men, while the men wanted to be heard and 

accepted on a grander scale than the one they were already socially placed on.   They 

stand out because they are characterized as more ineffectual and ridiculous because of 

their sex.  Sondheim capitalized on the true stories, which in Fromme�s case was already 

fantastic, and created two characters who can definitely be seen as something �other� 

than normal. 

 

Lee Harvey Oswald - The Unpatriotic Freak 

A play about assassins would not be complete without Lee Harvey Oswald.  

Absent until the second to last scene of the play (Scene Sixteen), Oswald completes the 

cycle of violence and destruction caused by all of the assassins in this play.  Sondheim 

made a wise choice when he decided to start the play with Booth and end with Oswald, 

the two most famous Presidential assassins.  Of all the characters, Lee Harvey Oswald is 

the one who is the most difficult to categorize in presentation mode.  This is because 

Sondheim has used both the exotic mode, capitalizing on Oswald�s Communist defection, 

and the aggrandized mode, painting him as a hero who is revered by John Hinckley as 

someone worthy of getting a signature from. 

Suffering from the same feelings of inadequacy attributed to the other characters 

in this play, Oswald, at the top of the scene is preparing to kill himself.  Booth enters just 

in time to save him and propose an alternative.  Booths� tactics are no more refined at the 

beginning of this scene than they were in Scene Three when he suggested that Zangarra 

kill Roosevelt to make his stomach feel better: 

 Booth:  I�m sorry, Lee.  It�s just so childish.  It�s so dumb �  

Oswald:   You think it�s dumb?  If I shouldn�t kill myself what should  

I do?  Go home?!  Beg her to take me back?!  Plead with 

her?!  Beat her up?! 

 Booth:   You tried all that.  It doesn�t work. 

 Oswald:  I know it doesn�t work!  So tell me what I should do! 
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 Booth:  You should kill the President of the United States. 

 Oswald:   What? 

  [�] 

  Oswald:   You�re nuts. 

  Booth:   Maybe I am.  So what? 

  Oswald:   I didn�t come here to shoot the President. 

  Booth:   He didn�t� come here to get shot�[�] (94) 

This conversation is important for more than one reason.  It characterizes Oswald, 

allowing the audience to see that he is at his wits end, and it demonstrates that Booth may 

not have been as sane as he was initially presented to be in Scene Two of the play.  He 

admits himself that he may be �nuts.� 

 Booth may very well function as the freak show �talker� in this scene as the 

Balladeer did in Scenes Two (Booth),  Eight (Czolgosz), and Twelve (Guiteau).  He is the 

one who puts Oswald on display for us, utilizing dialogue to provide the audience with 

the background information for this last, and greatest, of the freaks.  Booth characterizes 

Oswald as the �other� when he reveals Oswald�s defection to the Soviet Union in 1959.  

To many audiences members this alone could categorize Oswald as �other� � the 

decision to be Communist, especially since many would have lived through the 

McCarthy trials and the Red Scare.  Oswald is a foreigner in his own land, someone that 

the FBI does not trust, and many audience members may want to distance themselves 

from. 

In the vein of the freak show, Booth must make Oswald into an assassin, his own 

creation, but he needs the help of the others to do so.  Hinckley is the first to aid him by 

utilizing the aggrandized mode and characterizing Oswald as a hero when he requests his 

autograph, after demonstrating that he knew everything about Oswald.  The assassins 

convince Oswald that his decisions are important and he is convinced of the power of his 

actions with proddings like, �In Florence, Italy, a woman will leap from the Duomo 

clutching a picture of your victim and cursing your name� (Assassins. Sc.16).  Attributing 

this kind of power to anyone man may not strictly follow the definition of the 

aggrandization of the freak performer, but it demonstrates that Oswald needed to be 
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created and instilled with more power than he truly had to bring him to the point of 

assassinating Kennedy. 

Sondheim�s choice to write a show about assassins is decision enough to create a 

freak show.  Putting these abnormalities of society on display, literally, creates an 

atmosphere in which the audience is forced to separate themselves, viewing the assassins 

as �other.�  To reiterate a statement earlier by Scott Miller, �The show posits that we, as 

part of the American society, are responsible for making these people � who are just like 

us in many ways � into assassins with our too-hyped American Dream and our culture of 

violence (198).  But, this is not what Sondheim accomplished in choices of 

characterization and representation of each of these historical figures.  Because these 

larger than life figures are distorted and fictionalized, audiences are incapable of seeing 

them as empathetic characters. 

