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‘Nightly Bloodlust Overflows’: 
Anatomizing the Morbid Musical for the Contemporary American Stage1 

Simulated spectacles of grotesque, disturbing, and/or violent acts on stage have 

been enticing audiences to the theatre for centuries. Cognitive science’s answer to such a 

phenomenon is known as morbid curiosity, which is an exploration into the attraction of 

negative stimuli that leans heavily towards the macabre. A recent surge in popularity of 

all things morbid has materialized in the form of podcasts, true crime documentaries, 

film, and most intriguingly, musical theatre. The premieres of Sweeney Todd: The Demon 

Barber of Fleet Street (1979) and Little Shop of Horrors (1982) marked the beginning of 

a new subgenre of musical theatre, the morbid musical. The new millennium has seen the 

resurgence of the subgenre in productions of Carrie (2012), Heathers (2014), and 

American Psycho (2016). In the decades between the two waves listed above, I assert that 

horror film cycles and a handful of non-musical theatre productions expressed the 

popularity of morbid entertainments.  

For the purposes of this paper, a morbid musical will be defined as a production 

of musical theatre that features disturbing and violent subject matter that is juxtaposed 

with satire. This paper will explore the morbid musical as a contemporary subgenre 

within the American musical theatre canon, as well as theorize how such productions 

attract and fascinate audiences. In order to achieve this, I will be employing scholarship 

on morbid curiosity, horror studies, and violence in both theatre and film. 

1 This line comes from investment banker by day, serial murderer by night Patrick Bateman, as he laments 
over the amount of months that have passed since decapitating his business rival, Paul Owen. The musical 
number, “Killing Spree,” American Psycho. 
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Intro to the Morbid Musical 
We’re All Damaged, Frightened, Freaks but that’s Alright2 

The acronym TGIF, which stands for ‘Thank God it’s Friday,” has made a name 

for itself in popular culture for being synonymous with the impending weekend, 

relaxation, and happy hours abound. In the fall of 1989, the American Broadcasting 

Company (ABC) adapted the acronym to fit their two-hour comedy block of television on 

Friday evenings with: “Thank Goodness it’s Funny.”3 Cut to present day, now fall of 

2018, and broadcast television executives are hedging their bets on a supposed “nostalgia 

craze” with a revitalized TGIF lineup.4 While the TGIF-for-ABC moniker associates 

itself with comedy almost exclusively, over at the National Broadcasting Company 

(NBC) subsidiary channel Oxygen; the acronym takes on a whole new meaning. From 

8pm to 12am programs such as Dateline: Secrets Uncovered, Kemper on Kemper: Inside 

the Mind of a Serial Killer, and Snapped: Killer Couples dominate the Friday evening 

time slot. Oxygen is thereby turning TGIF to TGFM: thank goodness for murder. Yet 

television is far from being the only form of popular entertainment with which an affinity 

for the macabre is at the forefront. Theatre has long since been a breeding ground for 

entertainment bathed in “the horrific, the erotic, and the morally dubious.”5 In 1897, 

playwright and tabloid journalist Oscar Metenier opened the infamous Theatre du Grand 

2 Veronica, the heroine of Heathers, sings this line as a plea to her fellow classmates to end the peer-on-
peer cruelty; shortly after saving Westerberg High from total destruction. “Seventeen (Reprise),” Act 2-
Scene 9, Heathers: The Musical. 
3 The original TGIF lineup (1989-2000) on ABC included: Full House, Family Matters, Perfect Strangers, 
and Going Places. 
4 Jason Lynch, “ABC Restores TGIF, Betting That Nostalgia Will Woo Families Back to Fridays,” Adweek, 
October 1, 2018, https://www.adweek.com/tv-video/abc-brings-back-tgif-betting-that-nostalgia-will-woo-
families-back-to-fridays/amp/. In his article Lynch cites ABC’s EVP of marketing, Rebecca Daugherty, 
saying the following in response to why the network chose to reinstate a TGIF block in 2018: “…this was 
their [children of the ‘90s] whole social life on Friday night.  Either they watched with their family or they 
would have sleepovers with friends…we learned that people are hungry for that.” 
5 Richard J. Hand and Michael Wilson, Grand-Guignol: The French Theatre of Horror (Exeter: University 
of Exeter Press, 2002), 3. 

