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Abstract 

Robert L. Mack's coda, a memoir in miniature, demonstrates why penny fiction should matter to global 

popular audiences today. Mack recovers an important moment in the history of the metafictional 

transmedia traditions that penny fiction generated: the 1979 appearance of Stephen Sondheim and   

Hugh Wheeler's revolutionary Broadway operetta Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street,             

a Musical Thriller. With Sweeney Todd's premiere, the murderous barber got his chance to go global 

and succeeded terrifically. Drawing upon journalism, archival evidence, and personal experience,        

Mack reconstructs that moment and considers how myths about Sweeney Todd's origins have impacted 

our understanding of the historical past. Namely, since 1979, the greater number of spectators on both 

sides of the Atlantic appeared to remain convinced that the barber's murderous history was nothing less 

than a matter of verified and verifiable historical record. Mack explains how that misapprehension arose 

and reflects upon his quest for the sources of the legend. 
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When Stephen Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street premiered on 

Broadway on 1 March 1979, only a handful of those in the musical’s earliest New York 

audiences could reasonably have been expected to know all that much – if anything at all – 

about the gruesome career of the individual on whose life the central narrative of Sondheim’s 

self-described ‘musical thriller’ was supposed to have been based. Although the grim and 

frequently ghoulish series of events depicted in the course of the stage musical had long been 

familiar in a great many more prosaic and dramatic forms to generations of British readers              

and theatregoers, neither the figure of Sweeney Todd himself nor that of his often over-eager 

partner in crime – in Sondheim’s version an endearingly dotty if also sly and ingeniously 

entrepreneurial Mrs. Lovett – had ever really managed to make much of a cultural mark or                  

a name for themselves across the Atlantic. 

By the spring of 1979, however, Sweeney Todd was a figure whose ‘shot’ at the big 

time would seem finally to have arrived. Sweeney Todd was – from the stage of the Uris                 

(today the Gershwin) Theatre – not only ready to conquer America: he was poised to go 

positively global. To be sure, not many of those who attended the earliest previews and 

performances of Sondheim’s work were at all prepared for the often giddy displays of 

bloodletting and cannibalism they were about to witness. However – and for just one moment 

placing the occasional reactions of such unsuspecting or unprepared theatregoers to one side – 

the professional New York theatre critics, many of whom had sustained a stubborn 

disinclination to acknowledge the quality of any of Sondheim’s works in their day, appeared 

for once at least to be impressed, if not completely overwhelmed, by his achievement in 

Sweeney Todd.  

On the occasion of the show’s opening, Richard Eder, writing in the ever-influential 

pages of The New York Times, admittedly took exception to what he deprecated as                              

“the Brechtian style of sardonic social commentary” that he thought characterised director                

Hal Prince’s original production; oddly enough, Eder then went on to bemoan a perceived 

absence of any coherent or consistently “serious social message” in the work (1979: C.3).                  

Yet even The Times was prepared to concede that such a “vital” defect needed itself to be 
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qualified as a failure that merely mitigated the achievement of what nevertheless remained             

“an extraordinary, fascinating, and often lovely effort” (C.3). Throughout his opening night 

review of Sondheim’s work (a review strikingly headlined to an American audience 

(“Introducing Sweeney Todd”), Eder repeatedly praised “the black and bloody … musical and 

dramatic achievements” of the piece, at one point conceding: “there is very little in ‘Sweeney 

Todd’ that is not, in one way or other, a display of extraordinary talent” (C.3). Yet apart from 

the above-mentioned qualification with respect to the musical’s alleged “confusion of 

purpose,” what clearly bothered Eder most of all about the show, was the sheer amount of 

blood being shed on stage. “The throat cuttings … repeated half a dozen times, are simply too 

bloody,” the reviewer complained: “They are used on us like beatings” (C.3). 

