
Solutions for Act III Scene 4 - Dense Wordplay

This crossword puzzle obviously doesn’t get completed in the traditional way -- the 
answers to the clues are too long to fit into the provided boxes.  But after not too long, it 
begins to become apparent that we can insert the words such that the checked boxes 
(where two words intersect) get a unique letter and the other boxes may end up being a 
little more “dense.”  Then, when we’re done filling in the grid, we can get two clues from 
the completed crossword:

The first clue comes from the colorful boxes.  Assembled in rainbow order, they spell out 
“INDEX CLUES.”  The second clue comes from the letters in the checked boxes.  Those 
spell out “TRY MODULO THREE-CUBED AND MODULO TWO-CUBED.”

Taking the first clue first, if we index the number of each clue into the clue itself, we 
reveal the following message:

PROLOGUE FROM INTO THE WOODS
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Next, we’ll try converting the numbers at the top of the puzzle using modulo 27.

Converting these to letters (A=1, Z=26), we read “JACK’S MOTHER SINGS.”  The 
red numbers don’t mean much yet (and the asterisk doesn’t change anything), so let’s try 
converting the original list of numbers again . . . this time using modulo 8.

Converting these to letters we get something that looks suspiciously like musical notes:

D  E  F  G  F  E  G  D
D  E  F  G  F  E  G  D

If we play these notes, we hear the melody that Jack’s mother sings when she delivers the 
lines, “We’ve no time to sit and dither/While her withers wither with her.”  The solution 
to this puzzle (and an example of dense wordplay from Stephen Sondheim!) is withers.

NOTE:  Even though the score for Into The Woods shows that Sondheim intended that 
this melody should be repeated exactly the same way twice, Barbara Bryne very clearly 
sings that one note a whole step higher on the original Broadway cast recording.  Also, 
while this is indeed the correct melody from the show -- as written in this puzzle the 
whole thing is a step lower than where it is notated in the score . . . but still a half-step 
higher than where Tracey Ullman sang it in the movie version.  But since Sondheim has 
stated that he is willing to transpose (but not alter tempos!) for a performer’s benefit, I 
don’t feel too bad about taking this small liberty to make this puzzle work!

The answer is: withers

10 1 3 11 19 13 15 20
8 5 18 19 9 14 7 19

4 5 6 7 6 5 7 4
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