https://www.adweek.com/tv-video/abc-brings-back-tgif-betting-that-nostalgia-will-woo
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Guignol in Paris. Once under the tutelage of Max Murrey in 1899, the theatre became a 

literal ‘house of horrors,’ where “audiences came to be frightened, to be shocked, [and to] 

simultaneously delight in their fears.”6 It is precisely that desire which sent audiences to 

the theatre in droves to be “purged of pity and fear” all the while succumbing to humor, 

as “laughter was the dark and hidden ingredient of the Grand Guignol.”7 Yet it is the 

genre of musical theatre that takes precedence in this paper. What is musical theatre’s 

answer to juxtaposing humor with the macabre? 

On March 1st, 1979, Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street, based on 

the stage play by Christopher Bond, which itself was an adaptation of a nineteenth-

century “penny dreadful,” premiered on Broadway at the Uris Theatre. With the book 

written by Hugh Wheeler and music and lyrics composed by Stephen Sondheim, this 

musical thriller seemed to be a contemporary reconstruction of the most popular form of 

entertainment in nineteenth century London: bloodcurdling melodrama.8 In an interview 

with the New York Times, Sondheim confessed to writer Robert Berkvist to having a 

long-standing interest in the Grand Guignol.9 When questioned if staging a musical with 

“explicit indications of gothic gore [would be] a daring choice of subject matter,” 

Sondheim pointed out to Berkvist that Sweeney Todd had been “…the most popular play 

in England for 150 years and there’s got to be a reason for that.”10 With its “morbidly 

cheerful bundle of rhymes,” “breathtaking” scenic design, and “immaculately, 

authoritatively executed [choreography],” it is no wonder the production held an 

6 Mel Gordon, The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror (New York: Da Capo Press, 1997), 2. 
7 Gordon, The Grand Guignol, 2-3. 
8 Walter Kerr, “Is ‘Sweeney on Target?” review of Sweeney Todd: the Demon Barber of Fleet Street, by 
Stephen Sondheim and Hugh Wheeler, directed by Harold Prince, Uris Theatre, New York, New York 
Times, March 11, 1979. 
9 Robert Berkvist, “Stephen Sondheim Takes a Stab at Grand Guignol,” New York Times, February 25, 
1979. 
10 Berkvist, “Stephen Sondheim Takes a Stab at Grand Guignol.” 
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impressive 557 total performances in its initial run.11 Sondheim’s intuition about 

mounting a production that was equal parts humorous and gruesome appeared to be 

sound. Yet critics were divided. Walter Kerr of the New York Times especially took 

umbrage with the tone of the musical: 

Is this parodied Victorian melodrama meant essentially to be laughed at?  Or is it, 
as the program suggests, “a musical thriller,” meant to chill?  Neither response 
comes readily… [and] we are without a perspective from which to view the 
mayhem.12 

Is Sweeney Todd a comedy, a thriller, or some musical hybrid of the two? Some 

thirty-seven years later, an eerily similar review has been written for the musical 

adaptation of Bret Easton Ellis’ deeply satirical and morbidly arousing novel, American 

Psycho (2016). Given the source material, a cult classic both in literature and in film 

(Mary Harron’s 2000 adaptation), parallels can be drawn to Sweeney Todd’s critical 

reception. Ben Brantley of the New York Times called the production “…a mess [and] not 

because of all that sloppy, sloshy blood, but because of its terminally undecided tone.”13 

Here again we have a musical that dabbles in comedy, yet has a feverish undercurrent of 

morbidity that appears to evoke uneasiness. What if however, the matter of contention 

lies not with the musicals themselves? Is it possible that the aforementioned productions 

do not fill any sort of familiar musical mold, thus rendering critics unable to properly 

assess what they are witnessing? It appears as though the above productions fall into a 

new subgenre of musical theatre. I assert that the Broadway premiere of Sweeney Todd in 

