
Class  9 • “Attend the Tale” 

  Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1979)

OLLI at Duke Fall Term 2023 • Alan Teasley, Instructor

Sondheim 101: 1954-1981

[3:05]

Today’s Opening Number

https://youtu.be/h4U48Gh-Fgs?si=VMXU1YUMdLp9SbGf


Goals of the Course: You Will . . . 
Be familiar with:


The career of composer/lyricist Stephen Sondheim from his 
earliest works in the 1940s through 1981

The plots, scores, and critical reception of 14 musicals by 
Sondheim (original Broadway productions as well as 
subsequent revivals)


Understand:

How Sondheim’s collaborators influenced his work—
especially director Harold Prince and librettists Arthur 
Laurents, George Furth, James Goldman, Hugh Wheeler, & 
John Weidman 

Sondheim’s three “necessary principles” for writing lyrics: 
Content Dictates Form, Less Is More, God Is in the Details


Appreciate:

The complex relationship between/among critical reception, 
commercial success, and enduring popularity.

Today’s Focus
You will know:


The book, score and success of Sweeney Todd: The 
Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1979)

The contributions of Sondheim collaborators Harold Prince, 
Hugh Wheeler, Jonathan Tunick, Eugene Lee, Franne Lee, 
Ken Billington to this show


You will experience:

Two extended cuts from this “dark operetta”—showing the 
skill with which Prince, Sondheim and Wheeler constructed 
scenes, integrating score, dialogue and movement


You will be on the lookout for:

Songs you will nominate for “The Great American 
Songbook”


You will have:

instructions on completing the “Songbook” Survey



Completing the “Songbook” Survey

By Friday afternoon, I will email you the link to a Google 
survey listing all of the songs from our 11 musicals with 
both lyrics and music by Stephen Sondheim.


You may vote for up to 20 songs. There will be a space to 
nominate songs I may have inadvertently omitted.


The survey will be open until 9 pm, Tuesday, November 14.


The final musical of the course—Merrily We Roll Along
—will also be on this survey. In fairness to this show, I 
hope you will listen to the score at least once (link for OBC 
playlist is on the Merrily page of the website).

1954 Saturday Night (not produced at the time)

1962 A Funny Thing . . . Forum (964 performances)

1964 Anyone Can Whistle (9 performances) 

1966 Evening Primrose (TV broadcast November 16, 1966)

1970 Company (705 performances)

1971 Follies (522 performances)

1973 A Little Night Music (601 performances)

1974 The Frogs (Yale Pool: 8 perfs; Broadway 2004: 92 perfs)

1976 Pacific Overtures (193 performances)

1979 Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street                  

(557 performances)

Stephen Sondheim Works 1954-79*

*Sondheim wrote both music & lyrics for these shows.



Opening number, course goals, today’s focus 

Productions of Sweeney Todd: Creative Teams, Photos, Awards

• Clip from documentary Broadway: The American Musical [7:40]


• Original Broadway Cast (1979): Lansbury, Cariou, Hearn


•  Revival Broadway Cast (2005): LuPone, Cerveris (dir. John Doyle)


•  Revival Broadway Cast (2023): Groban, Ashford


Extended Cuts from video recording of 1982 LA production

• Act I: Beginning through “My Friends” [23:00]


• Act I: “Pretty Women” through end of the act [7:30]

Today’s plan

• Prince & Sondheim in 
the 1970s


• Sweeney Todd

Broadway: The American 
Musical (PBS, 2004) 

from Episode 5:  
“Tradition (1957-1979)” 

[7:40]

https://youtu.be/h_igL3eaUaY?si=nsF6pZyi8pZPCBxn&t=2725


• Producers: Richard Barr, Charles Woodward, 
Robert Fryer, Mary Lea Johnson, Martin Richards 


• Music & Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim 

• Book: Hugh Wheeler, from adaptation by 

Christopher Bond

• Direction: Harold Prince

• Dance & Movement: Larry Fuller

• Orchestrations: Jonathan Tunick

• Musical Direction: Paul Gemignani

• Production Design:  Eugene Lee

• Costume Design: Franne Lee

• Lighting Design: Ken Billington

• Cast: Angela Lansbury, Len Cariou, Victor Garber, 

Sarah Rice, Merle Louise, Edmund Lyndeck, 
Joaquin Romaguera, Ken Jennings


LENGTH OF RUN:  557 performances

Sweeney Todd (1979): Creative Team 

• Film Producers: Ellen M.Krass & Archer King

• Music & Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim 

• Book: Hugh Wheeler, from adaptation by 

Christopher Bond

• Stage Direction: Harold Prince

• Directed for Television by: Terry Hughes

• Cinematography: Bill Klages

• Orchestrations: Jonathan Tunick

• Production Design:  Eugene Lee

• Costume Design: Franne Lee

• Lighting Design: Ken Billington

• Cast: Angela Lansbury, George Hearn, Chris 

Groenendaal, Betsy Joslyn, Edmund Lyndeck, 
Ken Jennings, Sal Mistretta


BROADCAST:  September 12, 1982 (2 Emmys)

