The exploration of putting on a musical in a space, which highlights global issues
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Ways of Perceiving - Essay

Musical theatre has been around for a long time and has been loved by many different kinds of people of the years. It first started in 1890’s London with a male impersonator called Vesta Tillie. “She finishes ‘The Girls I’ve Left Behind Me,’ and - after stepping offstage for a quick change - reappears as a bedraggled London hobo.” (Kenrick, 2017:23) Fast forward to the early 1900’s, musicals such as ‘The Wizard of Oz’ were released and became popular amongst audiences. By the 1930’s, ‘42nd Street’ was released, and is still popular to this day. The 1940’s gave us ‘Oklahoma!’, ‘Carousel’, ‘Kiss Me, Kate’ and ‘South Pacific’. Fast forward to the 2000’s, we had ‘Footloose’, ‘Mamma Mia!’, ‘Hairspray’ and ‘Wicked’. 

Musical films also came along, the first one being ‘The Jazz Singer’ in 1927. The first popular musical film came out in 1939 and it was ‘The Wizard of Oz’, which is still watched and loved by many all over the world. One of the most successful musical films was ‘The Greatest Showman’, released in 2017. The storyline follows P.T Barnum’s life story and rise to fame with the circus. The film touched the hearts of so many people all around the world, with songs such as ‘This Is Me’, ‘The Greatest Show’ and a storyline that celebrates everyone that is different and judged for it. The film had a budget of $84,000,000 and a box office profit of $434,993,183 all across the world.

When given a space and being told that I could do anything with it, I immediately knew that I would put on a musical. But this wouldn’t just be my opportunity to put on a musical I love, I would make sure that it could help the audience with certain global issues. Musical Theatre has always been a big part of my life, it’s what made me know that I wanted to pursue a career involving drama. When thinking of which musical to stage and show to an audience, I wanted something that would be beneficial to the audience and could highlight some issues that are affecting people all around the world at present time.

After careful consideration, I have decided that I would like to work on and show the musical ‘Sweeney Todd’ in this space. The piece may be controversial, but it highlights so many issues that are still at large today, affecting all kinds of people in different countries. I thought it would be a good place to start if I explained my logic and ideology behind choosing this piece to show in the space. 

Firstly, the musical focuses a lot on toxic people in different kinds of relationships in life, and the consequences that other people suffer from by dealing with these people and being in their company. “Personality is formed through experiences, especially those we go through in childhood. The way a person thinks, feels and acts is determined to an extent by genetics, but is more the product of her experiences.” (Cantopher, 2017:2) This quote applies to the character Sweeney Todd. Why? Because in the musical, Mrs. Lovett described the old Sweeney Todd, who was named Benjamin Barker prior to the events of the musical, as a ‘gentleman’. But after Judge Turpin falsely convicted him and sent him away, he returned to London being controlled by his need for revenge. Because of this 



experience and finding out that his wife took poison after the things that happened to her when he was sent away, he becomes highly abusive, physically and emotionally, and treats no one with respect.
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Another toxic character is Judge Turpin. The reason behind him falsely convicting Sweeney Todd, was to steal his wife and daughter. One’s personality, “Can change depending on the different demands you face in different environments, the experiences you have during your life, and simply the passage of time.” (Cantopher, 2017:3) This relates to Judge Turpin in the sense that he was a respectful man until he laid his eyes upon Lucy Barker, Sweeney Todd’s wife. He did everything he could to lure her away from him, he wanted her all to himself.

Another global issue that is highlighted in this musical is abusive relationships. The key character in this theme is Judge Turpin, due to him luring Lucy Barker away from her husband to take advantage of her. Also because he keeps Johanna, Sweeney Todd’s daughter that he claims as his own, locked up in his home to keep her away from “vile young men” (McCoy, stetson.edu). He takes advantage of the vulnerable Lucy Barker after he sent her husband away, to which Mrs. Lovett tells Sweeney upon his return led to her suicide. Johanna wishes for someone to rescue her from captivity, to which Anthony Hope falls in love with her at first sight and plans to steal her away so they can be together. This happens after taking a beating from the Judge. Judge Turpin, trying to keep Johanna pure and innocent, decides to marry her himself, even though she is his ‘daughter’.

Sweeney Todd was also an abusive character, considering what he went through before the events of the musical. Mrs. Lovett has been in love with Sweeney Todd for years and will do anything he asks if it means getting in a relationship with him in the future. Sweeney doesn’t really care about anything other than getting revenge on Judge Turpin. He kills people in his barber shop, which is above Mrs. Lovett’s pie shop, and she uses the bodies to make her pies, in order to help Sweeney achieve his revenge. “Friendships can be abusive as well.” (Lombardo, 2019:8) At the end of the musical, he kills Mrs. Lovett by throwing her into the furnace, after learning that she lied about his wife being dead. This also leads to his own death.

Another reason that I decided to show Sweeney Todd in this space is because of how old the musical is. The musical opened on Broadway on the 1st of March, 1979 and on the West End in 1980, it’s still popular to this day. The musical has had many revivals on Broadway, the West End and even a film adaptation in 2007. The film was made starring Johnny Depp as Sweeney Todd, Helena Bonham Carter as Mrs. Lovett and Alan Rickman as Judge Turpin. The film made the musical even more popular, with an initial budget of $50,000,000 for filming, it made a $153,383,627 profit in the box office worldwide. $21,747,800 of that money was made in the box office of the United Kingdom.

The space that I have in mind for my performance of Sweeney Todd is the Grand Theatre in Swansea. The reason behind this choice is because there’s plenty to do in Swansea while waiting around for the show to start. There’s shops to visit, a beach to walk along and plenty of restaurants to grab a bite to eat in. It seems like the perfect destination. The Grand has 1,000 seats and would bring a great amount of profit to help with the show’s expenditure. I put together a spreadsheet to show how I would be getting money for the show, and some of the things that I would be spending the money on, the intake and expenditure in other words. If I were to put on two shows, a matineé and an evening show, with adult tickets selling at £8 and children’s at £4, the profit from ticket sales would be £14,400 in total. To get this number I said, theoretically, that both shows would be sold out, with 800 adults and 200 children in the audience for both shows.
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The musical Sweeney Todd holds a special place in my heart for many reasons. One of the many reasons being the musical’s storyline. There’s so many shocking aspects to the storyline, but my favourite has to be the small and cute love story between Johanna Barker, Sweeney Todd’s daughter, and Anthony Hope, a sailor who has just returned home to London for the first time. In a city like London in Victorian England, it was very hard to find happiness and love that was real, but Anthony fell in love with Johanna at first sight, and she fell in love with him too. He tries his best to find a way to rescue her from Judge Turpin’s captivity, and in the end he is successful. I also love how dark and evil Sweeney Todd has become thanks to Judge Turpin convicting him and sending him away. Everyone loves a good plot in a film, musical or book, but a little darkness is the icing on top of the cake. Sweeney, being controlled with revenge and filled with hate, adds this darker element to the plot and shows an audience what happens when you focus on revenge instead of taking the high road and not dropping down to the other person’s level.
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