Such qualifications notwithstanding, the original Broadway production of Sondheim’s 

Sweeney Todd ran for an impressive 558 performances on Broadway. It then embarked on a 

widely-acclaimed trans-continental tour, opening in Washington D.C. in October 1980,                     

and concluding its run almost 11 months later in Los Angeles. Having been nominated in                           

New York for an outstanding nine Tony awards, Sweeney came close to sweeping the boards 

when, in the 1980 ceremonies, it scored wins in all but one of the categories in which it had 

been nominated.  Sweeney scooped the evening’s most prestigious honours, including those of 

‘Best Musical’ and ‘Best Score’ (for Sondheim). Also singled out for well-deserved praise and 

honours that year were both Len Cariou (Best Actor in a Musical) and the inimitable                     

Angela Lansbury (Best Actress in a Musical) each of whom scored career-defining triumphs 

in the roles of Sweeney Todd and Mrs. Lovett, respectively. 

* 

I will forever count myself fortunate to have been one of those who saw the original production 

of Sondheim’s musical at the Uris Theater that year. I have since then attended more 

productions of Sweeney Todd than I could in all likelihood number with any degree of accuracy. 

Among the more memorable of those productions were a slightly modified re-staging of Hal 

Prince’s production of the piece on the stage of the New York City Opera in 1987;                      a 

performance featuring the wonderful operatic baritone Sir Thomas Allen in the role of Todd at 

the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, London, in 2003; and of course director John Doyle’s 

wildly inventive revival at the Watermill Theatre in Westbury, West Berkshire, where Todd 

was staged (in the manner the composer had intriguingly first envisioned for the work) as an 

intimate ‘chamber piece’ – the audience in close proximity to the performers – in 2004. (The 

latter production eventually transferred to Broadway the following year, where the 

unforgettable Patti LuPone took on the role of Todd’s partner in crime.) Each of those 

productions – as well as many others I’ve managed to see over the years – possessed its own 

particular virtues, and all together, they demonstrated the powerful variety and creative 

malleability of a work frequently qualified on its earliest appearance as having “overt operatic 

pretensions.”1 Nothing, however, could ever – for me – come close to the impact of my initial 

encounter with the demon barber in the original 1979 production. 

I feel the need at this point to lay a modest personal claim to having been already –                                     

by the summer of 1979 – a not entirely inexperienced theatre-goer. After all, in those days, 

relatively inexpensive (e.g., $5.00) standing room tickets would generally be available                            

‘on the day’ for even the most sought-after theatrical events; and – living in Manhattan as                       

I was then fortunate enough to do – I made the most of such a relatively easy opportunities to 

see whatever Broadway (and Off-Broadway) shows happened to catch my eye. Moreover,                   

 
1 See, for example, Rockwell (1987). 
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I had even had the privilege of spending several years myself on the stage of the Metropolitan 

Opera House (a bit further uptown, but still on Broadway!) throughout the late 1960s and early 

1970s, as a regular member and occasional soloist in that company’s Children’s Chorus. In the 

Met’s productions of those years, I can accurately stake a claim perhaps not truly to have shared 

the stage with – but at least to have been on the same stage and at the same time (and thus to 

have been in close proximity to) some genuinely magnificent performers, including such 

legendary singers as the great soprano Renata Tebaldi, the no-less-celebrated Joan Sutherland, 

and an up-and-coming tenor by the name of Luciano Pavarotti. In the autumn of 1969,                     

I had even been a member of a privileged audience that witnessed a Master Class conducted 

by none other than the inimitable Maria Callas herself. 

