
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL sound of Music 

"The Sound of Music": Fact or Fiction 

Real Story of the von Trapp Family 

Historical Accuracy 

The Sound of Music film, like the stage musical, presents a history 
of the von Trapp family that is not completely accurate. The film 
was influenced by other musicals of its era, such as Mary Poppins, 
the Rodgers and Hammerstein television production of Cinderella, 
and the stage production of Lerner and Loewe's Camelot 
(coincidentally all starring Julie Andrews). Screenwriter Ernest 
Lehman was inspired by the opening of West Side Story and saw 
the musical as "a fairy tale that's almost real".l142J The film 
incorporated many "fairy tale" tropes which included the idyllic 
imagery (placed in the hills of Salzburg), the European villas, and 
the cross-class Cinderella-like romance between Maria and 
Captain Von Trapp. As Maria walks down the aisle to be married, 
the pageantry is explicitly both Guinevere and Cinderella. 

The von Trapp family lost most of its wealth during the worldwide depression of the early 1930s, 
when the Austrian national bank folded.[i44] In order to survive, the family dismissed the servants 
and began taking in boarders. They also started singing onstage to earn money, a fact that caused the 
proud Georg much embarrassmentJ14~] In the film, the von Trapp family hike over the Alps from 
Austria to Switzerland to escape the Nazis, which would not have been possible; Salzburg is over two 
hundred miles from Switzerland. The von Trapp villa, however, was only a few kilometers from the 
Austria-Germany border, and the final scene shows the family hiking on the Obersalzberg near the 
German town of Berchtesgaden, within sight of Adolf Hitler's Kehlsteinhaus Eagle's Nest retreat. In 
reality, the family simply walked to the local train station and boarded a train to Italy. Although Georg 
was an ethnic German-Austrian, be was also an Italian citizen, having been born in the Dalmatian city 
of Zadar, which at that time was part of the Au~tro-Hungarian Empire, and later fell into Italian 
territory after World War I. From Italy, they traveled to London and ultimately the United States.[i44] 

~ 

The character Max Detweiler, the scheming family music director, is fictional. The von Trapps' family 
priest, the Reverend Franz Wasner, was their musical director for over twenty years and accompanied 
them when they left Austria.[i44J The character of Friedrich, the second oldest child in the film 
version, was based on Rupert, the oldest of the real von Trapp children. Liesl, the oldest child in the 
film, was based on Agathe von Trapp, the second oldest in the real family. The names and ages of the 
children were changed, in part because the third child, who would be portrayed as "Louisa'', was also 
named Maria, and producers thought that it would be confusing to have two characters called Maria 
in the filmJ14-4] The von Trapp family had no control over how they were depicted in the film and 
stage musical, having given up the rights to their story to a German producer in the 1950s who then 
sold the rights to American producersJ144] Robert Wise met with Maria von Trapp and made it clear, 
according to a memo to Richard Zllnuck th~t he was not making a "documentary or realistic movie" 
about her family, and that he would make the film with "complete dramatic freedom" in order to 
produce a "fine and moving film", one they could all be proud of. 


