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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
CHARM OF
“MARIA” FROM
THE SOUND OF
MUSIC

Few  songs  in  musical
theater  capture  a
character’s essence as
vividly as “Maria” from
The  Sound  of  Music.
Composed  by  Richard
Rodgers with lyrics by
Oscar  Hammerstein  II,
this  lively  ensemble
piece  serves  as  the
audience’s  first
introduction  to  the
free-spirited  novice
who  will  become  the
von  Trapp  family’s

beloved  governess.
The  Maria  lyr ics
Sound of Music  fans
c h e r i s h  a r e  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
c h a r a c t e r
exposition—humorous,
affectionate,  and
b r i m m i n g  w i t h
contradictions.  The
song  is  sung  by  the
nuns  o f  Nonnberg
Abbey  as  they  try  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
e n e r g e t i c  y o u n g
woman  who  simply
does not fit the mold of
a  traditional  nun.  It
sets  the  s tage  for
Maria’s  journey  and
remains  one  of  the
m o s t  q u o t e d  a n d
beloved numbers from
the  1959  Broadway
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musical  and the  1965
film adaptation.
In  this  article,  we will
explore  the  layers
beh ind  the  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  has  given  us,
examining  the  song’s
or ig ins,  i ts  lyr ical
brilliance,  its  role  in
storytelling,  and  its
las t ing  impact  on
p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e .
Whether  you  are  a
l i f e l o n g  f a n  o r  a
newcomer  to  the  hills
that  are  al ive  with
music, there is much to
discover  about  this
deceptively  simple
song.

THE ORIGIN OF
THE SONG:
WRITING “MARIA”
FOR THE STAGE

R o d g e r s  a n d
Hammerstein  were
masters  of  integrating
song with plot. For The
Sound  of  Music,  they

n e e d e d  a  w a y  t o
introduce Maria Rainer
b e f o r e  s h e  e v e n
appears on stage. The
solution  was  a  song
sung about her, not by
h e r .  T h e  M o t h e r
Abbess  and  the  other
nuns  express  both
f r u s t r a t i o n  a n d
f o n d n e s s  f o r  a
p o s t u l a n t  w h o  i s
“ a l w a y s  l a t e  f o r
chapel” and “climbs a
tree  and  scrapes  her
knee.”
The original  Broadway
production,  starring
Mary  Martin  as  Maria,
opened  in  1959.  The
song  “Mar ia”  was
placed  early  in  Act  I,
right after the opening
sequence  of  the  hills.
In  the  film version,  the
song  occurs  after  the
title song, as the nuns
gather  in  the  abbey
garden.  The  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music features in both
versions  with  slight
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modifications:  the  film
omits  a few lines and
shortens  the  bridge,
but  the  core  remains
intact.
Interestingly,  the song
was not intended as a
solo  but  as  a  group
n u m b e r .  T h e
contrasting  voices  of
t h e  n u n s — s o m e
exasperated,  some
a m u s e d ,  s o m e
admiring—create a rich
texture.  The rhythmic,
almost  conversational
opening  l ines  set  a
playful  tone:  “She
c l imbs  a  t ree  and
scrapes her knee / Her
dress has got a tear.”
The lyrics immediately
estab l i sh  Mar ia ’s
impulsive,  nature-
loving  personality.

IN-DEPTH LOOK AT
THE LYRICS:
CHARACTERIZATIO
N THROUGH

CONTRADICTION

The  gen ius  o f  the
Maria  lyrics  Sound
of  Music  contains  is
their  ability  to  reveal
character  through
contradiction.  Each
verse  presents  a  flaw
t h a t  i s  a l s o  a n
endearing  trait.  Let’s
b r e a k  d o w n  k e y
passages.

The
Opening
Verses:
“She
Climbs a
Tree”
The song begins with a
series of verb phrases
that  create  a  vivid
image  of  a  restless,
outdoor-loving  young
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woman:

“She climbs a
tree and scrapes
her knee”
“Her dress has
got a tear”
“She waltzes on
her way to mass”
“She skips and
sings to make
her happy”

These  actions  are  not
what one expects from
a quiet  postulant.  The
n u n s  a r e  c l e a r l y
bemused. Yet the lyrics
never condemn Maria;
instead, they express a
loving  exasperation.
The  phrase  “How  do
you  solve  a  problem
like  Maria?”  becomes
the  song’s  central
question—and  it  is
never  fully  answered,
which  is  part  of  the
charm.  The  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  we  know  use
this  rhetorical  refrain
to  underscore  the

m y s t e r y  o f  h e r
personality.

