
21

an interview with SWEENEY TODD director 
john doyle
Excerpts from a Downstage Center Radio Broadcast

original air date: november 24, 2006

jvs: i’m john von soosten, program director of xm28 on broadway. 

hs: and i’m howard sherman, executive director of the american 
theatre wing.

jvs: today we welcome john doyle, who is a new name on broadway 
within the last year, but certainly not a new name when it comes to 
theater. john, you’ve been involved in theater in your native great 
britain for a long, long time. you have done scores of shows in the uk 
and elsewhere, but two shows on broadway: sweeney todd, for which 
you won the tony last year as best director, and, currently running on 
broadway, company, the revival. to use the word controversial is maybe 
not completely accurate, but there was some degree of discussion, some 
degree of angst before people saw sweeney todd, that this doyle 
fellow from great britain has come over, has eliminated the orchestra, 
has given instruments to the ten actors onstage, had them play instru-
ments and sing and dance and all that, and you won a tony for it. and 
you won a drama desk award, an outer critics’ circle award, so some-
thing must have worked right. this is a technique you’ve been using for 
some time in great britain, isn’t it?
john doyle: It is indeed. It came out of financial necessity, really. I was artistic director 
of the Everyman Theatre in Liverpool, which is quite a cutting-edge theater, a very politi-
cal theater, where they’ve done a lot of new work, and I decided to do a piece of musical 
theater there, the [Leonard] Bernstein Candide, and I frankly couldn’t afford the orchestra 
and the cast at the same time. So we put them together, and it was a pretty successful 
exercise. But in those days, the [performers] sat and played the music at a music stand, 
and then they got up and acted. But it would be unfair to say that I was the first direc-
tor in my country to think of such a thing.  A guy called Bob Carlton did a show called 
Return to the Forbidden Planet, and there was also Buddy in the West End, which was 
very successful, the Buddy Holly story, both using actors who played instruments. I knew 
some of those actors and some of those directors, and I thought, well there must be a way 
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that those same techniques could be taken into the 
more classic musical theater form. So that’s where 
the journey started, almost 15 years ago now. And 
it’s gone on through theaters that I’ve run as artis-
tic director, and then at the Watermill Theatre in 
Newbury, where I was associate director, using and 
developing the same stuff, to the point that Sweeney 
Todd went into the West End to a tiny, small theater, 
Stephen Sondheim came and saw it, and the rest is 
fairly recent history. 

jvs: well, to take a leonard bernstein 
work like candide and eliminate the 
orchestra, what happened then? did 
people start to scream, “how can you do 
this?!” 
Well, of course, there’s audacity wrapped up in it all. 
I’m quite prepared to admit that. but I don’t set out 
to be audacious with it, and don’t set out to be in 

any way revolutionary with it, or anything like that. The choices have been pragmatic, in 
terms of cost. What has happened is that some kind of—I find the term “art form” rather 
pretentious, but some sort of art form has grown out of it. And it’s not, obviously, aiming 
to eliminate the orchestral sound, it’s aiming to use the instrument in a more dramatic 
form. That means that you have to carry those instruments around all night as performers. 
It requires a very flexible kind of actor to be able to do that.

jvs: but now with both sweeney todd and company on broadway, i don’t 
imagine the cost was the driving factor in this case, was it?
No. Although it was when I did it first of all at the Watermill Theatre in Newbury, where 
the stage is, like, 14 feet by 14 feet, and there’s no place for an orchestra. Then Steve 
Sondheim saw it, enjoyed what he’d seen, and encouraged it to come here to Broadway. 
Of course, they could have said, “Well, now you can put an orchestra in the pit,” but that 
would have denied the very reason for doing it in the first place. Not to say that it wasn’t 
pretty scary when they first suggested that it would come to Broadway, on two points: 
One, I never thought it would happen, because it’s the sort of dream that you don’t believe 
will come true. And, I thought, Oh my goodness, what are people going to make of this? 
For years in Britain I have been quoted as saying, jokingly, that my aim was to take the 
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Broadway out of the Broadway musical, because I was working in environments and in 
theaters where the show was in what you would consider to be not-for-profit houses, for 
four- or six-week runs, and that was it. There was no intention of Sweeney Todd ever living 
beyond the six-week run. I certainly didn’t think anybody of any import would see it—well, 
any audience is important, but you know what I’m saying. 

jvs: well, you didn’t expect sondheim to come see it.
That’s really what I meant, yes. And that was pretty scary, because of what I do in terms 
of the contractual way in which these pieces of musical theater are protected throughout 
the world. What I do breaks those laws, in a sense. It was never meant to be about, We 
want to get rid of an orchestra. It grew out of not being able to afford to have one. Then 
it came into, How can you use that theatrical style to extend the audience’s disbelief? I 
mean, you don’t often sit with a drink in one hand and a double bass between your legs. It 
doesn’t happen very much in real life. [Laughter] So it kind of asks the audience to take a 
journey that goes beyond their preconception of what real life is. I suppose you could say 
it takes you to an abstraction of reality. That’s what I’m interested in, more than anything, 
really, and what it does in terms of the relationship between the actor and the audience is 
what interests me. 