1979, followed by the off-Broadway premiere of Little Shop of Horrors (1982), launched 

11 Kerr, “Is ‘Sweeney’ on Target?” “Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street,” Broadway 
Productions, Internet Broadway Database (IBDB), https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-production/sweeney-
todd-3925. 
12 Kerr, “Is ‘Sweeney’ on Target?” 
13 Ben Brantley, “‘American Psycho’ Hits Broadway, So Smooth, So Rich, So Ruthless,” review of 
American Psycho: The Musical, by Duncan Sheik and Roberto Aguierre-Sacasa The New York Times, April 
22, 2016. 

https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-production/sweeney
https://mayhem.12
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a new subgenre within the musical theatre canon: the morbid musical. In this paper I 

contend that this subgenre, which has remain undefined in the extant scholarship, is 

comprised of musical productions that stage disturbing and/or violent thematic elements 

and inextricably links them with satiric humor. I will also be exploring the importance 

nostalgia has over the morbid musical, as four of the five productions analyzed for this 

study are adaptations of novels or films from the 1970s to early 2000s. Furthermore, the 

same number of productions carry scores that categorizes them as rock musicals, which I 

argue is not coincidental. Seeing as how there is little scholarship that approaches violent 

and/or morbid musicals in the manner with which they have been defined above, this 

paper will be applying scholarship outside the field of theatre. The disciplines of 

cognitive science, violence in entertainment, film, and horror, specifically its subgenre of 

the teen-slasher, will be used in order to articulate how and why the morbid musical 

works on Broadway. It must be noted that scholarship into violence and/or macabre 

elements in non-musical plays will be utilized as to ground the outside scholarship. 

After the off-Broadway closing of Little Shop of Horrors at the Orpheum Theatre 

in 1987, the morbid musical would go dormant until 2012. The musical adaptation of 

Stephen King’s gothic novel Carrie (2012) would mark the resurgence of the subgenre, 

which was quickly followed by Heathers: The Musical (2014) and American Psycho: The 

Musical (2016). It is worth mentioning that the infamous 1988 Broadway production of 

Carrie will not be considered for analysis in this paper; rather the 2012 off-Broadway 

revival will serve as the production to hold the morbid musical designation. The original 

production’s blatant disregard for the source material’s horror aesthetic, along with 

swapping gripping realism with gaudy Greek inspired tragedy are among the reasons for 
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said omission.14 Furthermore, in selecting the productions befitting the morbid 

classification, I found myself drawn to musical adaptations of fictional films with a 

substantial cult following, satiric and gothic novels, and nineteenth-century melodrama. 

Therefore violently satirical musicals based on historical events, such as Parade (1998), 

Assassins (2004), The Scottsboro Boys (2010), and Bloody, Bloody, Andrew Jackson 

(2010), fall outside the parameters of this study. To account for the gap in musical 

morbidity from 1982-2012, this paper will be turning to the American film industry, 

positing the various teen-slasher film cycles as a means of satiating the lust for morbid 

entertainment. In order to keep the section on the teen-slasher film subgenre grounded, I 

will be employing the efforts of the following scholars of horror and film: Valerie Wee, 

Carol Clover, Richard Nowell, Pat Gill, and Stephen Neale. Some could argue that non-

musical works from contemporary playwrights such as Christopher Durang, Sarah Kane, 

Neil Labute, and Martin McDonagh represent macabre entertainment during the morbid 

musical’s period of inactivity.15 I recognize that these violent, non-musical plays have 

morbid and/or macabre thematic elements; however, for the purposes of this paper, the 

teen-slasher film cycles will serve as the crux of investigation into the nearly thirty-year 

dormancy of the morbid musical. 

Unearthing a contemporary subgenre is quite enticing for several reasons.  