The
Middle
Section:
“A
Flibbertigi
bbet”
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous  l ines  is  the
string  of  descriptors:
“A  flibbertigibbet!  A
wil l-o’-the-wisp!  A
clown!”  These  words
a r e  a l m o s t
onomatopoeic  in  their
l i g h t n e s s .
“ F l i b b e r t i g i b b e t ”
means  a  fr ivolous,
talkative person, while
“ w i l l - o ’ - t h e - w i s p ”
suggests  something
e l u s i v e  a n d
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unpredictable.  Calling
h e r  a  “ c l o w n ”
reinforces  that  she  is
playful,  not  malicious.
The nuns then contrast
her with what they are
used to: “Many a thing
you know you’d like to
tell her / Many a thing
s h e  o u g h t  t o
understand.”  The
subtext  is  that  Maria
does  not  conform  to
t h e  a b b e y ’ s
expectations,  yet  her
spirit  is  impossible  to
suppress.

The
Bridge:
“How Do
You
Catch a

Cloud?”
The  song’s  br idge
elevates  the  imagery
to  poetry:

“How do you
catch a cloud
and pin it down?”
“How do you find
a word that
means Maria?”
“How do you
hold a
moonbeam in
your hand?”

These  questions  shift
from describing Maria’s
behavior  to  capturing
her  essence.  Clouds
and  moonbeams  are
beautiful,  intractable,
and  ethereal—exactly
how  the  nuns  see
Mar ia .  The  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  fans  admire
he re  t r ans fo rm  a
character study into a
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
individuality and grace.
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The  answers  are  left
open,  reinforcing  that
M a r i a  i s  b e y o n d
categorization.

The Final
Verse:
“When
I’m with
Her”
The song ends with a
confession from one of
the  nuns:  “When  I’m
with her, I’m confused /
O u t  o f  f o c u s  a n d
b e m u s e d . ”  T h i s
admission  humanizes
the nuns, showing that
Maria’s  energy  affects
everyone. The final line
returns  to  the  refrain:
“How  do  you  solve  a
problem  like  Maria?”
The  question  is  now
rhetorical—they cannot
solve her, and perhaps

they  should  not  even
try.

COMPARING THE
STAGE AND FILM
VERSIONS OF
“MARIA”

While  the  core  lyrics
remain  consistent,
there  are  notab le
differences  between
the  stage  and  film
adapta t ions .  The
Maria  lyrics  Sound
of  Music  audiences
hear  in  the  movie  is
slightly  truncated.  For
example,  the  stage
version  includes  a
longer  middle  section
with  additional  lines
like “She’s always late
for everything / Except
for  every  meal!”  and
“I’d like to say a word
in  her  behalf  /  Maria
makes me laugh!” The
film  omits  “makes  me
laugh,”  possibly  to
tone  down the  humor
or  to  streamline  the
scene.
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Another  difference  is
t h e  s t a g i n g .  O n
Broadway, the song is
performed by a chorus
of nuns in the abbey’s
courtyard.  In  the  film,
director  Robert  Wise
p laced  the  scene
outdoors  among  the
gravestones and trees,
using  natural  light  to
enhance  the  pastoral
feel. The Maria lyrics
Sound  of  Music  film
version  also  includes
close-ups of  the nuns,
giving  the  audience
facial  reactions  that
add  to  the  comedy.
The  song’s  placement
also  shifted.  In  the
stage  show,  “Maria”
follows  the  opening
n u m b e r  a n d  t h e
“ P r e l u d i u m ”  b u t
p r e c e d e s  t h e
introduction of the von
Trapp  family.  In  the
film, it  occurs after the
title  song  and  before
M a r i a  l e a v e s  t h e
abbey.  Both  versions

effectively  introduce
Mar ia ’s  character
before  she  utters  a
single line of dialogue.

MUSICAL
ANALYSIS: THE
RHYTHMIC AND
MELODIC
STRUCTURE

Beyond the lyrics,  the
m u s i c  o f  “ M a r i a ”
deserves  attention.
Rodgers set the song in
a brisk 4/4 time with a
polka-like rhythm. The
opening  phrase  “She
climbs a tree” is sung
in  a  conversational,
syncopated  sty le,
almost  l ike  spoken
dialogue.  The  melody
leaps upward on “tree”
and  “knee,”  mirroring
Mar ia ’s  energet ic
movements.
The  refrain  “How  do
you  solve  a  problem
like Maria?” features a
rising  interval  that
g ives  a  fee l ing  o f
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ques t i on ing .  The
bridge  (“How  do  you
catch a cloud…”) slows
d o w n  s l i g h t l y ,
becoming  more  lyrical
a n d  d r e a m y .  T h e
Maria  lyrics  Sound
of  Music  uses  these
musical shifts to reflect
the  nuns’  changing
m o o d s — f r o m
e x a s p e r a t i o n  t o
wonder.
Harmonically, the song
stays largely in a major
key,  but  the  bridge
in t roduces  minor
chords  that  hint  at
me lancho ly .  Th i s
emotional range is part
o f  w h y  t h e  s o n g
remains  so  effective.  It
is  not  just  a  funny
number; it has depth.