hs: well, on a practical level, since you mention the actors, as a 
director, since you are now not only looking for people who can act 
and sing, but they have to play instruments, does this narrow the field, 
let’s talk first working in england, of the performers who are avail-
able to you, in terms of doing this work? does it restrict your options?
Yes. It did, I think it’s fair to say. Inevitably, “restrict” is often looked upon as a negative. I 
think it can be quite a positive thing, you know, the fact that you are looking for a particular 
set of skills to storytell with. It would not really be any different if you were doing a dance 
piece, that you were looking for a particular set of talents. Now, when I first did Candide 
all that time ago, I could truly only find ten or twelve people who could even approach 
being able to play that score. We did that famous overture with a reduction of 12. But since 
I started developing the technique, there is now a theater school, Rose Bruford College, 
which has a three-year training program to teach people how to do it. They’ve made me a 
fellow of the school, so it’s now becoming a recognized, legitimate way of making theater 
happen in Britain. Certainly now if I put out a casting call to do a musical in my own 
country, I can get anywhere between 500 and 1,000 applications, most of whom may not 
be appropriate for the roles, but they’re certainly appropriate within the skills base that’s 
required.
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hs: and was there a different experience when you came over here, first 
to cast sweeney, and then to cast company? 
Well, I said to the producers when we came here to cast Sweeney, “Look, for goodness 
sake, don’t announce that you’re doing this show until we know whether we can find a 
cast,” because I didn’t know for a moment if the skills would not so much be around, but 
whether actors could see themselves as doing that kind of work. But you can sense very 
quickly whether somebody is musical enough on the instrument to be able to fulfill the 
requirements. Actually, with Sweeney Todd, it wasn’t such a difficult journey to find them 
all. We saw very good people, and I’m assuming there must be actors all over New York 
practicing their cellos, because certainly I see more and more people now. I think there is 
also something to be said for the fact that you do have a high school marching band tradi-
tion, which we don’t have in the uk. So it is probable that more people—of a certain age, 
anyway—at least went through the business of learning an instrument at school. 

hs: clearly, there has to be some relationship between the 
instrument that the character plays and their character itself. how 
do you develop the idea of what the instrumentation might be for a 
particular character, or is it you find people who are multifaceted? 
It’s a little of everything. I mean, you do start off by saying to your orchestrator, “Okay, 
what do we need?” It’s obvious that you’re going to need probably two piano players to get 
you through the evening, to start off with. And maybe it’s quite nice if those two piano 
players play husband and wife in the play, so that at some point they could both sit at 
the same piano and play together, as they do in “Side by Side” in Company. You’d need a 
double bass, usually, because you need the bass root to the orchestra, and if you haven’t got 
the ability to have a double bass, then you have to have a cello, which can take the double 
bass line. And if you can’t have that, you have an instrument like a tuba, which can take 
the same bass notes. So you start to look around the possibilities of all of that. And then, 
inevitably, you think, Okay, which character makes you think most like a violin? Which 
character would you associate with the flute? But some of it is done on the rehearsal room 
floor, where you think: Ah, okay, they’re playing those two instruments; that’s how that 
couple happened to be. Let’s make a language with those two instruments out of the 
orchestration. That’s certainly more the case in Company than was the case in Sweeney 
Todd. In Sweeney, because they were all locked in the same, whatever that place was, lunatic 
asylum or hospital or whatever—
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hs: you tell us! you should know.
Well, I don’t know if I do know, really—but because they were all locked in and had to 
make music for each other, the music is slightly less character driven than it is in Company. 
The choices in Company have been more rooted around the specific characters. 

jvs: well, particularly with sweeney, because that was your first broad-
way effort, but also with company, a lot of attention was paid in the 
press to the fact that the actors were playing the instruments and 
that there was no orchestra. let’s move beyond that, because in the 
show itself you have to move beyond that. the audience in the first 
five or ten minutes gets it or they don’t. what else did you look for in 
terms of casting the actors, and in terms of the staging, other than 
them playing the instruments?
You have to create a world, first of all, where nobody leaves the stage. That’s the first thing 
you have to do, because, of course, they all need to be onstage all the time, because they 
have to accompany each other. So I wanted a world, whatever that world would be in 
either case, where they could all be trapped in the story. It’s a little bit like Into the Woods 
in that sense: we’re all trapped in the same story. In the case of Sweeney, I wanted them to 
be trapped in Tobias’s head. That is why he started the story tied up—the boy who’s driven 
mad by the story, and almost looking at the story retrospectively, and then retied up to tell 
it again tomorrow. It’s the perpetual angst or entrapment of that. In Company, I wanted 
them all to be clearly the demons in Bobby’s head. So, I wanted people who were able first 
of all to embrace the idea that they would be generous enough to take the front moment, if 
you like, but also having the generosity to be able to sit in the corner in the dark and play 
the orchestra bells or the triangle. Then, I wanted people who—now this is to do with my 
own taste in what acting is—would approach the musical, not in the way that a musical 
theater performer would normally approach a musical, but would explore it almost like a 
play with songs, which I think is a slightly different context. It’s a more naturalistic way of 
approaching dialogue, if you like. 

