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Abstract: Since its first debut on Broadway in 1979, Hugh Wheeler and Stephen Sondheim’s Sweeney
Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street has attracted the attention of theatergoers and critics alike.
The play’s success depended on its hilarious songs and music which overshadowed the shocking
violent scenes and the cannibalism that constitute the main plot. Much has been written on the music
and stage techniques that characterized the premiere of the play. The psychology of the title
character, the motivations for his vicious acts, and his difference from traditional tragic heroes are
not given enough space in the previous critical studies of the play. This research aims to read
Wheeler and Sondheim’s drama as a notable example of modern revenge tragedy in which the title
character is presented as both a victim and a criminal, who seeks to avenge himself on society,
blaming it for all his misfortunes. It focuses on the playwrights’ use of the alienation effect of Bertolt
Brecht’s Epic Theater to evoke the audience’s intellectual, rather than emotional, involvement.
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Introduction

According to Aristotle, in his Poetics (1981, 11), tragedy is an imitation of “noble and
complete action, having the proper magnitude,” to help the audience achieve catharsis and
insight “through the representation of pitiable and fearful incidents.” Aristotle’s archetypal
tragic hero is a good or noble figure who due to “some great error [in judgment] or frailty”
loses his affluent rank and as a result suffers from a tragic reversal in fortune from prosperity
into misfortune (Kimmey and Brown 1981, 440). Through the tragic hero’s experience, the
spectators are expected to emotionally indulge in the events and feel empathy for the hero’s
tragic downfall through which they purge themselves and gain “recognition” (Aristotle 1981,
19).

Modern tragedy reflects the dark vision of modern tragedians which was marred by
destructive World Wars, the Cold War and economic depressions. Violence, disorder and
lack of values in modern and contemporary times highly contributed to the dramatists’
pessimistic worldview which mirrors on their plays. Some modern tragedians made use of the
Theater of the Absurd in their attempt to question the meaninglessness of life and the tragic
nature of modern existence (Esslin 1965, 23).

Modern tragedies differ drastically from traditional tragedies mainly because they deal
with ordinary characters, whose tragic downfalls are not merely triggered by personal flaws
in the hero/ine’s character. Thus, the modern tragic figure is not a hero in the traditional
sense, but a commoner or an anti-hero, struggling to survive and searching for justice in a
dystopian and oppressive world. The main reason behind the tragedy is the social, economic
and political systems in the modern theatrical atmosphere. They fall prey to the unchecked
corruption of these powers and seek retribution as a result because of their desire to correct
the injustice done to them and their loved ones. Thomas Edward McAlindon (1986, 29) states
that playwrights find in revenge tragedy a means through which they “can explore the major
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evils that threaten man-in-society.” These evils, he adds, are the outcome of “tyrants or other
‘great men’ who use rank to frustrate justice” (Ibid.).

As Gerald Weales (1989, 67) remarks Hugh Wheeler and Stephen Sondheim’s
musical thriller Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (1979) (henceforth
Sweeney Todd) dramatizes the story of a vengeful English barber and is “concerned with both
social and personal evil.” It demonstrates the consequences of abusing power and the need
for social and legal reform. What the playwrights want to address in this play is the necessity
of social responsibility of each individual to question the legal system, which is to blame for
creating demonic figures like Sweeney Todd. This study explores Sweeney’s impetus for
revenge and the playwrights’ attempt to deconstruct the Aristotelian model of heroism. It
focuses on their use of Brechtian techniques to distance the audience from any sentimental
reaction that obstructs intellectual involvement.

Creating the Alienation Effect

Despite Sweeney’s suffering as a victim, the audience is not given enough space to be
emotionally connected with his plight through the use of the alienation effect initiated by
German playwright and director Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956). Unlike Aristotle, Brecht
believes that the Epic Theater “appeals less to the feelings than to the spectator’s reason...” (
1978, 23). According to him, “alienation...is necessary to all understanding” (Ibid., 71). He
views empathy with the protagonist, identification with the events and the ensuing cathartic
experience as barriers that hamper critical response and understanding.

