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2. The Devil is in the Details  

(“Wouldn’t It Be Loverly?”) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview 
 
It may seem oxymoronic to say that language is the primary tool of a writer.  In this 
lesson we will be looking at the written word for its sheer power.  Which words convey 
the most meaning, and why?  How does a writer make use of language consciously and 
subconsciously?   
 
If you have read your Strunk and White, you are on the way to using the languge in the 
clearest and most effective way.  Clarity is perhaps more important than any other 
language feature in the musical theatre, where there are so many elements competing 
for the audience’s attention:  an orchestra is playing, scenery is being lowered, raised 
and slid onto the stage, choreography moves the bodies around the stage, causing the 
costumes to whirl and flare.  What the audience sees and hears must come together 
instantly to communicate the moment.  This is not the same as what happens in a play 
where we are allowed to concentrate on the words alone.  This is not the same as what 
happens at a concert where we are allowed to focus on the music alone, even sing 
along if we choose (at some concerts, that is). 
 
Nothing, no syllable of the lyric, no word or phrase of the dialogue, no note of music 
should be freed from intense study:  Is this the right word, the right note?  Does it convey 
the right meaning? 
 
Language in the Book 
 
Nouns are your friends.  Verbs describing specific action are their means of 
transportation.  In any kind of writing, specificity is the key.  Think of the following line of 
poetry from Emily Dickinson: 
 

How dare the robins sing 
 

In This Lesson 
 

• The need of the bookwriter to create colorful 
language than can inform the lyrics 

• The need of the composer to honor the 
energy level of the scene as each song 
begins and to make each song deliver the 
emotional intensity of the moment for the 
character 

• The need of the lyricist to honor the unique 
language of the book in the lyrics 
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Taking this line out of the context of the poem for the sake of discussion, we can say that 
a lesser writer might have tried something like this: 
 

Listen to those impertinent birds 
 
Notice that the generic noun, birds, needs an adjective to clarify it somewhat.  However, 
the second line never gets to the presence of the original, even with the imperative voice 
of the verb listen. 
 
Of course, this is a poem, not dialogue.  But it illustrates the function of specificity in both 
nouns and verbs, and also says something about the need for adjectives.  When you 
find yourself searching for an adjective for your character to speak, it’s a good idea to 
ask why the adjective is needed.  What’s wrong with the noun that it can’t stand alone?  
 
Certainly, this is not to say one never uses adjectives or adverbs in speech.  Of course 
we do.  But when characters use them unrelentingly, something is lacking in the 
specificity of their speech.  One character might be an adjective spouter, for instance, by 
virtue of his language pattern: 
 

JOE 
That’s a real pretty dress, Miss Mantine.  Cute little yellow hat, too, Ma’am.  And hello – 
those pointy-toe shoes are aces!  Why you look so good I could wrap you up in red 
paper, tie you up with a green ribbon and give you away for a Christmas present. 
 
But if everybody in your show starts talking like that, you’ll get a collective yawn from the 
audience by the middle of scene 1.  This is especially true of the book of a musical, 
where there is no time to dawdle over language.  The job of the dialogue is to tell the 
story while setting up the next song by creating a heightened moment. 
 
If the creative team wants memorable songs with sophisticated lyrics that compel 
listeners to pay attention, then the bookwriter needs to be very specific throughout a 
draft of the book, always searching for exactly the right word or phrase that conjures the 
meaning of the moment.  The bookwriter needs a well-thumbed thesaurus as much as a 
lyricist does, perhaps even moreso. 
 
It’s easier to see the relationship between specificity in the first draft of the book and te 
success of the score’s lyrics by studying the many successful adaptations of established 
plays that Broadway writers have turned into musicals.  Once a bookwriter sees how the 
great lyricists that preceded us relied on the playwright’s specificity, he or she should be 
determined to give the songwriters plenty of raw material for their work, even if the show 
in questions is a new and original story rather than an adaptation. 
 
It is not a good idea to indicate where songs belong in the first draft of a libretto.  It is 
more important to focus on the characters and the story.  Songs can then be “spotted” 
and written later.  However, the dialogue can certainly contain clues as to what the song 
might be.  In George Bernard Shaw’s play, Pygmalion, for instance, the following bits of 
dialogue were written for Henry Higgins with no thought of the play ever becoming a 
musical.  He has met Eliza Doolittle and is talking about her speech pattern: 
 
“A woman who utters such depressing and disgusting sounds has no right to be 
anywhere – no right to live…Remember that you are  human being with a soul and the  
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divine gift of articulate speech:  that your native 
language is the language of Shakespeare and Milton 
and The Bible; and don’t sit there crooning like a 
bilious pigeon…You see this creature with her 
kerbstone English, the English that will keep her in the 
gutter to the end of her day.  Well sir, in three months  
I could pass that girl off as a duchess at an 
ambassador’s garden party.  I could even get her a 
place as a lady’s maid or a shop assistant which 
requires better English.” 
 