jvs: did that necessitate many changes to the book and the staging and 
the whole structure of the show?
In the case of Sweeney Todd, there were changes that Sondheim helped to make, particu-
larly in the second act. There was almost nothing changed in the first act, other than a 
couple of cuts, which were traditional cuts. In the second act, he actually wanted to rework 
some of the material himself, and we did that reworking together to try to make a very 
complicated story more clear in what was already a more complex theatrical conceit.
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hs: as you’ve been pursuing this particular style of exploring musical 
theater, have you looked at shows that you don’t think lend them-
selves to this style, or indeed have you ever done a show that ulti-
mately, once into it, you found didn’t work?
I think there are definitely shows that would not work for it. It would be rather foolhardy 
to try West Side Story, because West Side Story is a show that is about people who commu-
nicate through dance, and I think that would be the wrong thing to try to do. You could 
argue that there were great dance moments in Company, when Michael Bennett did the 
original staging, but not all the way through the show. It’s not a show where the expres-
sion is a dance expression. In terms of shows that I think haven’t worked, I did Pal Joey 
this way and I felt that didn’t work, but then I have a feeling that’s because the book of 
the second act of that show is tricky to work, anyway. The shows that work best for me—I 
think, Fiddler on the Roof, which I did with ten people—that worked because music was 
indigenous to the language of the story and to the culture. So that type of piece works very 
well. I’ve done two Gilbert and Sullivan adaptations, taking one into a jazz world and one 
into a big band world, and they both really worked because of the musical rhythms of the 
piece. They’re already stylized enough to work. Into the Woods definitely worked because 
it’s already a slightly mad world that it’s happening in. There have been some [shows] 
in which I’ve struggled more than others to make sure that the conceit—I use the word 
conceit rather than concept, because I think that “concept” is something else—but I don’t 
think there was ever one of the 20 shows probably I’ve done, that stands out as absolutely 
not working. It is obvious that things like Cabaret are going to work very well because it’s 
in a club, and people are playing instruments in a club, so that’s going to work better than 
some that may be even more naturalistic in terms of the world that they live in. 

jvs: with the success that’s greeted you here in the u.s., and certainly 
the introduction of sweeney and now company, are you concerned at 
all that people are only going to look to you as this director who does 
this style?
I read those things online that say that I’m a “one-trick pony.” I could care less. I am who 
I am, and there is nothing I can do about that, and this is how I express myself. I come 
from the highlands of Scotland, where I’m used to a ceilidh tradition. I’m used to people 
sitting in the front room making music. I was brought up with a piano in the room. It’s 
what I do. Why deny yourself? I’d already had success. I never stopped working. That to me 
is success. To get a Tony Award is a treat. It’s the cherry on the sundae. But I was already 
doing what I do, and now, just because it’s been maybe more successful on the commercial 
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platform than I ever thought it would be, I’m not going to stop doing it for that reason. I 
will do stories that I want to tell and I will tell them in the appropriate way at the time. 
What I won’t do is, I won’t use this technique only to make cheap theater. I will go into 
under-resourced situations, which is where I love to create. I really enjoy regional theater 
and I really enjoy the business of being told, “This is all you have.” Then I can use my 
imagination. And I will continue to search for those opportunities—always, always, always. 
If they then bring the opportunity to take that work onto Broadway or into the West End, 
isn’t that great? Of course, that’s lovely for me, it’s lovely for the cast. It’s lovely for every-
thing. Or, if I could find Broadway opportunities where I could say, “Look, don’t expect it 
to have an enormous visual feast or don’t give me such a lot of money that I don’t know 
what to do with it. Give me people to storytell with.” And maybe there is something in 
that, in the human relationship between that and an audience that is precious, is special. 
I think one of the reasons that Sweeney worked—forget the instruments, forget the glori-
ous Patti [Lupone] and Michael [Cerveris] and their fantastic performances and Steve’s 
incredible music—one of the reasons I think it worked was the connection between the 
audience and the action itself, and the direct, honest approach of saying, “We know you’re 
there, and you know we’re here.”