Wheeler and Sondheim use a chorus that directly addresses the spectators, providing
them with commentary and details about the play and reminding them that what they are
watching is only a play, that it’s not real. Sweeney sometimes joins the chorus to tell them
about what will befall him. This provides emotional distance for the audience who views the
protagonist merely as a character in a play:

What happened then— well, that’s the play,
And he wouldn’t want us to give it away,
Not Sweeney, Not Sweeney Todd,

The Demon Barber of Fleet Street.

(Sweeney Todd 1991, 25)

This is essential to encourage the audience to consider and evaluate the events
objectively. In addition, the playwrights separate the audience emotionally through the
resurrection of Sweeney and the murdered characters, who join the chorus and invite the
audience to “attend the tale of Sweeney Todd” (Ibid., 25).

Sweeney Todd as a Modern Revenge Tragedy

With his deep knowledge of the evils of Victorian London, in which the play is set,
Sweeney warns a young sailor, Anthony Hope, who joyfully declares that London is “the best
place in the world,” of the rampant decay of this place: “You are young. Life has been kind to
you. You will learn” (Ibid., 29). Sweeney’s view of the world and his hometown is that of “a
hole in the world like a great black pit” where “morals aren’t worth/ what a pig could spit”
(Ibid., 32). He also believes that London is inhabited by the “vermin of the world” where the
“privileged few” at the top of the social and judicial institutions transform “beauty into filth
and greed” (Ibid.). He tells Anthony how the life of a poor barber has been ruined by “a pious
vulture of the law” (Ibid.). These early references to his life in the past, narrated by the victim
himself, without a direct reference to himself reduce the degree the spectators might
emotionally react to the play so that they approach the events with critical eyes.

464



Sweeney’s impulse for revenge is not prompted by any mental disintegration or even
feigned insanity. This puts him out of the canon of traditional revenge tragedies, which are
characterized by “the revenger’s efforts to free himself from the restraints that forbid the act
of vengeance, as a process that involves moving from sanity to madness” (Hallet and Hallet
1980, 9). Sweeney swears to revenge because of his disappointment in the social and legal
systems. He contemplates his sense of powerlessness and social injustice when he says that
there are “two kinds of men...the one staying put in his proper place/ and the one with his
foot in the other one’s face” (Sweeney Todd 1991, 101). Those in power abuse their authority
and ruin the lives of underprivileged individuals like Sweeney. The corrupt Judge Turpin is
an embodiment of evil and nastiness. He is responsible for Sweeney’s suffering when he has
convicted him on false charges and has him imprisoned and then deported to Australia. His
motive behind this act has been the depraved desire to lure Sweeney’s beautiful wife, Lucy.

The demonic nature of the title character is established at the beginning when he visits
his former landlady, Mrs. Lovett, after years he has spent in exile. In the beginning, she
believes that he is a ghost and tells him that people have fears that the empty room above her
shop is haunted by the restless spirit of its former lodger, the barber. While not a real ghost,
this spectral insinuation is characteristic of traditional revenge tragedies. However, the room
is haunted by Sweeney’s memory of his once happy life with his family—a happiness which
has been ruined by Judge Turpin.

When he returns to London from his fifteen-year exile after he escapes from prison at
a penal colony, Sweeney does not think of avenging himself on the corrupt Judge for the
injustice he has suffered. He keeps faith in the restoration of the happy times, before his
unjust conviction, dreaming of a reunion with his “loving wife and child” (Ibid., 40). The
moment that sparkles Sweeney’s quest for revenge is when Mrs. Lovett informs Sweeney of
the tragic fate of his wife, who is, as he says, “his reason and his life” (Ibid., 32). She tells
him that Judge Turpin lures the defenseless Lucy into his mansion and sexually assaults her
in front of his guests, following Sweeney’s deportation to Australia. She also tells him that
Turpin has taken Johanna, Sweeney’s daughter, as a ward detained in his mansion after
Lucy’s suicide. From this moment, his life becomes devoted to revenge on those who are
responsible for the destruction of his family and his formerly happy life. He tells Mrs. Lovett:
“Let them quake in their boots—Judge Turpin and the Beadle—for their hour has come” (Ibid.,
40). He conceals his true identity, using the name Sweeney Todd instead of his original name
Benjamin Barker to be able to move freely.