I suppose what I’m trying to say is that I had been indescribably fortunate when it came 

to the simple experience of not only witnessing but also having taken a small part in some truly 

spectacular musical and theatrical events; I should by that time have been much more of an 

obnoxiously jaded young man than I sincerely hope I was – one who took the arrival of the 

latest sensation of any ‘big’ Broadway musical or drama well in his stride. And the 1979-80 

Broadway season, mind you, was one that witnessed not only the momentous New York 

premiere of Sondheim’s Todd, but also that of Andrew Lloyd-Weber’s politically confused 

(but still undeniably critically and commercially popular … even occasionally melodic) Evita, 

and such memorable dramatic productions as the American premiere of Bernard Pomerance’s 

acclaimed The Elephant Man. But far from being anything in the way of jaded,                                            

I was absolutely blown away – I’m afraid can think of no phrase more apt – by what I witnessed 

in the cavernous auditorium of the Uris Theatre when I first saw Sweeney Todd in 1979. 

Sweeney Todd would subsequently always stand as a sort of benchmark by which I would 

routinely measure just how exhilarating and truly transformative a great theatrical                     

experience could be. 

There existed in those days a small and uniquely theatre-obsessed shop just off 

Broadway in nearby, narrow Shubert Alley, the sort of fan store that exclusively vended what 

were then only just emerging as the varieties of merchandise and paraphernalia – e.g., mugs, 

key-chains, programme extras, jackets, etc. – that are nowadays ubiquitously hawked for sale 

at the entrances and  in the lobbies of almost every ‘spectacular’ Broadway musical production 

or West End theatre. At the time, such items were generally regarded much more in the way of 

niche market, ‘theatre-geek’ products. Prominently for sale in the summer of 1979 was a                

T-shirt with a vivid reproduction of Frank ‘Fraver’ Verlizzo’s now-iconic poster art for the 

original production of Sweeney Todd. Suffice to say – and living a cliché – I not only saw                  

the musical, I quite literally ‘bought the I-shirt’ for the show; I then proceeded to wear it – and 

to wear it out – well before Sweeney Todd had come close to ending its initial Broadway run. 

* 

A confluence of a personal epiphany and a theatrical bloodbath may be all very well, but one 

of the things that remained truly remarkable (and, in retrospect, rather astonishing) about the 

figure of Sweeney Todd was the fact that for all the semi-operatic and grand Guignol horror 

that was a defining, generic characteristic of Sondheim’s musical thriller, by far the greater 

number of spectators on both sides of the Atlantic appeared to remain convinced that the 

barber’s murderous history was nothing less than a matter of verified and verifiable historical 

record. The ‘tale of Sweeney Todd,’ it was generally believed by those willing to attend to the 

same, was for most unquestionably a matter of unchallengeable and incontrovertible fact. 

Todd’s was a name in London lore not infrequently paired with that of no less a homicidal 

celebrity than that of Jack the Ripper himself. 
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It is somewhat reassuring (in an odd way) to know that even New York audiences 

several generations earlier had themselves been more than confidently reassured of such a 

‘fact.’ A statement included in the programme for one of what was at the time a decidedly 

infrequent dramatisation of Todd’s story on the American stage – one produced in this instance 

at the long-since demolished Frazee Theatre, 42nd street, west of Broadway, in September 

1924 (and possibly a version of George Dibdin Pitt’s 1847 stage adaptation of the original tale) 

– had informed its readers with assurance that: 

The play of “Todd” is based on the life of an actual character of the same name, when an 

account of his activities appeared in The Newgate Calendar dated January 29th, 1802. Here are 

the brief details of the main points: 

“In all our annals of crime, no black-hearted villain than Sweeney Todd ever existed. 

He met his doom on Tuesday morning last at 8:00 o’clock. John Ketch officiated in his usual 

role as Hangman. To the last Todd remained defiant, he refused all spiritual aid and consolation, 

and died with a curse on his lips. His body was cut down, and buried in quicklime within the 

prison walls.” 

(quoted in Lofts 1956: 18) 

The programme note quoted in Lofts’ self-describng “Investigation” even went on to offer a 

brief apologia for the beginnings of the barber’s notorious career: 

Todd was born at Stepney in London, October 26th, 1756. In his early life, he was apprenticed 

to a cutter, but being accused by his employer, a Mr. Wilberforce, of a petty theft,                                   

he was condemned to serve a sentence of five years hard labour. He protested in vain                          

his innocence. Upon his release his nature became so hardened and embittered that he swore a 

perpetual vengeance against the human race. 

