now you know merrily we roll along

now you know merrily we roll along is a phrase that resonates deeply within the realms
of musical theater and American cultural lexicon. This article explores the significance,
origins, and impact of "Merrily We Roll Along," a notable work in the history of Broadway.
From its inception as a musical to its adaptations and critical reception, the phrase has
come to symbolize more than just a title—it reflects a journey through time, creativity, and
storytelling. Understanding the nuances behind "now you know merrily we roll along"
offers valuable insights into musical narratives and artistic evolution. The following
sections will delve into the background, plot, music, and legacy of this influential piece.

Background and Origins of Merrily We Roll Along

Plot and Structure of Merrily We Roll Along

Musical Composition and Songs

Critical Reception and Legacy

e Adaptations and Cultural Impact

Background and Origins of Merrily We Roll Along

The phrase "now you know merrily we roll along" is closely associated with the 1981
musical Merrily We Roll Along, created by Stephen Sondheim and George Furth. The
musical is based on the 1934 play of the same name by George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart.
This original play provided the foundation for the musical adaptation, which presents a
unique narrative style and innovative storytelling techniques.

The concept of the musical was to chronologically reverse the story, starting at the end
and moving backwards to the beginning. This approach was groundbreaking at the time
and challenged traditional theatrical structures. The phrase itself captures the essence of
movement and progression, which is ironically portrayed in a reverse chronological
narrative in the musical.

Creation and Development

Stephen Sondheim, one of the most influential figures in American musical theater,
collaborated with George Furth to develop the musical version of Merrily We Roll Along.
Their intention was to explore the complexities of friendship, ambition, and the passage of
time through a non-linear format. The creative process involved extensive revisions and
experimentation, reflecting the challenges of adapting a classic play into a contemporary



musical.

Original Production

The musical premiered on Broadway in 1981 at the Alvin Theatre. Despite high
expectations, the original production faced difficulties, including mixed reviews and low
ticket sales. It closed after only 16 performances, making it one of the shortest Broadway
runs for a Sondheim musical. However, the production has since gained a cult following
and critical reevaluation.

Plot and Structure of Merrily We Roll Along

Merrily We Roll Along tells the story of three friends—Franklin Shepard, Charley Kringas,
and Mary Flynn—over a span of 20 years, tracing their relationships, successes, and
failures. The narrative unfolds in reverse chronological order, beginning with the
characters as successful adults and moving backward to their youthful beginnings.

Reverse Chronology

The most distinctive feature of Merrily We Roll Along is its reverse chronology. This
storytelling device allows the audience to witness the characters’ eventual outcomes first,
then gradually understand the events and decisions that led them there. This method
challenges viewers to rethink cause and effect and adds a layer of poignancy to the
characters’ journeys.

Main Themes

The musical explores themes of friendship, betrayal, ambition, and the loss of innocence.
It examines how personal and professional choices impact relationships over time. The
phrase "now you know merrily we roll along" symbolizes the ongoing movement of life,
despite setbacks and changes, emphasizing resilience and the passage of time.

Key Characters

e Franklin Shepard: A talented composer whose pursuit of fame strains his
friendships.

e Charley Kringas: Franklin’s best friend and lyricist, representing loyalty and



idealism.

e Mary Flynn: A writer and friend who offers an outsider’s perspective on the group.

Musical Composition and Songs

The music and lyrics of Merrily We Roll Along are crafted by Stephen Sondheim,
renowned for his complex, witty, and emotionally resonant compositions. The score
reflects the evolving emotions and themes of the story, blending upbeat numbers with
introspective ballads.

Signature Songs

Several songs from the musical have become notable for their lyrical depth and melodic
sophistication. These include:

e "Old Friends": A nostalgic reflection on past relationships.
e "Not a Day Goes By": A poignant ballad about enduring love and loss.
¢ "Good Thing Going": An upbeat number capturing youthful optimism.

e "Merrily We Roll Along": The titular song that frames the musical’s central theme
of life's continuous movement.

