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HBO Scores With ‘Six by Sondheim’

By JAMES DAWSON
Front Row Features Film Critic

Don’t let the title fool you. Although the new feature-length documentary “Six by Sondheim” devotes special attention to a mere half-dozen of the acclaimed lyricist/composer’s songs, it also provides a fascinating look at Stephen Sondheim’s entire more than half-century career. It airs on HBO, Monday, Dec. 9 at 9 p.m. ET/PT.

Sondheim is featured in interview footage dating back to his 1950s beginnings, affectionately recounting everything from his early collaborations with Leonard Bernstein (“West Side Story”) and Jule Styne (“Gypsy”) to the great debt he owes family friend and de facto mentor Oscar Hammerstein II. More recently, the Oscar, Pulitzer Prize and multiple Tony Award winner enthusiastically talks about the pleasure he takes in teaching as a way of passing on what he has learned from a lifetime of experience, such as when he guides a young singer through the nuances of a “Sweeney Todd” ballad.

The documentary benefits from the fact that Sondheim is a completely charming, intelligent and endlessly interesting storyteller who always seems to have a twinkle in his eye. That’s true even when he’s revealing something as devastating as his mother letting him know her one regret in life was giving birth to him, or recalling an insulting Variety review of his 1970 “Company” that said the musical was “strictly for homos and old ladies.”

Three-time Tony Award winner James Lapine, who collaborated as director and librettist with Sondheim on the musicals “Into the Woods,” “Sunday in the Park with George” and “Passions” (in addition to directing the 2010 musical revue “Sondheim on Sondheim”), does an artful job here of assembling clips from numerous talk shows and personal appearances by his subject into a chronologically cohesive narrative. Old photos are invigorated by getting the multi-plane treatment, and a visual effect that appears to create the Seurat pointillist painting at the heart of “Sunday in the Park With George” dot-by-dot is a delight.

The documentary features new performances of three of the title’s six songs by Audra McDonald (“Send in the Clowns” from “A Little Night Music”); America Ferrera, Jeremy Jordan, Darren Criss and Sondheim himself (“Opening Doors” from “Merrily We Roll Along”); and Jarvis Cocker (“I’m Still Here” from “Follies”).

The other three title numbers appear in archival footage. “West Side Story”‘s original Tony, Larry Kert, provides a yearningly optimistic “Something’s Coming.” Dean Jones’ recording-studio performance of “Company”‘s “Being Alive” is so powerful and moving it may bring tears. Ditto the emotionally wrenching Mandy Patinkin and Bernadette Peters onstage version of “Sunday” from “Sunday in the Park With George.”

The genially authoritative Sondheim’s practical advice that “you only learn by writing and doing” comes with a caveat that shows his respect for both the art and craft of his profession: “You must be able to defend every single word and note.”

With this interesting, informative and thoroughly entertaining portrait of one of America’s most celebrated self-proclaimed “Broadway babies,” the defense rests.

 © Front Row Features