A Broadway audience in the early-twentieth century completely unfamiliar with the English 

barber’s reputation might thus have had some excuse for being fooled when it came to any 

question of the historical accuracy of Todd’s activities; Londoners themselves on the other 

hand, it might with good reason be thought, ought by rights to have been among the very first 

to correct any such misprision. 

Yet it was no one other than a well-known journalist, anthologist, and publishing editor 

who had for many years been a proud denizen of Fleet Street itself who – for some 40 years 

and more –somehow managed to beguile readers and theatre-goers alike into thinking that 

Sweeney Todd was a figure once possessed of a documented and verifiable historical existence. 

From roughly the mid-1970s until well into the earliest years of the current century, the prolific 

Fleet Street journalist Peter Haining published a number of books and anthologies that were 

either completely devoted to or prominently featured Todd’s supposed ‘history’ among their 

contents. These included, for example, the anthology Dead of Night (1981), a collection of 

short stories that Haining described as those tales on which “the very best and scariest horror 

films were based” (1981: 10). A very brief version of Todd’s story was therein placed alongside 

to some of the shorter works of authors ranging from E.F. Benson and Edgar Allan Poe to 

Robert Bloch and Kingsley Amis. Haining had just one year earlier provided the Introduction 

to what he presented in his primary text as a prose version or ‘novelisation’ of Frederick 

Hazleton’s c.1865 dramatisation of the barber’s story. Easily the most extended ‘treatment’ – 

one might call it – of Todd’s tale, however, was set out in Haining’s 1993 title Sweeney Todd: 
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The Real Story of the Demon Barber of Fleet Street, a volume that took advantage of the 

contemporary popularity of Sondheim’s musical, the London production of which had 

premiered at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, in 1980, and which had subsequently won the 

Olivier Award (the British equivalent of Broadway’s Tonys) for Best Musical. 

It was shortly after Haining’s 1993 ‘history’ of Todd was published that I accidentally 

came across that same work whilst on a visit to the Welsh market town of Hay-on-Wye. As 

many readers will know, Hay is just across the English-Welsh border, in Powys, Wales. It has 

for some fifty years and more earned a reputation as something of a mecca for bibliophiles 

throughout the United Kingdom and beyond (hence its nickname as ‘The Town of Books’). By 

that date I was already spending much of my time in England, where the resources in the Rare 

Books and Manuscripts department of the British Library in London, in particular, were 

necessary to my postgraduate research in the field of Restoration and 18th-century                         

English literature. Among the particular subjects I had been pursuing were dramas such as 

George Lillo’s influential 1731 play  The London Merchant, and some of the startling and often 

painful accounts of condemned prisoners included in publications such as the                               

Newgate Calendar; there was, consequently, something of an overlap between my own 

particular academic interests at the time, on the one hand, and what might be described as my 

sustained, amateur enthusiasm for Todd’s story, on the other.  

The claims in Haining’s book were quite frankly extraordinary. His account of Todd’s 

life and crimes extended throughout the latter half of the eighteenth century (it was only in 

many of the later, dramatic adaptations of the barber’s story that he figured as a stolidly 

Victorian character). This was an historical period about which I was by then becoming 

intimately familiar. Reading Haining’s volume, I was at once both baffled and intrigued;                  

could the narrative he advanced possibly be true? Did the Fleet Street barber – to say nothing 

of the helpful dispatch that constituted the activities of his partner in crime, Mrs. Lovett – 

actually lay claim to being the greatest mass murderer in British history? After all,                             

Haining was, again, a well-known and widely respected journalist who would eventually count 

more than 130 publications to his name. He was looked to as an authority not only on the 

subject of Sweeney Todd; he had also written widely-circulated work on such fabled London 

creations as the urban terrorist Spring-Heeled Jack and Sherlock Holmes, as well as original 

and patently non-fictional biographies of Hollywood film stars.  

