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Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman’s Assassins remains one of the most provocative and complex works in 

the American musical theater canon. Since its premiere on December 18, 1990, at Playwrights Horizons, the show 

has challenged audiences by subverting traditional narrative structures and humanizing individuals who attempted 

to assassinate Presidents of the United States. As a concept musical, it eschews a linear plot in favor of a 

thematic exploration of the American Dream, the pathology of fame, and the dark underbelly of individualism. For 

technical directors, dramaturgs, and scholars, Assassinsoffers a rich field of study regarding non-linear storytelling

and musical pastiche.

The Concept Musical Framework and Wagnerian Total Theatre

The structural integrity of Assassins is rooted in the concept musical framework, a genre popularized by 

Sondheim in the 1970s. Unlike the integrated book musicals of Rodgers and Hammerstein, where songs advance a 

chronological plot, the concept musical is organized around a central metaphor or theme. In Assassins, the unifying 

device is a carnival-style shooting gallery. This liminal space exists outside of time, allowing historical figures from

different centuries to interact, debate, and find common ground in their shared sense of disenfranchisement.

The Gesamtkunstwerk Approach

Scholars often analyze Assassins through the lens of Wagnerian Total Theatre (Gesamtkunstwerk) . This

approach suggests that all elements of the production—music, lyrics, scenic design, and lighting—work in unison

to create a singular, immersive experience that interrogates the viewer's moral compass. The musical does not

merely present history; it interrogates the *idea* of history. By utilizing a revue-style representation, Sondheim and

Weidman force the audience to confront the assassins as products of a societal promise that failed them, rather

than as mere historical anomalies.

Dramaturgical Analysis: The Mechanics of the Libretto

The libretto, penned by John Weidman, is a masterpiece of dark satire and psychological depth. It categorizes the 

characters not by their success in their missions, but by their motivations and their relationship to the American 

mythos. To understand the technical execution of the script, one must analyze the interplay between the Balladeer 

and the Proprietor.

•  The Proprietor: Represents the dark catalyst. He provides the weapons and the opportunity, acting as a 

cynical master of ceremonies within the shooting gallery.

•  The Balladeer: Represents the traditional American narrative. He sings folk-inspired melodies that offer 

optimistic, albeit reductive, explanations for the assassins' actions, often blaming their failures on personal 

inadequacy rather than systemic issues.

The tension between these two figures provides the show's primary conflict until the penultimate scene, where the

Balladeer is consumed by the collective rage of the assassins, transforming into Lee Harvey Oswald. This shift

marks a critical structural transition from a collection of vignettes to a singular, inevitable historical moment.



Musical Architecture and Polystylism

Sondheim’s score for Assassins is a technical triumph of polystylism. He employs musical pasticheto evoke

specific eras of American history, using the popular music of each assassin's time to ground their specific brand of

madness. This is not merely an aesthetic choice; it is a semiotic one. By using familiar American musical tropes,

Sondheim makes the radical ideologies of the characters feel dangerously accessible.

Table 1: Musical Styles and Character Alignment



Assassin Musical Style / Genre Technical Characteristic Thematic Purpose

John Wilkes Booth Civil War Folk / Banjo 
Ballad

Strophic form, folk-inflection To present the assassin as 
a romantic, tragic hero of 
the South.

Charles Guiteau Cakewalk / Gospel Upbeat, syncopated rhythm Reflects his delusional 
optimism and religious 
mania.

Leon Czolgosz Working-Class Ballad Minor key, repetitive 
rhythmic motif

Emphasizes the grind of 
industrial labor and 
socialist alienation.

Squeaky Fromme & Sara 
Jane Moore

1970s Soft Rock / Pop Major seventh chords, light 
instrumentation

Highlights the vapid, cult-
like obsession and 
suburban boredom.

John Hinckley Contemporary Folk-Rock C major, acoustic guitar 
focus

Juxtaposes a “love song” 
with the chilling reality of 
stalking.

The "Hail to the Chief" Motif

A recurring technical element in the score is the deconstruction of "Hail to the Chief."Sondheim repeatedly uses

fragments of the Presidential anthem, often inverted or played in dissonant intervals, to signal the presence of the

executive target. In the opening number, "Everybody’s Got the Right," the melody is warped into a carnival waltz,

effectively stripping the office of its dignity and turning the Presidency into a prize to be won at a fairground.

The Interrogation of the American Dream

The central thesis of Assassins is the interrogation of the American Dream. The script posits that the American

promise—that anyone can be anything they want to be—carries a dark corollary: that those who fail to achieve their

dreams are left with a void that can only be filled by a desperate act of violence. This is most clearly articulated in

the song "Another National Anthem."

Technical Breakdown of "Another National Anthem"

This sequence serves as the show's ideological climax. It utilizes a polyphonic structurewhere multiple

assassins sing their disparate motivations simultaneously, eventually coalescing into a unified, dissonant march.