Musical Style and Innovation

Sondheim’s composition combines traditional musical theater elements with innovative
structures, including complex rhythms and harmonies. The score supports the reverse
narrative by highlighting the contrast between the characters’ past and present selves,
enhancing the emotional impact of the story.

Critical Reception and Legacy

The initial reception of Merrily We Roll Along was mixed, with critics divided over its
unconventional structure and tone. Despite its brief original run, the musical has been
reassessed over time and is now regarded as a significant work in Sondheim’s repertoire.



Initial Criticism

Critics at the time cited issues with pacing and character development, partly due to the
reverse chronology which made emotional engagement challenging. The original cast and
staging also received mixed feedback, contributing to the musical’s commercial failure.

Revival and Reevaluation

Subsequent revivals and productions have garnered more favorable opinions, with
directors and performers finding new ways to interpret the material. The musical’s themes
of friendship, ambition, and regret resonate strongly with modern audiences, contributing
to its enduring appeal.

Impact on Musical Theater

Merrily We Roll Along has influenced contemporary musical theater by demonstrating the
possibilities of non-linear storytelling. Its innovative approach continues to inspire writers
and composers seeking to push the boundaries of traditional formats.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The phrase "now you know merrily we roll along" and its associated musical have
transcended their original Broadway context to influence various forms of media and
popular culture.

Stage Revivals and Tours

Numerous revivals, regional productions, and international tours have brought Merrily We
Roll Along to new audiences. These productions often reinterpret the staging and
character dynamics to highlight contemporary relevance.

Film and Other Media

While there has not been a full-length film adaptation of Merrily We Roll Along, the
musical’s themes and songs have appeared in documentaries, concerts, and tribute
performances. The phrase itself is sometimes used metaphorically in literature and
discussions about life’s unpredictability.



Educational and Scholarly Interest

The musical is frequently studied in academic settings for its narrative innovation and
musical complexity. Scholars analyze how Merrily We Roll Along challenges conventional
storytelling and reflects cultural shifts in the late 20th century.

Innovative reverse storytelling technique

Exploration of friendship and ambition

Complex musical composition by Stephen Sondheim

Initial mixed reception followed by critical reevaluation

Continued influence on musical theater and popular culture

Frequently Asked Questions

What is '‘Now You Know' in the context of Merrily We
Roll Along?

'‘Now You Know' is a song from the musical Merrily We Roll Along, written by Stephen
Sondheim with a book by George Furth. It is performed by the character Charley Kringas
and sets the tone for the show's exploration of idealism and disillusionment.

Who originally performed '‘Now You Know' in Merrily We
Roll Along?

In the original 1981 Broadway production of Merrily We Roll Along, 'Now You Know' was
performed by actor and singer James Weissenbach, who played Charley Kringas.

What is the significance of the song '‘Now You Know' in
Merrily We Roll Along?

'‘Now You Know' serves as the opening number of Merrily We Roll Along and introduces
the audience to the main characters and their initial optimism, which contrasts with the
show's reverse chronological storytelling highlighting their eventual disillusionment.

How does 'Now You Know' reflect the themes of Merrily
We Roll Along?

The song's lyrics and upbeat melody reflect themes of youthful hope, friendship, and



ambition, which are central to Merrily We Roll Along's narrative that examines how those
ideals change over time.

Who composed the music and wrote the lyrics for '‘Now
You Know'?

'Now You Know' was composed and written by Stephen Sondheim, a renowned American
musical theatre composer and lyricist.

Has '‘Now You Know' been featured in any notable
revivals or recordings of Merrily We Roll Along?

Yes, 'Now You Know' has been featured prominently in various revivals of Merrily We Roll
Along, including the acclaimed 2006 Broadway revival, and is included in most cast
recordings of the musical.