At the time, I put the matter to one side, and eventually went on to publish work on 

several other subjects related to eighteenth-century literature; however, my interest in the truth 

or falsity of Todd’s story was destined to be further piqued when I happened to be enjoying 

lunch several years later in one of those pubs which, by way interior furnishing and design, had 

covered its walls with a strange and heterogenous variety of books – a selection that had clearly 

been purchased in bulk, and with a seemingly wildly cavalier disregard for any standards 

pertaining to subject, quality,  or condition. It was there that I  (once again, and purely by 

chance) found myself confronted by the lurid cover of a cheap paperback version of Todd’s 

story that had been published by an outfit called the Mellifont Press in the mid-1930s.                         

The friend with whom I was dining at the time offered the chance observation that since I could 

by then still recite from memory the entire score of Sondheim’s musical, some more 

authoritative research into the origins and various versions of the story would be well worth 

pursuing. I’d like to think – in the words of Sondheim’s own Mrs. Lovett – that                         

“bright ideas just pop into my head,” but I can take no real credit merely for conceding that the 

topic might furnish a suitable subject for an extended, independent study of its own. 

* 
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Again, in that 1993 volume which professed to be a full-length study of Todd’s history, Haining 

actually insisted that although the barber could lay a fair claim to being “as famous in London 

history as Jack the Ripper or Dr Crippen,” his story had been “almost completely ignored by 

historians [sic]” (1993: xii). While the elusive Ripper and the devious quack doctor                           

have between them been the subject of dozens of books, Haining protested, Todd has been 

almost completely ignored by historians – some of whom believe him to be a completely 

imaginary figure. Yet this callous and deadly barber who has been called “the greatest mass 

murderer in English history” continues to exercise a macabre fascination over the public 

(Haining 1993: xii). 

Haining went on to insist that after devoting some twenty years investigating original 

and archival research, he had uncovered incontrovertible information and “clues [that] pointed 

inescapably to the fact that Todd had existed, and that his life and crimes were more intriguing, 

more curious, and – if anything – more outrageously gruesome than had previously been 

suspected.    … Beneath the fiction lay a substrata [sic] of fact that no amount of romanticising 

could hide” (Haining 1993: xii). According to the blurbs of his books on Todd, Haining offered 

his readers what he insisted was the “definitive biography” of the barber’s life and crimes.   

Even a brief summary of Haining’s ‘findings’ suggest the supposed extent of his work’s 

coverage and detail. “Sweeney Todd,” the reader was informed with no small assumption of 

confident authority, 

was born in Stepney in 1756, where he vowed to rise above the gutter. Yet fate had determined 

a different path for him. Following a conviction for petty theft, he was imprisoned for five 

years, during which time he plotted to avenge himself on all those who were wealthy or in 

authority … and so the seeds of a murderous intent were sown. Fleet Street was the scene of 

his appalling crimes, yet even worse deeds were carried out in Bell Yard, where his lover and 

accomplice, Margery Lovett, cooked the flesh of his victims for meat pies.  

(Haining 1993: inner dust-jacket) 

All this sounds more than slightly familiar, does it not? A few casual details seem to have been 

added – most notably the introduction into the narrative here of Mrs. Lovett – but Haining’s 

prose is close to being a word-for-word reproduction of such theatrical blurbs as that which 

featured in the New York production of the early-twentieth century quoted earlier.                             

What in the world was going on? 

Haining in fact claimed that he had uncovered the ‘truth’ behind the ‘legends’ only 

because he paused to take seriously some of the claims announced on the several dramatised 

of Todd’s story that had appeared on the British stage throughout the nineteenth and                       

early-twentieth centuries, almost all of which insisted that the narrative was “founded on fact.” 