There is plenty of fodder for the lyricist here, and this 
is what Alan Jay Lerner did with it: 
 
Look at her – a pris’ner of the gutters 
Condemned by ev’ry syllable she utters 
By right she should be taken out and hung 
For the cold-blooded murder of the English tongue 
 
Shaw’s very specific language – “depressing and 
disgusting sounds…no right to live…language of 
Sakespeare and Milton and the Bible…kerbstone 
English…keep her in the gutter” – was in a very direct 
way the obvious parent of “look at her, a pris’ner of the 
gutter, etc.” 
 
Shaw did not tell Lerner where the song should go, but 
he did give Lerner plenty of language to play with.  It is 
permissible, even advisable, to do this in early drafts 
of a book.  Use very specific language to explore 
character as much as possible.  This will give the 
lyricist ideas for song topics.  Remember, the topic of 
the song is not necessarily what the song is about.   
 
In this case, the topic of the song is language and how 
different people pronounce words, but the song is 
obviously about Professor Higgins, bragging that he 
can place a person geographically just by listening to 
a person speak. 
 
Let’s also take a look at the source of the language in 
the song that accompanies this chapter.  It’s in Shaw’s 
stage directions rather than the dialogue, as he 
describes her living quarters: 
 

 

 
“…a small room with very old wall paper hanging loose in 
damp places.  A broken pane in the window is mended 
with paper…the irreducible minimum of poverty’s needs:  a 
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wretched bed heaped with all sort of coverings that have 
any warmth in them, a draped packing crate with a basin 
and jug on it and a little looking glass over it, a chair and a 
table, the refuse of some suburban kitchen..” 

 
In the musical version of Shaw’s play, Eliza’s room is never shown.  Instead, when 
Higgins leaves in the first scene, he throws money into her flower basket.  As she 
scoops it up, other poor folk, street sweepers and flower girls, marvel at her riches, 
imagining what they would do with the money.  Eliza knows what she wants, and 
expresses her desires in the song Wouldn’t It Be Loverly. 
 
The detail in this song is not expressed in the stage direction.  Instead, the lyricist 
imagined what a young woman living in such poverty would think about wanting, really 
wanting, rather than fantasizing being rich, like her peers.  And there is, later in Shaw’s 
play, a mention of Eliza’s relationship to chocolate, sometimes used as an incentive in 
her training. 
 
The bookwriter must supply the clues, so the lyricist can do the work.  The broken 
window pane, the clothing and covers heaped on the bed in an effort to stay warm – 
these details inform the lyric. 
 

ALL I WANT IS A ROOM SOMEWHERE 
FAR SWAY FROM THE COLD NIGHT AIR 
WITH ONE ENORMOUS CHAIR 
OH, WOULDN’T IT BE LOVERLY?i 

 
Colorful language appropriate to the moment in dialogue and stage directions in 
the story is a skill bookwriters must sharpen. 
 
Language in the Music 
 
There are many examples of language in music in the musical theatre literature.  The 
very best examples seem to “fit” the character(s) in the moment and yet remain in the 
stylistic voice of the composer.  Here are a few to think about: 

• “The Ascot Gavotte” (My Fair Lady), and its even, deliberate pizzicasto 

• “Look Around” (Will Rogers Follies) an environmental plea, complete with folksy 
guitar accompaniment, to sum up important in the world. 

• “Artificial Flowers: (Tenderloin) with its Victorian tear-jerker melody 

• “Grant Avenue” (Flower Drum Song) a jazzy  paean to assimilation  in San 
Francisco’s China Town. 

Where does this come from?  We can’t get into the heads of the composers (Frederick 
Lowe, Cy Coleman, Jerry Bock and Richard Rodgers respectively) because they are no 
longer with us, so we can’t know for sure.  So how can we at least attempt to do our 21st 
century version of the same thing and make the music fit the moment? 
 
Here are some tips for the composer: 

• Absorb the whole play before writing any music.  Read the libretto many times, 
until the characters begin to separate themselves into timbres – baritone, alto, 
soprano, etc. – and the ambience of the total play begins to acquire its 
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component sounds – city vs country, rich vs poor, young vs old, happy vs sad.  
Don’t write anything.  Listen to what you are reading until you begin to hear it. 

