
 
 

Curtain Up: TheatreZone puts on highly 
effective ‘Sweeney Todd' performance 
Bill O'Neill  
11:13 AM, Feb 11, 2015 
2:06 PM, Feb 11, 2015 
 
Pictures by Carolina Hidalgo 

 
 

 
 

TheatreZone is in its tenth season. This equity theater company is a great asset to our community 
and has put on some fine productions over the years. Its production of Stephen Sondheim’s 
“Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street,” running through Feb. 15, is its crowning 
achievement to date.  



 
 

In case you missed the play in other productions or the fine film of several years ago, “Sweeney 
Todd” relates the story of a man returning from exile, sworn to revenge himself. He was a 
barber, happily married with a child. He was, 15 years before the action of the play, unjustly 
accused of a crime and transported so that the corrupt Judge Turpin, attracted to Sweeney’s 
beautiful wife, can carry out his designs on her. 

Sweeney returns to find that his wife has apparently died and his daughter, Johanna, taken in by 
the same judge, who now has decided to take the young girl as his wife. Sweeney goes on a 
killing spree, practicing up for his chance with the judge. His victims’ bodies are ground up and 
used for meat pies. The evening progresses toward a great blood bath. 

This play presents many challenges. The musical lines are difficult, full of key changes and odd 
intervals, and require strong voices and great musicality. The lyrics are, true to Sondheim form, 
intricate: a lot of words are squeezed into these songs. The story is dark and horrific and the 
characters are not relatable. The unrelenting focus on the theme of vengeance gives the play the 
feel of a morality tale, foreign to modern sensibilities. Add that the confines of the stage at The 
G&L Theatre would seem to prohibit elaborate scenic effects. 

Director Mark Danni and his cast and crew rise to the occasion. Danni has taken a sharply 
focused stylistic approach and stuck to it. The players appear in grotesque ghoulish makeup. The 
costumes and props are in black and shades of gray, with startling red used here and there for 
accent and effect. The orchestra features evocative organ sounds. The movements are tightly 
choreographed, with no wasted motion. 

The gruesomeness of the murders — and there are many of them — is conveyed, not through 
gushing blood, but by startling sound and lighting effects and a simple costume device. The set is 
up to the standards of the production. The scenery and properties are simple and effective. A 
coffin, suitably enough, is the main piece of furniture. It serves as a hiding place, a table, a 
platform. Sweeney’s barber chair is represented by a red-painted Queen Anne side chair. It all 
works very well, and focuses the attention on the action. 

Charles Fornara reveals a fine voice and looming presence as the eponymous obsessed Todd (is 
it an accident that “Tod” is the German word for “death?”) Karen Molnar gives her best 
performance ever at TheatreZone as Mrs. Lovett, the pie-shop proprietress who gives succor to 
Sweeney Todd and comes up with the solution for disposing of the bodies of his victims. 

Larry Alexander is wonderful as the mountebank Signor Pirelli. Kellie Cullinan is lovely, and 
has the vocal chops to handle the demands of Johanna’s lovely but musically intimidating 
“Green Finch and Linnet Bird.” Christopher Lewis as Anthony, Ricky Cona as Tobias, William 
Hartery as Beadle Bamford and Bruce Rehold as the loathsome Judge Turpin all have fine voices 
and are on target with their characterizations, as is the small and versatile ensemble. 



 
 
I must admit that “Sweeney Todd” is not my favorite Sondheim. It is, like most of Sondheim’s 
later works, a concept piece, and for all its gore and melodrama I find it rather cold. Besides, I 
generally do not go to musical theater to be told about how terrible and corrupt the world can be 
— I see enough of that in real life, thank you. 

But “Sweeney Todd” is an important work, well-wrought, highly effective in its own way, and it 
is hard to imagine a better mounting of the play than you will see here. 
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