Sweeney Todd (1981 Tour): Creative Team 



Sweeney Todd (1979)

Original Broadway Cast

Sweeney Todd (1979)

Angela Lansbury as Mrs. Lovett



Sweeney Todd (1979)

Angela Lansbury (Mrs. Lovett) & Len Cariou (Todd)

Sweeney Todd (1979)

Sarah Rice (Johanna) & Victor Garber (Anthony)



Sweeney Todd (1979)

Ken Jennings (Tobias) 

Angela Lansbury (Mrs. Lovett)

George Hearn (Todd) 

Edmund Lyndeck (Judge Turpin)

Sweeney Todd at the 1979 

Tony Awards: 9 Nominations & 8 Wins

• Best Musical

• Book of a Musical: Hugh Wheeler

• Original Score: Stephen Sondheim

• Actor (Musical): Len Cariou

• Actress (Musical): Angela Lansbury

• Direction (Musical): Harold Prince

• Scenic Design: Eugene Lee           

• Costume Design:  Franne Lee

• Lighting Design:  Ken Billington



• Producers: Thomas Viertel, Steven Baruch, 
Marc Routh, Richard Frankel, Ambassador 
Theatre Group


• Music & Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim 

• Book: Hugh Wheeler, from adaptation by 

Christopher Bond

• Direction: John Doyle

• Orchestrations: Sarah Travis

• Scenic Design:  John Doyle

• Costume Design: John Doyle

• Lighting Design: Richard G. Jones

• Cast: Patti LuPone, Michael Cerveris, Manoel 

Felciano, Mark Jacoby, Benjamin Magnuson, 
Lauren Molina


LENGTH OF RUN:  349 performances

Sweeney Todd (2005): Creative Team 

Sweeney Todd (2005) 

Patti LuPone, Michael Cerveris & Cast



Sweeney Todd (2005) 

Michael Cerveris (Todd) & Patti LuPone (Lovett)

Sweeney Todd at the 2006 

Tony Awards: 6 Nominations & 2 Wins

• Best Revival Of a Musical 

• Actor (Musical): Michael Cerveris

• Actress (Musical): Patti LuPone

• Featured Actor (Musical): Manoel 

Felciano

• Direction (Musical): John Doyle

• Orchestrations: Sarah Travis



• Producers: Jeffrey Seller & numerous others 

• Music & Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim 

• Book: Hugh Wheeler, from adaptation by 

Christopher Bond

• Direction: Thomas Kail

• Choreography: Stephen Hoggett

• Orchestrations: Jonathan Tunick

• Conductor: Alex Lacamoire

• Scenic Design: Mimi Lien

• Costume Design: Emilio Sosa

• Lighting Design: Natasha Katz

• Sound Design: Kevin Steinberg

• Cast: Josh Groban, Annaleigh Ashford

LENGTH OF RUN:  Opened March 26—currently running

Sweeney Todd (2023): Creative Team 

Sweeney Todd (2023) 

Josh Groban, Annaleigh Ashford & Cast



Sweeney Todd (2023) 

Annaleigh Ashford (Mrs. Lovett)

Sweeney Todd (2023) 

Jordan Fisher (Tobias) 

Maria Bilbao (Johanna)

Annaleigh Ashford  (Mrs. Lovett) 

Josh Groban (Todd)



Sweeney Todd (2023) Opening of Act II 

Sets: Mim Lien • Costumes: Emilio Sosa • Lighting: Natasha Katz  

Sweeney Todd at the 2023 

Tony Awards: 8 Nominations & 2 Wins

• Revival Of a Musical 

• Actor (Musical): Josh Groban

• Actress (Musical): Annaleigh Ashford

• Featured Actress (Musical): Ruthie Ann Miles

• Choreography: Steven Hoggett

• Scenic Design (Musical): Mimi Lien

• Lighting Design (Musical): Natasha Katz

• Sound Design (Musical): Kevin Steinberg



Sweeney Todd (1979): The Songs

“Ladies in Their Sensitivities” 

“Pretty Women”

“Epiphany”

“A Little Priest”


Act II:

“God, That’s Good!”