However what I find to be most alluring is the question of why. Why do audiences seek 

out gruesome entertainment such as Sweeney Todd, Little Shop, Carrie, Heathers and 

14 Ken, Mandelbaum, Not Since Carrie: Forty Years of Broadway Musical Flops (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1991), 352.
15 Below are works from each playwright listed above that hit one or more of the criteria to reach a 
‘morbid’ classification: Christopher Durang- Betty’s Summer Vacation (1999) and Why Torture is Wrong, 
and the People Who Love Them (2009). Sarah Kane- Blasted (1995) and Cleansed (1998). Neil Labute-
Bash: Latter-Day Plays (1999) and In a Dark, Dark House (2007). Martin McDonagh- The Pillowman 
(2003) and The Lieutenant of Inishmore (2011). 

https://inactivity.15
https://omission.14
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American Psycho? To help answer the aforementioned query, this paper will employ the 

field of cognitive science and its phenomenon of morbid curiosity, which is an 

exploration into the attraction of negative stimuli that leans heavily towards the macabre. 

Acting as a tether between the fields of cognitive science and theatre will be scholarship 

that looks at violence in entertainment, specifically I will be utilizing Jeffrey Goldstein’s 

Why We Watch: The Attractions of Violent Entertainment (1998), Lucy Nevitt’s Theatre 

& Violence (2013), and Michael Chemers’ The Monster in Theatre History: This Thing of 

Darkness (2018). Much of the direct analysis into the morbid musical leans heavily 

towards the fact that many are adaptations of novels and films with their own cult 

followings. I will support these analyses with critical reviews as well as film and horror 

scholarship, most notably from the New York Times and Cinema Journal along with the 

Journal of Film and Video, respectively. Please note that the subtitles to each section are 

either lyrics or lines from the musicals and horror films. Footnotes detailing the subtitle’s 

origins are provided.  

Above all else, this paper will serve as a scholarly love letter to the genres of 

musical theatre and horror, the two of which have been infatuations of yours truly since 

being introduced to Jim Sharman’s The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) on LaserDisc 

as a child. Now entering my late-twenties, a life-long interest has become a profound 

academic endeavor. Defining the morbid musical is a vital task to be sure; but in order to 

do so, one must inquire into its allure. What is so seductive about grotesque violence that 

happens to be expertly choreographed? Why are elements of satire and horror made all 

the more delectable by setting them atop a musical score? Taking a stab at the questions 

posed above serves as the beginning of the investigation into the morbid musical. 
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The Rise of the Teen-Slasher 
Death Has Come to Your Little Town, Sheriff16 

The musical comedy had itself a banner year on Broadway in 1960 with the 

openings of Bye Bye Birdie (April), Camelot (December), and Do Re Mi (December). 17 

Also making it’s debut on June 16th, 1960, was the “appointed ancestor of the slasher 

film” itself, Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho.18 Thus far, I have posited there to be two distinct 

time periods when the morbid musical was in vogue, with the former being 1979-1982 

with Sweeney Todd and Little Shop of Horrors, and the latter 2012-2016 with Carrie, 

Heathers, and American Psycho. Yet how can we account for the nearly thirty-year 

dormancy? Before the 2012 resurgence with Manhattan Class Company’s revival of 

Carrie, where did American audiences satiate their lust for satire in the macabre if not for 

musical theatre? Enter: the teen-slasher film cycles. Before plunging into the gory details, 

it is of the utmost importance to define the term ‘cycle’ in regards to the medium of film. 

Film scholar Stephen Neale articulates a cycle as “…refer[ring] to groups of films made 

within a specific and limited time-span, and founded, for the most part, on the 

characteristics of individual successes.”19 Neale goes on to directly reference the rise of 

slasher films, often times referred to as ‘stalker films’, “…in the wake of The Texas 

Chainsaw Massacre (1974) and Halloween (1978).”20 According to Richard Nowell, 

author of Blood Money: A History of the First Teen Slasher Film Cycle, the late 1970s 

