
now you know merrily we roll along
now you know merrily we roll along is a phrase that resonates with fans of
musical theater, particularly those familiar with the work of Stephen
Sondheim. This article explores the origins, themes, and cultural
significance of "Merrily We Roll Along," a musical that has gained a complex
legacy since its debut. From its narrative structure to its notable songs and
critical reception, understanding this work offers valuable insight into the
art of storytelling through music. Additionally, this piece examines the
phrase "now you know merrily we roll along" in the context of the musical and
its broader implications. The following sections will delve into the history,
production details, thematic elements, and the impact of "Merrily We Roll
Along" on contemporary theater.
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Origins and Background of Merrily We Roll Along
"Merrily We Roll Along" is a musical with music and lyrics by Stephen
Sondheim and a book by George Furth. It premiered on Broadway in 1981, based
on the 1934 play of the same name by George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart. The
musical's development was notable for its unique approach, particularly its
reverse chronological storytelling, which was innovative and challenging for
audiences and critics alike. Understanding the origins of the musical
provides insight into its artistic ambitions and the context in which it was
created.

Stephen Sondheim and George Furth Collaboration
Stephen Sondheim, renowned for his complex and sophisticated musicals, teamed
up with George Furth, a playwright and actor, to adapt the original play into
a musical format. Their collaboration aimed to explore themes of friendship,
ambition, and disillusionment. Sondheim's compositions for the show are known
for their intricate melodies and poignant lyrics that enhance the emotional



depth of the narrative.

Broadway Premiere and Initial Production
The original Broadway production of "Merrily We Roll Along" opened in 1981
but faced a troubled run, closing after only 16 performances despite high
expectations. Directed by Harold Prince, the production was praised for its
ambition but criticized for its complex narrative structure and casting
choices. The unique reverse timeline required audiences to piece together the
story backward, which was unconventional for musical theater at the time.

Plot and Narrative Structure
The plot of "Merrily We Roll Along" follows the lives of three friends—Frank,
Charley, and Mary—over a span of 20 years, but uniquely told in reverse
chronological order. This narrative technique reveals the consequences of
their choices and the gradual unraveling of their friendships and dreams. The
structure challenges viewers to understand the characters' motivations and
the impact of time on their relationships.

Reverse Chronology Explained
Unlike traditional linear storytelling, the musical starts with the
characters in their disillusioned adulthood and moves backward to their
optimistic youth. This reverse chronology allows the audience to witness the
deterioration of their ideals and the complexities of their lives in a
compelling and often bittersweet manner. It is a storytelling device that
requires active engagement and reflection.

Main Characters and Their Arcs
The three central characters—Frank, a successful but cynical composer;
Charley, a film producer; and Mary, a writer—each embody different facets of
ambition and compromise. Their personal and professional journeys intertwine,
highlighting themes of friendship, betrayal, and the cost of success. The
backward narrative gradually reveals the origins of their conflicts and
aspirations.

Key Songs and Musical Elements
The score of "Merrily We Roll Along" is noted for its emotional resonance and
lyrical sophistication. Songs like "Not a Day Goes By," "Good Thing Going,"
and the titular "Merrily We Roll Along" encapsulate the characters' inner
struggles and the overarching themes of hope and regret. The musical



arrangements support the complex storytelling and enhance the audience's
emotional experience.

Notable Musical Numbers
Several songs from the musical have become standards in the musical theater
repertoire. "Not a Day Goes By" is a poignant ballad expressing enduring love
and loss, while "Old Friends" reflects on the passage of time and changing
relationships. These songs stand out for their melodic beauty and lyrical
depth, contributing to the show's lasting appeal despite its initial
commercial challenges.

Musical Style and Composition
Sondheim's composition style for "Merrily We Roll Along" combines traditional
Broadway elements with complex rhythms and harmonies. The music often mirrors
the emotional states of the characters, using shifts in tempo and key to
underscore narrative changes. This sophisticated musical approach requires
skilled performers and attentive audiences to fully appreciate its nuances.

Themes and Symbolism
"Merrily We Roll Along" explores several profound themes, including the
passage of time, the loss of innocence, and the complexities of human
relationships. The musical's reverse timeline serves as a metaphor for
reflection and the desire to understand how past decisions shape present
realities. Symbolism throughout the show reinforces these concepts, adding
layers of meaning to the narrative.

Time and Memory
The central theme of time is intricately woven into the narrative structure
and musical motifs. By presenting the story backward, the musical invites
contemplation on memory and the inevitability of change. Characters confront
their past selves and choices, emphasizing the impact of hindsight on
understanding life’s journey.

Friendship and Ambition
The tension between personal ambition and loyalty to friends is a driving
force in the story. The characters’ evolving relationships illustrate how
success and career pressures can strain or sever bonds. This theme resonates
with audiences who recognize the challenges of balancing professional
aspirations with personal connections.



Reception and Legacy
Although "Merrily We Roll Along" experienced a short initial run, its
reputation has grown substantially over the decades. Revivals and concert
productions have re-evaluated the musical’s artistic merits, leading to a
more favorable critical consensus. The show is now regarded as an innovative
and emotionally powerful work within Sondheim’s oeuvre.

Initial Critical Response
At its premiere, the musical received mixed reviews, with some critics
praising its ambition and others finding its reverse chronology confusing.
Casting young actors to portray older versions of characters in reverse order
also drew criticism. These factors contributed to its early closure despite
the involvement of high-profile creative talents.