• Examine every lyric idea carefully.  Look for the emotional impulses – why this 
topic, why these words and phrases, why now – and how can the music either 
reflect or comment on these realities? 

• Look for useful genres – is there an existing genre that this moment “wants,” the 
way that The Picture of Happiness (Tenderloin) wants its ragtime chorus as 
Tommy entertains the denizens of a brothel. 

Although music by itself cannot be specific, composers have been writing tone poems 
for centuries, sometimes creating paragraphs of prose to accompany the music in an 
effort to specify its meaning.  Music, however, is like dialogue in the theatre.  Very often 
it is the happy music that makes us feel sad, following the principle of stating the 
opposite to release the audience’s emotions. 
 
In My Fair Lady, the song “Just You Wait, ‘Enry ‘Iggins” is an angry song, but it produces 
laughter in the audience.  Eliza is complaining about the way Higgins treats her and we 
laugh as her imagination creates suitable punishment for him.  She is angry, we are 
amused.  Later, however, she reprises the song with a different kind of fury after the 
Embassy Ball, and we do not laugh this time.  Now we feel her pain and get a lump in 
the throat feeling…poor Eliza, we think. 
 
Once again, the context controls the feeling.  However, there are spots in the score of 
My Fair Lady where the music does exactly what the feeling does.  “The Rain In Spain” 
is a celebratory moment, and we enjoy it right along with the characters.  The 
exaggerated Spanish rhythm of the song and the way the actors cut-up during the 
number, clicking their heels like flamenco dancers, shouting “Arriba” causes us to join 
the celebration.  We have seen the series of lessons where Higgins has cajoled and 
browbeaten Eliza and are now ready to enjoy the end result of this sequence of scenes.  
And the music seems just right.  Of course we hear the music and words together, but 
here the words are not saying anything:  “The rain is Spain stays mainly on the plain.  
Now once again where does it rain? On the plain, on the plain.  And where’s that soggy 
plain?  In Spain, in Spain.”ii  Here the words are not celebrating anything.  The music is 
doing that work, and very well indeed. 
 
Most good theatre songs like those in My Fair Lady include strong opening motives 
which are developed as the song progresses.  No doubt you could take one of these 
motives and develop it in your own way, and the result would be quite different from 
what Frederick Loewe wrote.  Listen carefully to the entire score.  Hear how elegant the 
songs are, how perfectly the music and lyrics fit together, how the different tempi and 
settings somehow seem to go together and make a whole.  This is the voice of the 
composer.  Nobody could have written this score exactly like Loewe did, even if the 
opening motives of each song were given.  His ear and his musical sensibilities are 
unique to him. 
 
Most composers begin to write by imitating composers whose music most attracts them.  
This is a very valid way to begin.  But each composer needs to exhibit a style unique to 
him or herself.  This style comes only from experience and practice.  The more one 
writes, the more one defines a personal style. 
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When we listen to the score from Oklahoma and then listen to My Fair Lady, it is clear 
they are the work of different composers.  Listen to some of the scores by Cy Coleman.  
The Will Rogers Follies is set in the 1920’s.  Sweet Charity is set in the 1960’s.  Both 
scores include a lot of genre songs from the periods the plays cover, and yet all the 
songs have Cy Coleman’s personal style stamped all over them.  Stephen Sondheim 
went after the music of the 1920’s and 30’s in Follies.  He nailed the period, but his 
music doesn’t sound at all like Cy Coleman’s even when they were focusing on the 
same period. 
 
Keep in mind that familiar music generally invites adverse comparisons with new music.  
Audiences don’t hear new music on a daily basis, and it often takes several hearings 
before a piece of music presents itself as interesting and memorable.  Consequently, it’s 
not a very good idea, in the course of a musical, to remind people of familiar music 
through the device of a musical quotation.  It might make them assume the new music 
they are hearing is not as interesting. 
 
For instance, there is (I think) a very unfortunate musical quotation in the popular show 
Rent.  One of the characters is a guitar player who wants to write one great melody 
before he dies (he is sick with AIDS).  He keeps playing the opening motive of 
“Musetta’s Waltz” from Puccini’s opera La Boheme, which is the source material for the 
musical itself.  Although he plays this on an electronic guitar with intentional distortion in 
the sound, it constantly reminds us that we are not going to hear anything as wonderful 
as “Musetta’s Waltz” during the show.   
 