 

�Something Just Broke� � Nothing Was Fixed 

Sondheim and Weidman did attempt to remedy some of the distancing that was 

taking place between the audience and the show, as a whole.  After the original off-

Broadway production, Sondheim added a song for the London debut � �Something Just 

Broke.�  The writers felt that it was a necessary addition to the play because it would 

finally give an on-stage voice to the outraged and overwrought public that was affected 

by each of the assassinations.  This song, sung by the ensemble (not the leads), follows 

�Another National Anthem� in current productions.  As mentioned earlier, in the original 

production the assassins succeed in eradicating the balladeer from the stage, and in so 

doing �win� their battle against the American idealists who feed into the ideology of the 

American Dream, the pursuit of happiness, and equality for all.  Not long after, they sing 

�Another National Anthem� which demonstrates the power of their thinking and has the 

capability of providing rational rationale for the audience as to the validity of the 

assassins� arguments. 

In the updated version the Proprietor (talker) returns for this scene, delivering the 

ominous news, �The President�s been shot.�  Each of the ensemble members is dressed in 

different period clothing, recalling the moment that they found out �their� President had 

been shot - a housewife folding sheets, a gentleman getting a shoeshine, a farmer in his 
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field, a schoolteacher grading papers.  In true Sondheim fashion he does not allow these 

characters to simply feel loss at a President�s shooting/death, he demonstrates all view 

points from across the country: 

 Woman #1: You know what? 

   There are Presidents who aren�t worth a lot. 

 Woman #2, Man #2, Man #3: 

   I kept thinking. 

 Woman #1: There�s the kind that gets elected, then forgot. 

 Man #1, Woman #1: 

   Mr. Garfield �  

 Woman #2: Mr. Lincoln �  

 Man #1, Woman #1: 

    - He�s a hack. 

 Man #3, Woman #1: 

   Bill McKinley �  

 Woman #2:  - He�s a giant. 

 Man #1, Man #3, Woman #1: 

   -He�s a joke. 

 Woman #1: Still, something just broke. 

Each of the ensemble members continues to reminisce, reminding the audience of the 

question, �Where were you when JFK was shot?�  Sondheim gives these characters the 

power to connect to the audience, while still expressing various opinions regarding the 

impact of the events in question: 

  Woman #1: Nothing has really ended � [�]  

Only just been suspended. 

  Man #1, Man #2, Man #3, Boy: 

    Like a flash� 

  Woman #1: �Cause something just stirred�[�] 

    Something just woke. 

  All:  Something just spoke,  

    Something I wish I hadn�t heard. 
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    Something bewildering occurred. 

  Boy, Man #2: Fix it up fast, 

    Please �  

  Man #2, Man #3: 

    Till it�s just smoke 

  Woman #1, Woman #2: 

    Till it�s only �Something just passed� �  

Nothing that will last. 

These lyrics may prove to minimize the �fame� that the assassins may have earned 

through their actions, but it is also Sondheim�s way of criticizing the American public for 

allowing catastrophic events to evaporate and retain little meaning.  He uses this 

ensemble to demonstrate that society wants things to be �beautified� and �glossed over� 

when they are too difficult to process.  Audiences may not have responded favorably to 

this characterization, even if they could finally identify with the show through the grief of 

the ensemble characters.  

Sondheim�s employment of �Something Just Broke� as a tool for creating 

empathy from viewers was a topic of discussion among many reviewers.  This outpour of 

American grief, on-stage, focused on the death of JFK but indirectly refers to the deaths 

of all the assassinated presidents and is seen by some critics as an effective tool and a 

necessary addition, while others criticize it as ineffective.   However, when Sondheim 

decided to put �Something Just Broke� into the score, he stripped the power from the 

assassins and validated the Balladeer and his way of thinking, putting the power back in 

the hands of the American public who regard the assassins as freaks and monsters.   