THE SONG’S ROLE
IN THE
NARRATIVE:
INTRODUCING
MARIA’S

PERSONALITY

The Sound of Music is a
story  about  a  woman
who  brings  joy  and
music  into  a  stern
household.  But  before
she travels to the von
T r a p p  v i l l a ,  t h e
a u d i e n c e  m u s t
understand  why  she
left  the  abbey  in  the
first  place.  “Maria”
accomplishes this with
efficiency  and  charm.
The nuns decide she is
unsuited  for  convent
life—not because she is
bad, but because she is
too full of life.
The  Maria  lyr ics
S o u n d  o f  M u s i c
serves as a prologue to
Maria’s  character  arc.
Her  flaws—being  late,
daydreaming,  singing
in  the  chapel—are
exactly  the  qualities
that  will  make her  an
excellent governess for
the von Trapp children.
The song foreshadows
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her  success  without
spoiling  the  story.  It
also sets up the Mother
A b b e s s ’ s  l a t e r
guidance,  which  helps
Maria  find  her  true
path.
Furthermore,  the song
establishes  a  contrast
between  the  orderly
world of the abbey and
the disordered world of
t h e  v o n  T r a p p
household. Maria is the
bridge  between  these
w o r l d s .  W i t h o u t
“Maria,”  the  audience
might  not  understand
why  the  nuns  are  so
conflicted about her.

LEGACY AND
CULTURAL IMPACT

“Maria”  has  become
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
recognizable  songs
from  The  Sound  of
Music .  The  phrase
“How  do  you  solve  a
problem  like  Maria?”
h a s  e n t e r e d  t h e
popular  lexicon,  often

used  to  describe  an
endearing  but  unruly
person.  The  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  are  frequently
quoted  in  parodies,
advertisements,  and
even political cartoons.
The  song  has  been
covered  by  numerous
art is ts ,  f rom  Ju l ie
Andrews (in the film) to
operatic  sopranos  and
pop  singers.  It  is  a
staple  of  community
theater  and  school
productions. The blend
of  humor  and  heart
makes it accessible to
all  ages.  Additionally,
the  song’s  ro le  in
character  introduction
has  been  studied  in
m u s i c a l  t h e a t e r
courses  as  a  prime
example  of  exposition
through ensemble.
In 2023, a viral TikTok
trend  used  the  line
“She climbs a tree and
scrapes  her  knee”  to
capt ion  v ideos  o f
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c lumsy  moments ,
demonstrating  the
s o n g ’ s  o n g o i n g
relevance.  The  Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  holds a special
place in the hearts  of
those  who  grew  up
with  the  film,  and  it
continues to introduce
new  generations  to
M a r i a  R a i n e r ’ s
irrepressible  spirit.

FREQUENTLY
ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT “MARIA”
LYRICS

What
does
“flibbertig
ibbet”

mean in
the song?
“Flibbertigibbet”  is  an
old English term for a
silly,  flighty,  or
gossiping  person.  In
the  context  of  the
Maria  lyrics  Sound
of Music, it highlights
Maria’s  playful  and
t a l k a t i v e  n a t u r e
without being insulting.

Who
sings
“Maria”
in the
film?
The  song  is  sung  by
the nuns of  Nonnberg
Abbey, with solos from
the  Mother  Abbess
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(played by Peggy Wood
in  the  film)  and  other
nuns. Julie Andrews as
Maria does not sing the
song—it is about her.

Are there
any
hidden
meanings
in the
lyrics?
While  the  lyrics  are
straightforward,  the
exclamation  “Maria!”
in  the song is  both  a
name and  an  allusion
to  the  Virgin  Mary—a
subtle nod to religious
reverence.  The  nuns’
frustration is tempered
w i th  adm i ra t i on ,

suggesting  that  God’s
grace  works  through
unconventional people.

Why is
the song
not sung
by Maria
herself?
Having  others  sing
about  a  character
before they appear is a
c lass ic  theatr ica l
d e v i c e .  I t  b u i l d s
anticipation  and  gives
the audience a shared
perspective. The Maria
l y r i c s  S o u n d  o f
Music  would  lose  its
charm  if  Maria  sang
about  herself—the
nuns’  collective  voice
adds  objectivity  and
humor.