16 This quote was taken from John Carpenter’s “sleeper hit” Halloween (1978). Dr. Loomis is warning the 
Sheriff of Haddonfield about the impending danger that faces the town after Michael Meyers is learned to 
have escaped from the mental facility, Smith’s Grove. 
17 Internet Broadway Database (IBDB), Broadway Seasons 1959-1960, 1960-1961, 
https://www.ibdb.com/Season/View/1061 and https://www.ibdb.com/Season/View/1062. 
18 Carol J. Clover, Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992): 23. 
19 Steve Neale, Genre and Hollywood (London: Routledge, 2000), 4. 
20 Neale, Genre and Hollywood, 4. 

https://www.ibdb.com/Season/View/1062
https://www.ibdb.com/Season/View/1061
https://Psycho.18
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and early 1980s saw “…one of the most high profile shifts in film production of the last 

half century.”21 

It is vital to articulate the blood ties between what film scholar Valerie Wee once 

referred to as “…one of the most popular subgenres of horror,” and the morbid musical.22 

One such tie is the aesthetic similarities the two subgenres share with eighteenth-century 

English gothic. In “The Monstrous Years: Teens, Slasher Films, and the Family,” film 

scholar Pat Gill writes about the gothic as part of the teen-slasher’s horror roots. Gill 

states: 

Contemporary horror plays out many of the defining characteristics of the 
gothic:…suppressed passions; unspeakable desires; fearful landscapes and 
haunted, uncanny interiors; untrustworthy and suspicious relations and 
relationships; terrifying uncertainty and stifling knowledge; familial 
secrets…jarring juxtapositions of the moral and the monstrous, the sexual and the 
grotesque, [and] the virtuous and the violent.23 

Gill’s link from gothic to slasher could attach itself further towards the allure of the 

morbid musical. Waves of violence, sexuality, and terror are similarly reflected in the 

productions analyzed for this study, thus appearing gothic in nature.  

Yet there is another key element that further proves the kinship between the teen-

slasher and the morbid musical, thus attributing to the morbid shift from Broadway to the 

silver screen. Echoing the coveted audience reception of Murrey’s 1889 take-over of the 

Grand Guignol, Nowell too highlights the juxtaposition of emotions that filmmakers 

sought from their audiences. Speaking to the story-structure of the teen-slashers, Nowell 

states that the films were meant to “not only horrify, but also to thrill, intrigue, and amuse 

21 Richard Nowell, Blood Money: A History of the First Teen Slasher Film Cycle. (Bloomsbury Academic 
& Professional: 2010), ProQuest Ebook Central, 4.
22 Valerie Wee, “Resurrecting and Updating the Teen Slasher: The Case of Scream,” Journal of Popular 
Film and Television 34, no. 2 (Summer 2006): 50-61. 
23 Pat Gill, “The Monstrous Years: Teens. Slasher Films, and the Family,” Journal of Film and Video 54, 
no.4 (Winter 2002): 16-30. 

https://violent.23
https://musical.22
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audiences.”24 Gill goes even further with positing success in blending humor and horror. 

Citing Fran Rubel Kuzui’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1992) and Wes Craven’s Scream 

(1996) as “parodic slashers,” Gill asserts that “the narratives of these parodies may be 

clever and funny, but they still function exceptionally well both as horror films and as 

covert satires.”25 Skirting the line between satire and horror, a phrase that could easily 

function as a pull quote from Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho, could also be found in 

the fabric of the morbid musical, specifically those of Sweeney Todd and Little Shop. 

Both productions display grotesque, often times humorous acts of violence, with 

Sweeney’s piece de resistance being a razor to the throat and Little Shop’s Audrey II 

swallowing its victims whole. Yet it is worth mentioning that the demise of the sadistic 

dentist varied ever so slightly. Due to the frenzied nature of Seymour’s first human 

sacrifice to the “spiky wart-covered avocado,” Audrey’s sadistic paramour met his 

demise via an overdose of his own laughing gas, followed by a dismembering of his 

extremities.26 In a moment that should be consumed by the horrific act of Seymour 

feeding Audrey II pieces of Orin “one leg, one arm, and a yard of entrails at a time,” the 

dentist’s murder is overshadowed by the gleeful, albeit bellowing, laughter of Audrey II 

along with a delightful jazz-rock ode of the “Little Shop of Horrors” overture.27 