Of course there are musical quotations that pay off, such as Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A 
Minor quoted during the song “Rosemary” in the show How To Succeed in Business 
Without Really Trying.  This gets a laugh, and is probably worth it.  By the time we get to 
this quotation in the show we have already been delighted by so many perky tunes we 
know we like the score.  And the laugh increases the second time we hear the quotation 
because it goes on longer in order to lengthen an onstage kiss. 
 
Please take this injunction seriously, however:  Don’t quote the Wedding March or the 
song Happy Birthday or the Anniversary Waltz.  It’s been done to death and is really a 
trite choice.  I suppose, however, if we wait long enough, there will be an audience who 
hasn’t heard the device before and will consider it clever.  With a little bit of luck, none of 
us will live that long. 
 
It is fair to say, however, that everything old is new again someday.  Those of us who go 
to the theatre all the time are much harder to please than general audiences.  Lehman 
Engel used to say that every 20 years they put a girl in a red velvet swing and audiences 
love it all over again.  Actually, it doesn’t always take that long. 
 

Goldilocks 1956:  Elaine Stritch is lowered from the flies in a crescent moon 
Mame 1966:  The Man in the Moon is a Lady (same device, 10 years later) 
Secret Garden 1991: Lily is seen suspended in an gilt oval ormolu frame 
Ragtime 1998: Evelyn Nesbitt is seen in a red velvet swing! 
 

There were probably other ladies suspended in different ways along the way.  The point 
is, very few people are old enough to have seen all of these incarnations of the device 
the way I have.  Most audiences enjoy it for what it is.  It’s only jaded theatre types that 
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see it as the same old thing.  But when the general audience perceives a device as trite, 
watch out!  The show is really in trouble. 
 
Individuals in the audience really don’t matter (except possibly for the critics on opening 
night).  Their opinions are what they are.  But an audience as a whole doesn’t know how 
to lie.  If something doesn’t work, the audience can’t hide its lack of interest.  People 
start squirming, rustling their programs, and coughing in harmony and counterpoint.  
Similarly, when an audience is moved, it can’t hide its pleasure, laughing uproariously, 
applauding with vigor, or sniffling and dabbing at its collective eyes.   
 
When the music does its job of accurately presenting the moment of the play, the 
production achieves the equivalence of lift off at Cape Canaveral. 
 
It is very important that composers pay attention to the rising and falling tensions and 
energies in the scenes as written.  At the moment a song begins – when the first note of 
music is heard, the audience pays more attention, and has expectations for the coming 
song based on what is happening in the story.  If the energy level and style of the music 
don’t’ seem to match the energy and tensions on the stage, the audience will be 
confused.  Does the music begin quietly, with strings or a single reed, perhaps with no 
rhythmic pulse?  Does it begin jauntily, with a bouncy vamp in the orchestra?  Does it 
begin sharply, loudly, with a crash?  Different composers will interpret any given moment 
differently but regardless of the composer’s personal style, the seamless integration of 
the book and score relies on matching energy and tension in the book with the energy 
an tension in the music. 
 
Creating musical introductions and songs that explore the emotional context of 
the moments in the play is an essential skill for the composer to develop. 
 
Language in the Lyrics 
 
It is in the lyrics that imagery plays its biggest role in musical theatre.  Even if the images 
come from the dialogue to begin with, once they have been set in the rigid patterns that 
make up a lyric, with rhymes and rhythmic prosody, the images stand out.  My Fair Lady 
is filled with delicious imagery in the lyrics, imagery that explores the voices of the 
characters, the context of the moment and the ambience of the story. 
 
Examine the song Wouldn’t It Be Loverly.  Eliza has just picked up the money that 
Higgins has thrown at her.  The other cockney denizens of Covent Garden begin to play 
a game with her, imagining her to be an heiress.  They begin the song with visions of 
going to Paris or Capri, and ask Eliza where she wants to go.  Her response is different, 
consistent with what Shaw has told us about her living quarters: 
 

All I want is a room somewhere 
Far away from the cold night air 
With one enormous chair 
Oh, wouldn’t it be loverly  (The “oh” comes out aah-ow-ooh) 
 
Lots of choc’late for me to eat 
Lots of coal makin’ lots of heat 
Warm face, warm hands, warm feet 
Oh, wouldn’t it be loverly?iii 
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Although the lyric is written in clear English, Eliza sings it in her Cockney accent.  The 
imagery clearly tells us what is missing in her life:  a room, away from the cold night air, 
one enormous chair, chocolate, coal, heat, warm face, hands and feet.   
 