What is the musical style of ‘Now You Know' in Merrily
We Roll Along?

'Now You Know' features a brisk, upbeat tempo with Sondheim's characteristic clever and
intricate lyrics, combining elements of traditional musical theatre with a contemporary
1980s sound.

Can you provide a brief summary of the lyrics of 'Now
You Know'?

The lyrics of 'Now You Know' introduce the three main friends—Frank, Charley, and
Mary—and outline their dreams and aspirations, emphasizing themes of friendship,
honesty, and the pursuit of success.

Why is Merrily We Roll Along performed in reverse
chronological order, and how does 'Now You Know' fit
into this structure?

Merrily We Roll Along is performed in reverse chronological order to show the gradual
decline of the characters' idealism. 'Now You Know,' as the opening song in the show's
timeline, represents the characters at their most hopeful and idealistic, setting the
emotional foundation for the story.

Additional Resources

1. Saturday Night

This play by Stephen Sondheim and George Furth explores the early days of a group of
friends navigating their ambitions and relationships in New York City. Often considered a
precursor to *Merrily We Roll Along*, it shares themes of youthful optimism and the



challenges of growing up. The narrative provides insight into the characters' lives before
the events of *Merrily*, adding depth to their stories.

2. Sunday in the Park with George

Another masterpiece by Stephen Sondheim, this musical delves into the life of artist
Georges Seurat and the creation of his famous painting, *A Sunday Afternoon on the
Island of La Grande Jatte*. Like *Merrily We Roll Along*, it explores themes of art, legacy,
and the complexities of human relationships. The innovative storytelling and emotional
depth make it a companion piece in understanding Sondheim’s artistic vision.

3. Into the Woods

This musical intertwines various fairy tales, highlighting the consequences of the
characters' wishes and quests. Written by Stephen Sondheim, it shares *Merrily We Roll
Along*’s intricate character development and moral ambiguity. The exploration of dreams
versus reality resonates with the themes of ambition and disillusionment found in
*Merrily*.

4. Follies

A poignant Sondheim musical about former showgirls reuniting in a crumbling theater,
confronting their past choices and lost dreams. Its reflective tone and examination of
friendship and regret parallel the backward narrative style of *Merrily We Roll Along*.
The musical’s rich emotional landscape offers a deeper understanding of the cost of time
and success.

5. Company

This groundbreaking musical by Stephen Sondheim focuses on a single man’s interactions
with his married friends, exploring themes of commitment and loneliness. Like *Merrily
We Roll Along*, it presents a nuanced look at relationships and personal growth. Its
innovative structure and character-driven storytelling complement the thematic elements
found in *Merrily*.

6. Floyd Collins: The Musical

Written by Adam Guettel, this musical tells the true story of a man trapped in a cave and
the media frenzy that ensues. Although stylistically different, it shares *Merrily We Roll
Along*’s focus on ambition, tragedy, and the human spirit. Its emotional intensity and
complex characters make it an insightful companion piece.

7. The Last Five Years

A contemporary musical by Jason Robert Brown that chronicles a relationship from two
perspectives, moving forward and backward in time. This narrative technique echoes the
reverse chronology of *Merrily We Roll Along*. The intimate portrayal of love and loss
offers a modern counterpart to the themes of friendship and change in *Merrily*.

8. Next to Normal

This Pulitzer Prize-winning musical centers on a woman struggling with mental illness and
its impact on her family. While differing in style, it shares *Merrily We Roll Along*’s
exploration of complex emotional landscapes and personal struggles. Its raw honesty and
powerful music provide a complementary perspective on human vulnerability.

9. Rent
Jonathan Larson’s rock musical about a group of friends facing life’s hardships in New



York City captures themes of friendship, dreams, and the passage of time. Like *Merrily
We Roll Along*, it portrays the struggles of maintaining relationships amid changing
circumstances. Its energetic and heartfelt storytelling aligns with the spirit of *Merrily*.
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