hs: what struck me most when i saw your production of sweeney in the 
west end was that it was the first time i had seen sweeney todd in the 
more than 20 years it’s been around that i wasn’t looking at some 
version of hal prince’s production. and i wondered, had you seen that 
production at any time and how you went about banishing those 
ghosts.
I had seen that production in the West End, at Drury Lane. I had done my own watered 
down production in a regional repertory theater with a cast of, I don’t know, 18, and a 
band of 8 or 10. I’d done one years ago. And I was asked by Jill Fraser, who was the artistic 
director of the Watermill, where I have originated quite a number of these pieces of work, 
to do a piece of work for her at a time of year that I really didn’t want to go there. It was 
January, it was cold, and I didn’t want to do the job. It’s a theater where you get paid almost 
no money and you all have to stay in this accommodation together and it’s glorious and 
terrible all at the same time and there is never any budget. I had been working a lot and I 
needed the time off. The theater needed to make some money; they were going through 
hard times. She sat me down and said, “John, I need you to come and do something.” I 
said, “I don’t want to do anything.” And she said, “I want you to come and do Sweeney 
Todd,” and I said, “Oh my goodness, it’s the last thing in the world I want to do, I’ve done 
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it before.” She said, “Please think about it.” And I thought, Well, she needs it. That was 
really important to me. The theater needed it, and I had loyalty to the audience, and I 
thought, The way I can survive this is by designing it myself, as well—actually going away 
and thinking about a total concept, a total re-look. I don’t usually do my own design work. 
I knew that the budget was about 5 or 8 thousand pounds—about 10 to 15 thousand dol-
lars. I knew it was a tiny amount of money. I went out myself and found the costumes in 
clothing warehouses. I went out myself and found all the props for that back wall—which 
I continued to do on Broadway. I repeated exactly the same journey on Broadway, because 
I was insistent that it had to be a very hands-on experience from my viewpoint. I then 
went and found the original operating theater, Guys Hospital in London, where they have 
got buckets at the four corners and a black table in the middle of the room, white enamel 
buckets where they collected the blood when the amputations were being done. And the 
barbers of the East End were the people who went and did the amputations before anes-
thetic. That really interested me, and that’s where the imagery came from. I went into the 
rehearsal room not knowing how I was going to solve the problems of the piece, other than 
I had no money and I had very little to do it with. 

You know, of all the wonderful, wonderful things that happened in the last two years 
about Sweeney, there have been great gifts and marvelous opportunities. One of the very 
special things was a letter that I received from Hal Prince, which said that this was prob-
ably the first time he’d ever seen it and it not be a copy of his production, and he was so 
pleased about that. I thought that was the most generous action, and it made me feel free. 
And that links to the whole thing about what we think revival is. Is revival a copy of an 
original, or is it something that you do for the audience that you’re doing it for now, for 
the artists who are making the story happen? I happen to think it should be the second, 
in the same way that you would revive Shakespeare differently all the time, and you would 
revive Ibsen differently all the time. I would want to put certainly Mr. Sondheim’s work in 
the category of those other names. And I think the same with anybody, if you want to tell 
a story anew, you have to tell it for the time that you live in. That doesn’t mean to say it 
has to be dressed in the time that we live in. That doesn’t mean to say that it has to say to 
us, Look! Get it, this is you. But to have a connection that gives it a relevance.

jvs: what song from sweeney do you think is most representative of your 
style and of your work?
There are so many of them and they are all so great, but my “Desert Island” song would 
be the “Johanna” in Act ii of Sweeney Todd. I think it represents it not only musically, 
but visually, the much-talked-about white little baby’s coffin, the whole image of a man 
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grieving for his child while singing some of the most beautiful music ever written for the 
American musical theater.

jvs: when you select something to do, what do you look for? putting 
aside how you’re going to execute it, whether you’re going to have the 
actors play the instruments or not, how you’re going stage it. putting 
that aside, what do you really look for when you’re selecting what 
to do?
I think I look for something that has the potential for a darker side. The potential for a 
true expression of what humanity is. Something that gives me the opportunity to look at 
all our madness and sadness and badness at the same time as being potentially very funny 
or ironic or whatever it is, but that has inside it a depth or a connection with our humanity. 
Something like, for example, Company. Why did it interest me? Because I could be that 
man. I have been that man. I’m old enough to have been Bobby. Maybe will be Bobby 
again. That’s the sort of story I like. Something that I think, Ah, okay, I can put something 
of myself into this. If I can’t address myself in it, how can I ever help an artist, an actor, 
address themselves in it? I feel it’s important that I tell stories that I don’t stand in the way 
of. I’m not interested in my own ego becoming more important than the story. The story 
is the important thing to me. Even if I don’t tell it well, I will try to tell it well. So it has 
to be something that I feel strongly enough about to think that there is something there 
that I want to say, rather than it become a glossy cover up. 
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