“In truth,” Haining insisted, 

the tale of the demon barber is one of the most bloodthirsty and intriguing to be found anywhere 

in the world, compounded by the lack of research and the precious few documents on which to 

draw. … And so over the ... years, I have painstakingly combed the fact and fiction to produce 

what I believe to be the full story.  

(Haining 1993:, 8; emphasis added)  

He really ought to have known better. His obituaries (Haining died in November 2007)                        

tell the story of a man who was a dedicated journalist – a man who clearly loved and valued 

the subjects he pursued. Be that as it may, the sources presented as hard historical ‘evidence’ 

in Haining’s biographies of the barber were either patent fictions (included in such sensational  
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nineteenth-century periodicals as The Terrific Register – publications that more routinely 

professed on their title pages to be nothing other than fictions) or completely non-existent 

records of crimes and trials alleged to have appeared in the pages of slightly more reputable 

publications, such as The Newgate Calendar. 

To this day it remains a real mystery to me as to what extent Haining’s clearly deep and 

genuine affection for the mystery and lore of Fleet Street led him in the end actually                       

to believe a tale that his instincts – to say nothing of his professional ethics as a journalist – 

would most certainly have informed him to be false. Then again, more than likely he knew 

what he was doing all along. The reputed ‘facts’ and ‘historical sources’ to which Haining 

referred over and again in his works had been drawn from documents that were clearly and 

self-professedly play-texts and novelistic fictions that had never for one instant pretended to be 

anything other than the palpable fictions they actually were. He was also more than sufficiently 

aware of the many and various stage dramas in which Sweeney Todd had featured throughout 

the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.  More to the point, he knew very well that the 

story of the demon barber had originated as part of the central romantic plot of a prose narrative 

published in a form generally designated as the ‘penny blood’ or (late) the ‘penny dreadful.’  

Having drawn all of his essential evidence for the alleged truth of Sweeney Todd’s historical 

existence from these very sources,  Haining surely knew that the barber’s story was not and 

had never been a matter of historical record, as he repeatedly insisted it was, but was a tale that 

originated in the mind of the author or authors of one such penny blood, originally published 

in serial form by Edward Lloyd between November 1846 and March 1847 under the original 

title of The String of Pearls: A Romance. 

Some of the basic facts about such works are even now worth recalling. As is often the 

case with such designations, the term ‘penny blood’ originated not as a term of positive 

approval nor even one that was intended to be straightforwardly descriptive; rather, it was a 

term of abuse. Penny bloods generally did retail for the price of one penny or just a bit more. 

More distinctively, they offered inexpensive serial narratives to an emerging audience of 

(primarily) younger readers for whom even the least expensive of the many novels then being 

sold by booksellers would still have been considered something of a luxury. 

Until only very recently – and thanks in no small part to the research of a new generation 

of scholars and academics, some of whose work is presented in this current number – the penny 

bloods had for years routinely been dismissed by critics for their supposedly black-and-white 

characterisations and their occasionally improbable and melodramatic plots. The form’s 

exaggerated presentation of thrilling and bloodthirsty narratives – typically of a specifically 

criminal nature, not infrequently professing to be ‘historical’ in subject, and often set in a 

pseudo-gothic landscape of dungeons, prison cells, castles, and wild, abandoned heaths – 

brought together many of the elements of the earlier traditions of the gothic novel and the so-

called ‘Newgate’ novels popular from the 1820s and 1830s, and combined them anew with 

features of the morally ambivalent sensation novels that flourished in the mid-Victorian era 

(e.g., the trends of thought in the work of writers such as Wilkie Collins and Mary Elizabeth 

Braddon). In so doing, such works (arguably) managed to appeal both commercially and 

aesthetically to a far wider audience than would ever have openly acknowledged a stomach for 

such broadly sensational material. 