Subsequent Revivals and Reappraisals
Later productions have addressed earlier criticisms by refining casting and
staging. These efforts have allowed audiences to better appreciate the
musical’s narrative and emotional depth. Modern revivals often highlight the
timeless themes and musical brilliance, cementing "Merrily We Roll Along" as
a significant work in musical theater history.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations
The phrase "now you know merrily we roll along" has transcended its
theatrical origins, becoming a cultural reference point for discussions about
the passage of time and retrospective understanding. The musical itself has
influenced various adaptations and inspired artists in different mediums,
reflecting its enduring relevance.

Influence on Theater and Popular Culture
"Merrily We Roll Along" has influenced narrative experimentation in theater,
encouraging creators to explore non-linear storytelling. Its songs have been
covered by numerous artists, and references to the musical appear in
literature and media, demonstrating its broad cultural footprint.

Adaptations and Future Prospects
The musical has seen adaptations in concert formats, regional theaters, and
international productions. Discussions about potential film or television
adaptations continue, suggesting that "Merrily We Roll Along" will maintain



its presence in popular culture. These adaptations offer opportunities to
introduce the musical to new audiences and reinterpret its themes for
contemporary contexts.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Now You Know Merrily We Roll Along' about?
'Now You Know Merrily We Roll Along' is a song from the musical 'Merrily We
Roll Along' by Stephen Sondheim, depicting themes of friendship, ambition,
and the passage of time.

Who composed the music for 'Now You Know Merrily We
Roll Along'?
Stephen Sondheim composed the music and lyrics for 'Now You Know,' a song
from the musical 'Merrily We Roll Along.'

What is the significance of the song 'Now You Know'
in the musical 'Merrily We Roll Along'?
The song 'Now You Know' serves as a pivotal moment in the musical,
highlighting the characters' realizations and the complexities of their
relationships as the story unfolds backward in time.

When was the musical 'Merrily We Roll Along' first
performed?
The musical 'Merrily We Roll Along' premiered in 1981 on Broadway.



How does 'Now You Know' reflect the themes of
'Merrily We Roll Along'?
'Now You Know' encapsulates themes of honesty, disillusionment, and the
bittersweet nature of growing up, which are central to the narrative of
'Merrily We Roll Along.'

Are there popular recordings or performances of 'Now
You Know' available?
Yes, there are several cast recordings and live performances of 'Now You
Know' from various productions of 'Merrily We Roll Along,' which are
available on music streaming platforms and video sites.

Additional Resources
1. Running Backwards: The Story Behind Merrily We Roll Along
This book delves into the unique narrative structure of "Merrily We Roll
Along," exploring the challenges and innovations of telling a story in
reverse chronology. It provides insights into the creative process of Stephen
Sondheim and George Furth, highlighting how the backward timeline deepens the
emotional impact of the characters’ journey. Readers gain an understanding of
the musical’s initial reception and its eventual cult status.

2. Stephen Sondheim: A Life in Song
A comprehensive biography that covers the life and career of Stephen
Sondheim, the composer and lyricist behind "Merrily We Roll Along." This book
examines his body of work, including the development of this particular
musical, and discusses his influence on American theater. It provides context
for the themes and musical styles present in Merrily We Roll Along.

3. Backward Glances: Time and Memory in Merrily We Roll Along
This analytical work focuses on the themes of time, memory, and regret in
"Merrily We Roll Along." It discusses how the reverse storytelling technique
serves to underscore the complexities of friendship and ambition over time.
The book also compares the musical to the original play by George S. Kaufman
and Moss Hart.

4. The Making of Merrily We Roll Along: From Page to Stage
A behind-the-scenes account of the musical's journey from its initial concept
to Broadway production. It includes interviews with cast members, directors,
and the creative team, revealing the challenges faced during rehearsals and
performances. The book also highlights the evolution of the show in various
revivals.

5. Broadway’s Backwards: The Innovation of Merrily We Roll Along
This title explores how "Merrily We Roll Along" broke traditional
storytelling molds on Broadway. It discusses the risks taken by the creators



and how the show influenced future musicals in terms of narrative structure
and thematic depth. The book also reflects on audience reception and critical
reviews.

6. Friendship and Failure: Themes in Merrily We Roll Along
An in-depth thematic study focusing on the portrayal of friendship, dreams,
and disillusionment in the musical. It examines character development and how
the reverse timeline reveals hidden truths about personal and professional
relationships. The book offers a psychological perspective on the characters’
journeys.

7. The Original Play and Its Musical Adaptation: Merrily We Roll Along
This comparative study analyzes the transition from the 1934 play by Kaufman
and Hart to the 1981 musical adaptation by Sondheim and Furth. It looks at
the changes in tone, structure, and themes, and how the musical’s backward
narrative reinterprets the original story’s message.

8. Sondheim’s Lyrics: The Language of Merrily We Roll Along
A detailed examination of Stephen Sondheim’s lyrical craftsmanship within
"Merrily We Roll Along." The book breaks down key songs and their
significance to character and plot development, showcasing Sondheim’s unique
use of wordplay, rhyme, and rhythm to tell a complex story backwards.

9. Merrily We Roll Along: Revivals and Reinterpretations
This book traces the history of the musical’s various revivals, including
notable productions around the world. It discusses how different directors
and actors have brought new perspectives to the show and how its themes
remain relevant. The book also includes critical essays on the evolving
legacy of "Merrily We Roll Along."
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