Heilpern ends his review by criticizing �Something Just Broke� as a band-aid for 

the gaping wound of grief that the country felt during assassinations.  Because it is 

followed quickly by a reprise of �Everybody�s Got the Right to be Happy,� some critics 

believe it becomes ineffective in actually creating any kind of cathartic experience for the 

viewer.  Two critics discuss the change that occurs in the overall message of the play as a 

result of this song.  While the assassins take over the stage just prior to the insertion of 

this song, literally pushing the Balladeer off in the process and symbolizing the take-over 

by the little people of the world, following with this song gives the �American Dream� 



 

 94

and the Balladeer power once again in the musical, which leads to a weakened sense of 

assassin power in the final scene which includes �Another National Anthem� (Miller). 

Concluding the play with a reprise of �Everybody�s Got the Right� simply has no impact 

at this point because the assassins have lost their momentum.  Perhaps Sondheim wanted 

to strip them of the power and leave them as symbols of the futility of trying to fight 

against the system; utilizing this last song to show their continual fight against the system 

to gain a voice, to make a change.  

�Something Just Broke� illustrates that there was a problem with audience 

identification and that Sondheim was trying to remedy that.  However, the freak imaging 

and structure in this play is far too entrenched to be undone by this small intervention.  

Sondheim�s utilization of the freak show model � a talker, an audience, and the modes of 

display typical in the freak show prevents his audience from feeling anything but 

distanced from the characters on stage.  One song in fifteen cannot and does not fix the 

fact that the freak show atmosphere is also is alienating the audience and critics. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Stephen Sondheim is unarguably the most influential musical playwright in the 

latter part of the 20
th
 century.  He has addressed social issues that make other authors 

squeamish, and has not relied on the glitz and glam that many producers feel is necessary 

to sell their shows.  Shows like Sweeney Todd, Sunday in the Park with George, Follies, 

and Pacific Overtures may not be household names in the United States, but they are held 

in high esteem in theatre circles across the world.  Sondheim may well be one of few 

musical authors to effectively address social, political, and personal issues in his work 

while creating a piece that audiences can identify with because of the every day situations 

he places his characters in; however, in creating these pieces Sondheim also negates his 

own message when he utilizes the stereotypes of one marginalized group while fighting 

against those of another. 

 While Sondheim challenges the stereotypes of race, gender, and social class in 

plays such as Assassins, West Side Story, Pacific Overtures, and Into the Woods, he fails 

to protect other marginalized groups in the process.  Most people don�t view the disabled 

as a minority group, and Sondheim�s use of those characters in his work doesn�t present 

itself as problematic as a result.  Sondheim is not alone in his use of disabled characters 

to create a meaning greater than the disability itself.  The history of literature 

demonstrates the prevalent use of disability metaphors in the work of some of the greatest 

authors -  John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, D.H. Lawrence, Jane Austen, Willa 

Cather, and William Shakespeare, to name a few.  And, some of the most famous 

characters in dramatic literature are disabled � Oedipus, Medea, King Lear, Willie Loman 

in Death of a Salesman, Laura in The Glass Menagerie, Oswald in Ghosts, and Kattrin in 

Mother Courage.  But, characters like Sweeney, Desiree of A Little Night Music, the 

Witch in Into the Woods, Fosca in Passion, and the assassins in Assassins negate the 

effects of Sondheim�s message because they utilize disability in a negative manner and 

serve to abuse the disabled character in the process.  His use of disabled characters and 

disability metaphor to create conflict within his stories not only perpetuates the 

stereotypes that society has labeled as �disabled,� it can cause audience alienation and 

failure to identify with the characters, and subsequently, the play itself. 



 

 96

Sondheim�s Passion is proof that the message of his play is often lost, causing 

poor results at the box office, and resulting in necessary changes to fix whatever 

problems are alienating the public.  This play suffered from poor reviews and extremely 

negative audience reaction and was �tweaked� as a result to try to remedy the negative 

reactions in the theatre.  The majority of the changes made in Passion revolve around 

making the character of Fosca more sympathetic and palatable, removing dialogue or 

adding songs to soften her image as portrayed by the character herself or those around 

her.  These changes failed to address what could have been the real problem of this play � 

the disabled character is completely unlovable.  Unlike the Beast in Beauty and the Beast 

and the Phantom in Phantom of the Opera, Fosca is inwardly and outwardly ugly, and the 

audience can�t reconcile themselves to the pity they may feel for her as a result.  They are 

especially alienated because they cannot get past her disability, as they can in these other 

two plays, to find good in her and accept her relationship with Giorgio as something that 

she deserves.  As a result, Giorgio�s love for her seems unmotivated and unbelievable.   