From a technical standpoint, the orchestration (originally by Michael Starobin) emphasizes brass and percussion to

simulate a perverted military band. The song functions as a rejection of the official National Anthem, representing

the “louder” voices of the marginalized and the mentally unstable who feel excluded from the American success

story.

Production and Licensing: The Vocal Book and Libretto

For theaters intending to produce Assassins, the Libretto/Vocal Bookprovided by Music Theatre International

(MTI) serves as the primary technical guide. The vocal requirements are rigorous, demanding actors who can

navigate Sondheim's complex chromaticism and shifting time signatures while maintaining distinct character voices.

Technical Requirements for Production



1.  Vocal Range: The score requires a diverse range of voices, from the high tenor of the Balladeer to the 

character-driven, belt-heavy roles of Moore and Fromme.

2.  Instrumentation: The original Off-Broadway orchestration was scaled for a smaller ensemble, while the 2004 

Broadway revival utilized a larger, more robust brass section to achieve the "Sousa-esque" sound.

3.  Scenic Design: The set must bridge the gap between a literal shooting gallery and the various historical 

settings (the Texas School Book Depository, Ford's Theatre, etc.).

4.  Prop Management: Given the subject matter, the management of stage firearms is a critical safety and 

technical concern, requiring precise choreography and sound design integration.

Comparative Analysis: 1990 Off-Broadway vs. 2004 Broadway Revival

The evolution of Assassinscan be seen through its two major New York iterations. The 1990 production was

intimate and dark, focusing on the claustrophobia of the assassins' minds. The 2004 revival, staged at Studio 54,

leaned into the spectacle of the carnival, using the venue's history as a nightclub to enhance the "showbiz" element

of American violence.

Table 2: Comparative Production Features



Feature 1990 Off-Broadway Production 2004 Broadway Revival

Venue Scale Intimate (Playwrights Horizons) Large-scale (Studio 54)

The Balladeer / Oswald Often played by two different actors Unified role (Neil Patrick Harris)

Orchestration Synthesizer-heavy, lean ensemble Full orchestral brass and woodwinds

Visual Motif Gritty, realistic textures Polished, neon carnival aesthetic

Historical Context Pre-9/11; focus on individual pathology Post-9/11; focus on collective national 
trauma

Case Study: The Oswald Sequence and Technical Timing

The final scene in the Texas School Book Depositoryis a masterclass in tension and technical execution. For

nearly ten minutes, there is no music. The transition from the high-energy "Another National Anthem" to the silence

of the Depository creates a vacuum that the audience must fill with their own historical knowledge. The interaction

between Booth (the first assassin) and Oswald (the “ultimate” assassin) is scripted with surgical precision.

The Mechanical Transition

In this sequence, Booth must convince Oswald that his suicide would be a “nothing,” but his assassination of the 

President would be “everything.” The technical challenge for the director is to manage the pacing of the dialogue

against the audience's growing realization of what they are witnessing. When the music finally re-enters—a low,

pulsing hum—it signals that the "Another National Anthem" has found its voice in Oswald. The integration of the

Balladeer into Oswald (if played by the same actor) provides a chilling visual metaphor: the American Dreamer has

become the American Nightmare.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting for Stage Directors

Producing Assassins is not without its difficulties. The primary challenge is audience empathy. If the audience

identifies too closely with the assassins, the play becomes dangerous; if they don't identify at all, the play becomes

a mere wax museum. Directors must balance the humor and the horror.

•  Problem: The characters of Moore and Fromme can easily become caricatures.

•  Solution: Focus on the underlying desperation for connection. Their song, "Unworthy of Your Love," must be 

performed with absolute sincerity, treating it as a legitimate love ballad rather than a joke.

•  Problem: The "Something Just Broke" sequence (added for the London production and now standard) can 

disrupt the momentum.

•  Solution: Use this number to ground the play in the reality of the victims (the American public), providing a 

necessary emotional counterpoint to the assassins' self-indulgence.

The technical integration of sound effects (gunshots) is the most common point of failure. Each gunshot in the play

has a different weight and meaning. The shot that kills McKinley is a mechanical necessity, while the shots fired by

Moore and Fromme are comedic punctuations. The final shot by Oswald, however, must be visceral and jarring,

resetting the theatrical space for the finale.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of the Concept



As a technical and artistic achievement, Assassins continues to provide a mirror to the American psyche. Its 

brilliance lies in its refusal to offer easy answers. By analyzing the vocal books, the libretto's structure, and the 

musical pastiche, we see a work that is as much a study of American history as it is a masterclass in musical

theater composition. The show suggests that as long as the American Dream remains an unattainable goal for

many, there will always be "another national anthem" playing in the background of the Republic. The technical

complexity of the work ensures that it remains a staple for advanced theatrical companies and a subject of intense

study for those interested in the intersection of politics, history, and the performing arts.
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