Sweeney’s first prey is an adversary barber, Alfonso Pirelli, who is murdered because
he threatens Sweeney to reveal his identity, just to blackmail him for money. He Kkills Pirelli
to evade exposure and remove any obstacle that might thwart his vengeful enterprise. His
next target is the Beadle who is not much different from Judge Turpin. He is Turpin’s right
hand; his role is to carry out the Judge’s wrongful verdicts against his victims. Sweeney’s
biting commentary on the Beadle’s corruption as a religious figure is obvious when he says
that the priest has an “awful lot of fat” (Ibid., 106) after he slits his throat and sends his meat
to Mrs. Lovett to serve him to her customers in her pie shop.

Unlike any traditional tragic hero, Sweeney’s tragedy is not the outcome of any
personal flaw in his character. He is a victim of powers beyond his ability to resist. Initially,
his tragic situation as a victim of injustice stimulates the audience’s sympathy with his
predicament, who views his determination to punish Judge Turpin as a justified act.

From a Pathetic Figure into a Monster
Sweeney impatiently waits for Judge Turpin to come to his barbershop, using his
business as a means to exact his revenge plan. The moment Sweeney fails to kill Turpin
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marks the beginning of his fall from a pathetic victim into a villain. He turns to random
killing only to fulfill a sadistic desire and to see the careless public suffer for their selfishness.
Sondheim (1980, 11) states that “Sweeney Todd is a story about how society makes you
impotent and impotence leads to rage and rage leads to murder—and, in fact, the breaking
down of society.”

Sweeney views the world as a dystopian place; that is why, life has become absurd to
him and “death/ Will be a relief” (Sweeney Todd 1991, 101). He is aware of the consequences
of his brutal deeds: “To seek revenge may lead to hell,/ But everyone does it, and seldom as
well/ As Sweeney” (Ibid., 204). He perceives the world through Darwinian glasses and finds
that it is ruled by inhuman upper-class individuals who view all the other people as tools
working at their service. This new worldview makes Sweeney think that survival is for the
fittest and savagery is necessary to restore order and justice for the underdog. His revenge
spree makes him unable to control his rampage which has become like an avalanche that
would sweep everything that stands in its path. Now, he is so resolved on his revenge scheme
and it becomes a means with which to “release the angers of the past” (Fraser 1997, 238).

Sweeney’s appetite for bloodshed runs loose when he begins to “practice on less
honorable throats,” believing that “they all deserve to die” (Sweeney Todd 1991, 101).
According to him, all the people are responsible for the injustice he suffers because of their
carelessness and hypocrisy. They do not care as “Christian[s]” whether he would die or
survive in exile and do “not [lose] a wink’s sleep for it” (Ibid., 30). This is the point that
makes him lose his sympathetic audience as his justifiable attempts to correct the injustice
done to victims like him are tainted with the blood of other innocent individuals who are not
authority figures (Schlesinger 1997, 131). He becomes the demon of the title as his impetus
for revenge leads to vicious crimes.

Sweeney arranges a new Killing machine in his tonsorial parlor—a barber chair—that
sends the bodies of his customers to the basement after he dispatches them. The way
Sweeney and the opportunistic Mrs. Lovett get rid of the murdered bodies, by using them in
meat pies, to cover for the crimes offers a further social critique of the brutal, albeit civilized,
society in which the characters live. Cannibalism becomes Sweeney’s means of revenge on
the existing social and political orders. Through this cannibalistic feast, Sweeney believes
that he is overturning the unjust established social structure, making it the opposite: “those
above serving those down below” (Sweeney Todd 1991, 108). It also reflects Sweeney’s
desire to punish those who accept the established oppressive order and adopt a passive role as
they remain silent when they see the injustice done to powerless individuals like Sweeney
and his family.

