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Sondheim and Wheeler’s 
Sweeney Todd

‘ ... we have some shepherd’s pie peppered with actual shep-
herd on top.’

– Mrs Lovett

Sweeney Todd, the gruesome tale of a murderous barber and 
his pastry ​chef accomplice, is unquestionably strange subject 
matter for the musical theatre –​ but eight Tony awards and 
enormous successes on Broadway and the West End testify 
to its enduring popularity with audiences. Written by Hugh 
Wheeler, with music and lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, the 
musical premiered in 1979 and has seen numerous revivals, 
including Tim Burton’s 2007 film version. 

Aaron C. Thomas addresses this darkly funny piece with 
fitting humour, taking on Sweeney Todd’s chequered history 
and genre, its treatment of violence and cannibalism, and its 
sexual politics.

Aaron C. Thomas is Assistant Professor of Theatre History and 
Literature at the School of Performing Arts, University of Central 
Florida, USA.
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The Fourth Wall

The Fourth Wall series is a growing collection of short books on famous plays. 
Its compact format perfectly suits the kind of fresh, engaging criticism that 
brings a play to life.

Each book in this series selects one play or musical as its subject and 
approaches it from an original angle, seeking to shed light on an old favourite or 
break new ground on a modern classic. These lively, digestible books are a must 
for anyone looking for new ideas on the major works of modern theatre.

www.routledge.com/​performance/​series/​4THW

Also available in this series:

Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth by Kyle Gillette
Harold Pinter’s Party Time by Graham White
Davies and Penhall’s Sunny Afternoon by John Fleming
Tim Crouch’s An Oak Tree by Catherine Love
Sondheim and Lapine’s Into the Woods by Olaf Jubin
Errol John’s Moon on a Rainbow Shawl by Lynnette Goddard

Coming soon:

Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes by Sam Kinchin-​Smith
Alastair McDowell’s Pomona by David Ian Rabey
George Buchner’s Woyzeck by Karoline Gritzner
J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan by Lucie Sutherland
Sondheim and Wheeler’s Sweeney Todd by Aaron C. Thomas
Caryl Churchill’s Far Away by Dan Rebellato
August Wilson’s Joe Turner’s Come and Gone by Ladrica Menson-​Furr
Rogers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music by Julian Woolford
Schönberg and Boublil’s Les Miserables by Sarah Whitfield
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Note

All in-​text references to Sweeney Todd refer to the original 
1979 Dodd, Mead & Company edition.
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The throat that gleams

The murderous barber Sweeney Todd and his pastry-​chef 
accomplice Mrs Lovett made their first appearances in fiction 
long before Sweeney Todd:  the Demon Barber of Fleet Street 
first appeared on Broadway in 1979. They were not devised 
by Stephen Sondheim and Hugh Wheeler, neither did they 
originate as melodramatic caricatures on the British stage. 
Instead, Sweeney Todd of Fleet Street and Mrs Lovett of Bell 
Yard first appeared in the columned pages of a type of peri-
odical referred to as a ‘penny blood’ (the ‘penny dreadful’ was 
a later, supposedly more respectable, version of this genre). 
These short, cheap, easy-​to-​read publications were aimed at 
a wide audience of poor and working-​class people, and they 
contained serialized tales, often with criminal subject matter 
and a vaguely historical setting. The story in which Sweeney 
first appeared went by the title The String of Pearls, and it was 
published between November of 1846 and March of 1847.1

The bloods were penned by various hack writers, 
working not for artistic fulfilment or literary reputation 
but for wages earned. Despite its negative connotation, 
hack writer doesn’t necessarily have to mean bad writer, but 

  

 


