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Musical Theatre Brief Synopses 

 

Show Boat 1927  

Jerome Kern 1885 – 1945  and Oscar Hammerstein II. 1895 – 1960 

Make Believe [Gaylord Ravenal and Magnolia Hawks] 

This duet is first sung by the characters Gaylord Ravenal, a handsome riverboat 

gambler, and the teenage Magnolia Hawks, an aspiring performer and daughter of the 

show boat captain, soon after their meeting in Act I. It reveals that they are smitten 

with each other almost immediately upon meeting and sets the tone for the contrasts 

between the ideal “make believe” world of the young lovers and the harsh realities of 

life that they will encounter throughout the story. 

 

Ol' Man River [Joe] 

This song and chorus contrasts the struggles and hardships of African Americans with 

the endless, uncaring flow of the Mississippi River; it is sung from the point of view 

of a black stevedore on the showboat. 

 

Can't help lovin' that man [Julie, Queenie,  Joe, Magnolia] 

This blues tempo piece is sung in the show by several characters, but is most closely 

associated with Julie, the mixed race leading lady of the showboat "Cotton Blossom". 

It is Julie, who is first heard singing the song  to Magnolia, the daughter of show boat 

owners Cap'n Andy Hawks and his wife Parthenia. The number is supposed to be a 

song familiar to African-Americans for years, and this provides one of the most 

dramatic moments in the show. When Queenie, the black cook, comments that it is 

strange that light-skinned Julie knows the song because only black people sing it, 

Julie becomes visibly uncomfortable. Later, we learn that this is because Julie is 

"passing" as white – she and her white husband are guilty of miscegenation under the 

state's law. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Carousel  1945 

Richard Rodgers 1902 - 1979 and Oscar Hammerstein II 1895 – 1960 

If I loved you [Billy  and Julie] 

In the show, the characters of Billy Bigelow, carousel barker and Julie Jordan sing 

this song as they hesitantly declare their love for one another, yet are too shy to 

express their true feelings. 
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Soliloquy [Billy] 

The now jobless carousel barker Billy Bigelow, the antihero of the musical, sings this 

just after he has learned he is about to become a father. In it, he happily daydreams 

over what it would be like to be a father to a boy, but midway through the song, he is 

horrified and disappointed to realize that it could turn out to be a girl. The song 

immediately becomes more tender, as he begins to like the idea. In the end, he 

considers that a girl needs the very best a father can offer, and decides to get money to 

provide for her. It is this idea that spurs him on to help his criminal pal Jigger to 

commit a robbery, an act which ultimately leads to personal disaster for Billy. 

 

What's the use of wond'rin'? [Julie] 

 The girls try to comfort Carrie, but for Julie all that matters is that "he's your feller 

and you love him". She is thinking of her own love for Billy. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

South Pacific 1949 

Richard Rodgers 1902 - 1979 and Oscar Hammerstein II 1895 – 1960 

Some enchanted evening [Emile de Becque] 

The leading male character, Emile, an ex-patriate French planter, describes seeing a 

stranger, knowing that you will see her again, and dreaming of her laughter. He sings 

that when you find your "true love", you must "fly to her side, / And make her your 

own". 

Younger than springtime [Lt Joseph Cable] 

The song is performed by Lieutenant Cable, a young Marine officer when he makes 

love to his adored Liat, a young Tonkinese woman, to whom he was only recently 

introduced by her mother Bloody Mary. The song shows that love just happens and 

does not follow the rules of racial separation prevalent in the United States at that 

time. 

There is nothing like a dame  

This is sung by the sailors McCaffery,  Jerome, Larsen, Stewpot, Steeves, Johnson, 

Billis and O’Brien because they all long for women in their lives. 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

Chicago, original Broadway production opened in 1975 

With music by John Kander [b. 1927] lyrics by Fred Ebb [1928 – 2004] and a book by 

Ebb and Bob Fosse, the musical is set in Prohibition-era Chicago, based on a 1926 

play of the same name by reporter Maurine Dallas Watkins about actual criminals and 

crimes she reported on. The story is a satire on corruption in the administration of 

criminal justice and the concept of the "celebrity criminal." 
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INTERVAL 

 

West Side Story 1957 [medley] 

Leonard Bernstein 1918 – 1990 and Stephen Sondheim b. 1930 

West Side Story is a drama of racial hatred and the tragedy that results from it, a 

modern Romeo and Juliet. The protagonists are two rival gangs, the Jets and the 

Sharks, who live in the same neighbourhood and both want control of the streets. The 

sister of the Shark's leader falls in love with the best friend of the leader of the Jets 

and their romance is used as a reason by the gangs for an all-out fight that ends 

tragically for both gangs. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Sweeney Todd 1979 