“Johanna” (Anthony, Todd)

“By the Sea”

“The Letter”

“Not While I’m Around”

“Parlor Songs”

“City on Fire”

“Searching”

“The Ballad of Sweeney    
Todd” (Final Sequence)

ACT I:

Prologue: “The Ballad of 
Sweeney Todd”

“No Place Like London”

“The Barber and His Wife”

“The Worst Pies in London”

“Poor Thing”

“My Friends”

“Green Finch and Linnet Bird”

“Ah, Miss”

“Johanna” (Anthony)

“Pirelli’s Miracle Elixir”

“The Contest”

“Johanna” (Judge)

“Wait”

“Kiss Me”

Act I:  [23:00]

• “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”


• “No Place Like London”


• “The Barber and His Wife”


• “The Worst Pies in London”


• “Poor Thing:


• “My Friends”

Deep Dive into Sweeney Todd

1982 LA production—Original Broadway Designs & Staging 

Notice:

• Musical themes


• Use of the chorus


• Elements of the staging


• Exposition: Todd’s backstory


But First:

• “Dies Irae”


• Sondheim on the first line

https://youtu.be/-3-bVRYRnSM?si=J6DaSwC07re-zTMf


“If ever there was an example of ‘God is in the 
details,’ it’s the line that opens this show:


• Detail 1: the use of ‘attend’ to mean ‘listen to’ 
is just archaic enough to tell the audience 
that this will be a period piece.


• Detail 2: the idea of a ‘tale’ suggests that the 
audience not take the story realistically but 
as a fable, and opens them up to accept the 
bizarrerie of the events which follow . . . .


• Detail 3: the alliteration on the first, second 
and fourth accented beats of ‘Attend the tale 
of Sweeney Todd’ . . . gives the line a sinister 
feeling, especially with the sepulchral 
accompaniment that rumbles underneath it.”

“Attend the Tale of Sweeney Todd.”

(Sondheim’s comments on the show’s first line)

—Finishing the Hat (2010), p. 333

Act I:  [7:30]

• “Pretty Women”


• “Epiphany”


• “A Little Priest”

Deep Dive into Sweeney Todd

1982 LA production—Original Broadway Designs & Staging 

Notice:

• Musical themes


• Elements of the staging


• Extremes of emotion


• Shifts in tone


• Sources of horror & comedy




“Sweeney Todd is indeed different. Although Stephen Sondheim 
describes the work as ‘a musical thriller,’ it seems to me that he has 
finally created what he has been aiming for in most of his later works, 
genuine folk-opera. . . . 


“Sondheim’s score—the most distinguished to grace Broadway in years
—owes more to Mahler, Alban Berg, and Benjamin Britten than Weill.  
The score is, of course, popularly intended, nothing highbrow, gorgeous 
lyricism, some extraordinarily atmospheric orchestrations by Jonathan 
Tunick,and lyrics as deft as only Sondheim can make them.”


“It will be talked about for years.”


—Clive Barnes, NY Post

Sweeney Todd (1979): Reviews 

“[In 1973],  when in London I chanced to see 
Christopher Bond’s version of the 19th century 
British potboiler Sweeney Todd: The 
Demon Barber of Fleet Street.

“It struck me as material for a musical horror 
story . . . held together by ceaseless 
underscoring that would keep an audience in 
suspense.

“Sweeney Todd has been called by people 
who care about categories everything from an 
opera to a song cycle. When pressed, I have 
referred to it as a dark operetta. What 
Sweeney Todd really is is a movie for the 
stage.”


—Finishing the Hat (2010), pp. 331-332

Sondheim on Sweeney Todd (1)



“Sweeney Todd was a resounding 
commercial failure both on Broadway and in 
the West End. . . . 

“But over the years, considering the number of 
performances it’s had in stock, schools and 
opera houses, it has turned out to be one of 
the most popular shows in my canon of 
collaborations, alongside West Side Story, 
A Funny Thing Happened on the Way 
to the Forum and Into the Woods—four 
shows which prove that if you give an 
audience a good story, especially an 
extravagant one, they’ll accept it with 
pleasure, no matter how bizarre and 
idiosyncratic it may be.”


—Finishing the Hat (2010), p. 376

Sondheim on Sweeney Todd (2)

Preview of Class 10:

“Yesterday Is Done”

Lyric sheet & link to a playlist are on course website now.

https://www.sondheim101.com