As the people in this seemingly civilized society believe that cannibals exist abroad in
primitive cultures, they are unconscious that Sweeney’s act turns them into cannibals. The
customers are not only unaware of the nature of the terrible constituents of Mrs. Lovett’s
pies, but they also seem to enjoy the human flesh she uses as fillings. Symbolically,
Sweeney’s vicious deed shows that his folk are cannibals as they feed on the vitality and
energy of lower-class people. Ultimately, people who sense the eerie disappearances and
rotten smell of the decayed parts of those butchered by Sweeney and served by Mrs. Lovett to
her customers observe that “it’s the end of the world” and that their “City [is] on fire!” (Ibid.,
187).

Sweeney’s fixation on pursuing his vengeance blinds him to see and care for the few
individuals who are close to him. Mrs. Lovett is the only person who offers him solace, helps
him reset his barbershop, gives him back the silver razors she has kept all these years and
promises to keep his identity a secret. She does her best to support Sweeney in his revenge
endeavors out of genuine affection. But Sweeney rebuffs all her romantic advances and plans
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of marriage simply because of his emotional attachment to his ruined family and his devotion
to his revenge plots. In his article “Larger than Life: Reflections on Melodrama and Sweeney
Todd” (1980, 12), Sondheim observes that Sweeney “is a man bent on revenge, he thinks of
nothing else; that is his dimension.” Perhaps, his tendency to elude these affectionate gestures
is due to the trauma of the past and his anxiety over having a new family and suffering the
loss of new loved ones.

Still, Mrs. Lovett acts according to her greedy and selfish instincts: first, to benefit
from the human flesh Sweeney provides to increase her profits and second, to keep Sweeney
for herself. She tells him that his wife, Lucy, has poisoned herself, following her sexual
violation at the hands of Judge Turpin. She keeps Lucy’s identity as the Beggar Woman, who
frequents her pie shop, hidden. Because of his emotional isolation and his focus on revenge,
Sweeney fails to recognize the fact that the Beggar Woman is his wife until he murders her
and attempts to stuff her body into Mrs. Lovett’s baking oven. His cruelty intensifies when
the guilt-ridden Mrs. Lovett uncovers Lucy’s identity. He reacts violently by pushing Mrs.
Lovett into the oven and burning her alive.

Moreover, Sweeney does not make any effort to find his daughter, following his
return to London, though she is in desperate need of him to rescue her from the tyrannical
Judge Turpin. The latter incarcerates her first in his mansion and then in an asylum for
lunatics with threats of marriage against her will. His feelings of anguish also make him
unable to identify his daughter when he first meets her after years of exile. In the final
carnage, he attacks Johanna and tries to slit her throat before she manages to escape.

Scott Miller (1996, 205) opines that Wheeler and Sondheim’s play differs from
traditional works in which “good always triumphs over evil.” Sweeney’s revenge mania
creates chaos instead of restoring order to his society. Eventually, he manages to kill the
Judge, but not before committing numerous crimes. His brutal deeds exceed the crimes
committed by the Judge. Though the final scene shows him in a pathetic situation as he sits
mourning his wife, he does not manifest any sign of repentance for his shocking actions. His
ultimate murder at the hands of Tobias, Mrs. Lovett’s boy, does not bring about any catharsis
or empathy for the audience since he ends up more corrupt and savage than the play’s initial
villain, Turpin.

Conclusion

In this play, Wheeler and Sondheim warn against going to an extreme in pursuing
revenge. Sweeney is obsessed with his act of revenge just to compensate for his sense of
injustice. His frustration with the power structure and the existence of a just and humane
world makes him aggressive, finding in his barbarous acts the only means through which to
punish the corrupt figures who render him powerless. However, gradually, he begins to target
other individuals just because of the darker view he develops of his surroundings. The
playwrights employ Brechtian devices to disillusion the audience and break any emotional
involvement and cathartic experience. This emotional distancing is necessary to deconstruct
the Aristotelian heroic archetype of a pitiful, tragic hero and encourage critical audience
response.
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