Even Scola�s version of this story, Passion d�Amore, acknowledges the difficulty 

of believability in this story through the character of the dwarf � if the roles were 

reversed and Fosca fell in love with a �monster� like the dwarf, then the story would be 

believable. The dwarf is not an inherently bad person, he is simply a disabled figure, and 

if Fosca were to fall in love with him it would make sense, but Fosca�s inward ugliness is 

the problem in this story.  It is not her disability that makes her unlovable; it is the 

combination of her exterior �ugliness� as a result of her disability with an equally as ugly 

interior that causes audiences to be repulsed by her character and to balk at the idea of her 

capability of loving and being loved. 

Assassins entire premise is problematic because the audience is already abhorrent 

of the actions of the assassins, and Sondheim�s characterization cannot successfully 

present them as something more than vile murderers.  With characters like the Balladeer 

and the Ensemble consistently calling the characters �madmen,� �unstable,� or �insane,� 

the message of the assassins is negated by the focus on the �mental illness� associated 

with each character in the dialogue and song lyrics of the play.  Sondheim�s intentional or 

unintentional use of the freak show model also creates problems within this play 

structure.  Audiences will naturally be alienated by the freak show, as its purpose is to 
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create an environment in which the audience sees themselves as normal, while those on 

display are viewed as the �other� � whether exotic or aggrandized � they are different.  If 

the audience can�t identify with the characters, the premise of the play is lost.   

Few changes were made to the original script, but one song was added in an 

attempt to articulate the grief of the nation, in essence giving the audience a voice -  

�Something Just Broke.�  Something was broken, but this song did nothing to fix it.  

Most critics felt that it was a nice song, but unnecessary and unproductive because it took 

away from the original message of the play and served to negate the power of the 

assassins and their message � �Everybody�s Got the Right to be Happy.�  If these 

characters were to be viewed as something other than just a group of crazy lunatics, they 

are failed in the characterization and left to fend for themselves on a stage surrounded by 

an unsympathetic audience. 

 Sondheim can be viewed as a revolutionary because of his influence on modern 

musical theatre in subject and in format.  He is undoubtedly one of the most brilliant 

lyricists and writers of the 20
th
 century.  Some people might ask, how can a man be 

regarded as a revolutionary and a follower at the same time?  Others may want to know 

why it matters that Sondheim utilizes disabled characters in this way, if other authors 

have done so in the past and continue to do so today. Even though many of the critical 

essays written about Sondheim�s work point out the consistent themes of mental and 

emotional disability within his musicals, critics do not identify the use of disability and 

disability metaphor as problematic in Sondheim�s work.  Can the perception of disability 

and the use of disability metaphor change when it has been so embedded in the literary 

history of this country?  To echo the sentiments of Emma Goldman, �What does a man 

do?�  Can the very metaphors that have served as the foundation for hundreds of years of 

literary work be subverted and changed?  Do they have to be?  Or can artists simply 

consider the ramifications of the metaphors that they are using and realize that their fight 

against social injustice for one group is annulled when they use other marginalized 

groups in a stereotypical fashion. 

If Sondheim is succeeding in demonstrating the plight of minorities within his 

work while employing disability metaphors to make commentary on social problems, is it 

possible that he is, at the same time, making social commentary about the difficulties of 
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disability?  Perhaps Into the Woods might be the closest that Sondheim comes in 

addressing the social issues of disability and fighting against the oppressive stereotypes 

of the disabled � �the other,� the �evil,� the �pitiable.�  His idea that everyone is 

responsible for creating problems in society and creating the �freaks� that are stereotyped 

and shunned is clearly expressed in this one musical; however, Passion and Assassins 

more clearly demonstrate that Sondheim�s use of disability metaphor is not always 

serving its storyline nor its disabled characters� best interests because it can often alienate 

an audience and can doom an otherwise socially and politically progressive story to box 

office failure. 
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