Even today, such periodical literature has often been admitted only with some 

reluctance to have formed an important and influential strand of the narrative traditions of 

English prose. Narratives such as Lloyd’s original The String of Pearls demonstrate that 

although such serials may have been written at great speed (and not infrequently by stables of 

multiple authors assembled by publishers), they were capable both of social and political 
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resonance as well as of deep and even profound meaning. Indeed, arising as they so often did 

in conditions that facilitated the production of ‘monodraft’ or unrevised manuscripts,                           

the bloods could conceivably give voice  to the untapped psyche of the Fleet Street environment 

in a manner that any more considered form of writing might self-consciously have censored. 

In the case of Sweeney Todd, the barber who so efficiently dispatches his customers and 

facilitates the process by which their bodies can be turned into succulent ‘veal’ pies is 

transformed into something very close to the embodiment of many a metropolitan nightmare. 

* 

Tracking down all the early prose versions and dramatic adaptations of Todd’s story in the 

archives of the British Library took quite some doing, and I spent seemingly endless hours 

laboriously copying a great many documents (most of them preserved in dusty boxes of 

microfilm) in the library’s facilities. I have to admit that authors such as Haining as well as 

several others who had debated the barber’s authenticity over the years (e.g., typically in some 

of the more arcane academic publications, such as the early- and mid-twentieth-century 

volumes of Notes & Queries)  proved in their own ways to be somewhat invaluable, if only to 

the extent that I could in time make some accurate assessments as to precisely which cited 

sources possessed at least some degree of historical fact, and those that could clearly be 

distinguished as manifest fictions. In time, it became increasingly obvious that the primary 

source of Todd’s story had indeed first appeared in publisher Edward Lloyd’s 1846–47 title, 

The People’s Periodical and Family Library. At least one dramatic adaptation of the tale had 

appeared on the boards even before the initial serialisation of the story had been completed in 

print, and in time far lengthier versions of the barber’s narrative (one of which,                            

published c.1878–80, ran to an exceptionally crowded 576 pages) were soon readily available 

to the Victorian reading public. Engaged in the task of sorting through the many sources and 

versions of the Todd’s story, I happened to learn some strange and often fascinating things 

simply when it came to the manner in which the narrative had been passed on from one 

generation of Londoners to the next; some of the most curious iterations – for me, at least – 

being the recurrent appearance of Sweeney Todd in everything from children’s books and 

graphic novels, to puppet and marionette performances, and even professional ballets. 

When it came to the actual timing of the publication of my research on Sweeney Todd, 

I chanced on one final occasion again to be extremely fortunate. For years, rumours had been 

circulating that Sondheim’s musical was to be turned into a major Hollywood film.                               

The original production (including of course Angela Lansbury’s unforgettable performance as 

Mrs. Lovett) had of course been preserved as a television feature in 1982, when it added an 

Emmy statue to its clutch of Tony awards. But the lure of the ‘big screen’ was of course 

something else altogether. The surprise success of the 2002 film version of the Kander and Ebb 

musical Chicago (itself based on a 1975 Broadway original) had re-wakened the interest of 

film makers in the potential financial viability of screen musicals more generally                              

(for decades considered a moribund genre); the hunt was soon on for suitable properties.                  

The well-known director Sam Mendes’ name was for some time attached to the project, 

although it was of course Tim Burton who finally managed to bring Sweeney Todd and                   

Mrs. Lovett fully to life on the screen in December 2007. The fact that my own work on the 

Todd legend, as well as an edition of the original text of The String of Pearls for                             

Oxford University Press, happened to be scheduled for late 2007 and early 2008 was a most 

fortuitous coincidence.  Both my monograph The Wonderful and Surprising History of Sweeney 

Todd: The Life and Times of An Urban Legend and my edition of The String of Pearls were 

completed well before the movie’s release, although the latter was eventually commercially 
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tied to the advent of Burton’s film. Consequently, although I would notionally benefit from 

this timing, I was in no position to offer any critical assessment of its cinematic achievement. 