Much later in the play, after she has all these things, there is a reprise of the song sung 
by street people huddled around a fire.  They take Eliza for a lady of class who clearly 
doesn’t belong with them.  She sings wistfully, now focusing on the one thing the song 
told us she wanted that she still doesn’t have: 
 

Someone’s head resting on my knee 
Warm and tender as he can be 
Who takes good care of me…iv 

 
The imagery is the same as it was in the beginning.  However, in the first scene of the 
play, these words are a girl’s romantic daydream.  Now they come back as a woman’s 
longing.  Very effective imagery, yet quite simple.  Someone’s head resting on my knee, 
warm and tender… 
 
The lyricist will have a clear idea of whether the moment being made into song is to be 
perky and charming or smooth and more serious.  Consequently the lyrics must pave the 
way for that to happen musically.  It would be difficult for words like “cellar door” to be 
sung in a syncopated up-tempo song.  The consonants don’t butt up against each other 
in way that makes syncopation possible.  The l’s and r’s will lead the composer to a 
smooth, legato line. 
 
The lyrics in My Fair Lady almost never promise a real ballad.  The closest we get to 
ballads in the show are “On The Street Where You Live,” “I Could Have Danced All 
Night” and “I’ve Grown Accustomed To Her Face.”  All three of these songs have strong 
rhythmic pulses supporting the songs, and charming, rhythmic melodies.  They serve the 
function of ballads, but accomplish this with a high degree of charm. 
 
It’s not that there are never hard consonants in a ballad.  But there will be a 
preponderance of softer sounds: 
 

Are there lilac trees in the heart of town 
Can you hear a lark in any other part of townv 

 
There is the c-t combination of lilac trees, but it is softened by the l’s the r and the s, all 
soft sounds.  Also heart of town and part of town are both softened by the r’s and “own” 
sounds.  The k in lark comes at the end of the phrase, hear a lark, featuring the softness 
of the h, two r’s and the l.   
 
Now, Alan Jay Lerner probably thought nothing at all about these sounds.  Most likely he 
simply understood that they were singable in these combinations.  He wouldn’t have 
written something like:  Can you hear a woodpecker in any other section of the city.  He 
wouldn’t, that is, unless he wanted a very different effect in the music. 
 
It is important for the lyricist to be aware of the way words follow one another, because 
they will not always be heard accurately if care is not taken.  Consider the following lyric 
intended for an ensemble to sing: 
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Hearing that sound as the curtain’s falling 
Louder and louder, a roar 
Straining our ears to hear what they’re calling 
Could they be asking for more 
Heck yes, they’re shouting encore! 
 

Take a closer look at that very innocent “straining our ears.”  When the words “our ears” 
are sung on adjacent notes without some kind of separation, what the audience hears is 
“ourears,.”  Now, coupled with the word “straining” the audience puts this together as 
straining our rears – every time.  The quick fix in this case was to make that line a solo, 
so it came out this way: 
 

Straining my ears to hear what they’re calling 
 
No ambiguity there. 
 
It’s impossible to stop this from happening.  That’s what rehearsals and previews are for.  
Someone who hasn’t heard the song before will catch it – if you’re lucky – and you’ll 
have an opportunity to change it before the critics have at you. 
 
It is also important to be original in the choice of imagery.  There are so many overused 
expressions in the lyrics of songs that this can be a real challenge for a lyricist.  Your 
best friend here will be your bookwriter.  Dig into the dialogue and find out what makes 
this person tick verbally.  There you will find the clues that will lead you to song topics 
and imagery you might not have considered for the moment of the drama. 
 
Take a look at that stage direction at the end of the first act of Pygmalion.  It describes 
Eliza’s room:  small, a broken window pane mended with paper, a wretched bed, a 
draped packing crate for a night stand, a chair and table described as the refuse of some 
suburban kitchen.  Is it any wonder that all she wants is a room somewhere with one 
enormous chair, lots of chocolate and lots of coal? 
 
Exploring the theme and topic of a song with specific imagery pertinent to the 
language, the tone, and the moment in the show is an important skill for a lyricist 
to develop. 
 
                                                
i Lyrics from “Wouldn’t It Be Loverly,” music by Frederick Loewe, lyrics by Alan Jay Lerner 
ii Lyrics from “The Rain In Spain,” music by Loewe, lyrics by Lerner 
iii Op. cit. in i above  

iv  Op. cit. in i above 
v Lyrics from “On The Street Where You Live,” music by Loewe, lyrics by Lerner 
 
 
 