Stephen Sondheim b. 1930 

Worst Pies in London [Mrs Lovett] 

In 1846, Sweeney Todd, who was once a barber, returns to London after years of 

banishment. He enters a meat pie shop on Fleet Street where the owner, Mrs Lovett 

laments about the scarcity of meat. When Todd asks about her empty upstairs 

apartment, she reveals that its former tenant, Benjamin Barker, was transported out of 

England on false charges by Judge Turpin, who, along with his servant, Beadle 

Bamford, then lured Barker's wife Lucy to the Judge's home. Todd's reaction reveals 

that he is himself Benjamin Barker. Promising to keep his secret, Lovett explains that 

Lucy poisoned herself after being raped by the Judge and that their then-infant 

daughter, Johanna, became a ward of the Judge. Todd swears revenge on the Judge 

and the Beadle, and Mrs. Lovett presents Todd with his old collection of sterling 

silver straight razors. 

Green Finch and Linnet Bird [Johanna] 

Elsewhere, Johanna at the window of her room in the Judge’s house sings of her 

longed for freedom. 

In the crowded London marketplace, faux-Italian barber Adolfo Pirelli  pitches a 

dramatic cure-all for hair loss. Todd and Lovett soon arrive; Todd exposes the elixir 

as a sham, challenges Pirelli to a shaving competition, and easily wins, inviting the 

impressed, onlooking Beadle to a free shave.  

Johanna – Mea Culpa [Judge Turpin] 

Several days later, Judge Turpin flagellates himself in a frenzy over a growing lust for 

Johanna, but instead resolves to marry her himself. Todd impatiently continues to wait 

for the Beadle's arrival, but Mrs. Lovett attempts to calm him. Pirelli enters, and 

reveals to Todd that he is actually an Irishman named Daniel O'Higgins, an assistant 
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to Todd fifteen years ago, who knows Todd's true identity. When O'Higgins attempts 

to blackmail his former employer, however, Todd injures and hides him, later slitting 

his throat. Meanwhile, the Beadle has recommended Todd's services to the Judge, so 

that he can better win Johanna's affections. 

 

A little priest [Mrs Lovett and Sweeney Todd] 

At first panicked by learning of Pirelli's murder, Mrs. Lovett seizes his leftover coin 

purse and then discusses with Todd plans to dispose of the body. Suddenly, the Judge 

enters; Todd quickly seats him upstairs and lulls him into a relaxed conversation. 

Before Todd can kill the Judge, they are interrupted and the Judge storms out, vowing 

never to return. Todd determines that he will kill all future customers, since all people 

deserve to die: the rich to be punished for their corruption, and the poor to be relieved 

of their misery. Mrs. Lovett slyly suggests that they use the flesh of Todd's victims, 

starting with ‘Pirelli’, in her meat pies, and Todd joyously agrees.  

……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Candide [based on the novella by Voltaire] 

Music by Leonard Bernstein 1918 - 1990 

The operetta was first performed in 1956 with a libretto by Lilian Hellman; but since 

1974 it has been generally performed with a book by Hugh Wheeler which is more 

faithful to Voltaire's novel. 

It satirises the philosophy of optimism, that all is for the best in this best of all 

possible worlds, following the ideas of Leibniz as taught by Dr Pangloss, mentor to 

the innocent and gullible young Candide, his aristocratic cousin and love, Cunégonde 

and her brother, Maximilian in Westphalia. 

Glitter and be gay [Cunégonde] 

After many personal and global disasters, the anti-heroine Cunégonde finds herself 

in Paris, France, where she shares her favours (on different mutually-agreed-upon 

days of the week) with wealthy Jew Don Issachar and the city's Cardinal Archbishop. 

She contemplates what she has done to survive while in Paris. 

I am easily assimilated [Old lady, companion to Cunégonde] 

Candide, Cunégonde and her companion, the Old Lady flee to Cadiz, Spain with 

Cunégonde's jewels, where the Old Lady tells Candide and Cunégonde about her past. 

The jewels are stolen and the Old Lady offers to sing for their dinner. 

Make our garden grow [Candide, Cunégonde, Maximilian, Dr Pangloss and chorus] 

Seeing what Cunégonde has become, Candide's image of and belief in her is 

shattered. With what little money they have left, they purchase a small farm outside 

Venice. Candide finally speaks and decides to marry Cunégonde, resolving to do their 

best in what is after all an imperfect world. 