In the end, the film was a perfectly respectable effort, and Sondheim himself      was as pleased 

as anyone with the result. He was careful to underscore the point that the cinematic adaptation 

of his musical was an entirely different beast (so to speak) from its theatrical progenitor.  

Ever since Sondheim was first aware that I was pursuing what I hoped would be an 

extended study of the origins of the Todd myth as an urban legend, he had been remarkably 

generous in his responses to any queries I happened to have had. As should be obvious by this 

point, I had always been in awe of the man. Yet, having grown up in Manhattan,                                           

one was compelled to adhere to the native-bred habit of at least feigning to be elaborately 

unimpressed by any celebrity one chanced to encounter on the street or in the park;                   

Woody Allen, Jack Nicholson, both John Lennon and Paul McCartney (not together, of course), 

even Greta Garbo (who always wore the same ‘disguise’), were just a few of those whose paths 

I had crossed by chance … and when so doing, had promptly affected to ignore them, or 

pointedly to look in the opposite direction. Sondheim, however, was the single individual 

whom I had so admired – and for so long – that any such chance encounter became something 

I came very close to dreading (even though I had for many years happened to know the secret 

of his Manhattan street address!). I had always thought –once again to quote a line from the 

composer’s own musical – I would in the instance of any such meeting at once have been 

reduced to “a screeching, gibbering maniac.” Consequently, the more than genial                          

(and always helpful) dispatch with which he greeted every single one of my epistolary 

comments and queries (and always by return-of-post) was something of a godsend.                   

Sondheim could not possibly have been any more generous with his time, advice,                                 

and occasional emendations. 

I was still nevertheless nonplussed when, early in November 2007, I received a typically 

polite note from the composer inviting me to a special advance screening of the Sweeney Todd 

film which was to be held at the Odeon Theatre in London’s Leicester Square later that month 

(Sondheim graciously intimated that he looked forward to reading my finished book,  as  well). 

The audience assembled for the afternoon screening, comprised almost entirely of the cast and 

crew and their guests, seemed decidedly nervous before the film began; the wonderful Alan 

Rickman, at least (who played Judge Turpin in the film), was seated an aisle to my left and 

appeared to evince some anxiety about the screening. Sacha Baron Cohen (who had taken on 

the role of Todd’s brief rival, Adolfo Pirelli, in the film) had obviously invited a considerable 

retinue of personal friends and supporters, all of whom whooped loudly at their principle’s own 

moments on screen, but seemed more judiciously to contain their critical approval for any other 

portions of the film. As the movie came to its extremely violent and bloody close, there seemed 

to be a palpable sense of relief throughout the cinema. One left the auditorium with a sense that 

a film adaptation that had been anticipated with no small amount of trepidation had, in the end, 

succeeded in its particular aims. And once again – more to the point – Sondheim’s own personal 

response was a happy one. 

In the weeks and months that followed, I necessarily undertook a round of publicity to 

promote both my monograph on Todd as well as the new edition of the original String of Pearls 

source text for Oxford University Press. I should probably not have been surprised by the 

number of interviewers who simply would not let go of Todd’s historical reality; nevertheless, 

I remained astonished by the number of newspapers, magazines, and other media outlets that 

insisted – both in the substance of their respective content and all-too-often in their headlines 

– on getting the matter wrong. The fact is that few of us need to be reminded that we have come 

today to accept the fact that we live in age when even the most absurd conspiracy theories can 
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gain the sort of popular cultural currency which can, in turn, exert any number of existential 

threats to our polity and our way of life. There are more than enough genuine monsters out 

there just now for us to have any need to add an historical Sweeney Todd to their verifiable 

numbers. In the end, it’s long past the time to ‘polish off’ the notion that Sweeney Todd is a 

figure of historical fact; he’s bloody (and entertaining) enough confined to the page and to the 

stage … and long may he thrive therein.  
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