The productions that resulted from the morbid resurgence (2012-2016) also share 

a striking bond with the teen-slasher that is worth mentioning in detail. Gill discusses the 

violence and turmoil attributed to adolescents in the teen-slasher, noting Halloween, 

24 Nowell, Blood Money, 245. 
25 Gill, “The Monstrous Years,” 24. 
26 In his review for the original off-Broadway production of Little Shop, the New York Times’ Walter Kerr 
referred to the Audrey II puppet as looking like a “…greenish-yellowish-orangeish avocado, covered with 
spiky warts.” 
27 Walter Kerr, “Stage View: ‘Little Shop of Horrors’ and the Terrors of Special Effects,” review of Little 
Shop of Horrors by Howard Ashman and Alan Menken, directed by Howard Ashman, WPA Theater, New 
York, New York Times, August 22, 1982. 

https://overture.27
https://extremities.26
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Friday the 13th (1980), Prom Night (1980), and A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) among 

others, as having “…teenage protagonists [that] must face their horrors alone or with their 

peers.” Gill goes on to ominously state, “as their fellow adolescents fall to one monstrous 

force or another, they must save themselves and their world on their own.”28 Babysitters’ 

collective fright of the “boogeyman” in Haddonfield, or counselors’ terror in the urban 

legend come-to-life at Camp Crystal Lake, are two prime examples of the adolescent 

horrors to which Gill alludes.29 This premise of youth survival vis-à-vis the threat of a 

formidable foe is also found in both Carrie, Heathers, and to a lesser extent American 

Psycho. What is certain for all three is that the threat, the menace, and the spiller of 

adolescent blood are hiding in plain sight. The protagonist-as-killer, either voluntary or 

involuntary, is materialized in Carrie White (Carrie), Veronica Sawyer (Heathers), and 

Patrick Bateman (American Psycho). While the former two’s potential victims hide 

within their high school social cliques, and the latter Manhattan’s societal elite, Gill 

articulates the similarities they all eventually fall prey to before succumbing to the killers 

profiled above: 

The offhand cruelty of [social exchanges]; the anxiety and dread that accompany 
adolescents uncertain of their bodies and feelings, an uncertainty most poignantly 
brought out in awkward public and personal encounters; [and] the bewilderment 
of negotiating hierarchies and cliques that seem vitally important.30 

The musical numbers “In” and “Beautiful,” from Carrie and Heathers respectively, 

document the trials and tribulations experienced by the adolescents of Bates and 

Westerberg High. American Psycho contains similar musical offerings to express the 

28 Gill, “The Monstrous Years,” 19. 
29 Michael Myers, the knife-wielding killer in the Halloween franchise, is often times referred to by the 
babysitters and their charges as the “boogeyman”. In Friday the 13th, the legend of camper Jason 
Voorhees’ death lingers over Camp Crystal Lake, as counselor’s begin to drop dead twenty-one years later. 
30 Gill, “The Monstrous Years,” 20. 

https://important.30
https://alludes.29
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importance that materialism, greed, and excess hold in decadent 1980’s New York. 

Though it could be argued that Sheik’s score for American Psycho delivers multiple 

numbers that serve as synthesized odes to consumerism, while simultaneously breathing 

life into Patrick’s murderous fantasies, “You Are What You Wear” and “Selling Out” are 

standouts. Along with adolescent anxiety, another recurring theme that runs within the 

second wave of the morbid musical, which cannot be ignored, is the fact that Carrie, 

Heathers, and American Psycho all feature rock-inspired scores. The music of Heathers 

and American Psycho reflect the time period with which their film versions are based on, 

with Heathers engaging with bubbly 80s pop-rock and American Psycho incorporating 

arrangements of “Top 40” numbers from bands like Tears for Fears (“Everybody Wants 

To Rule the World”), the Human League (“Don’t You Want Me”), Phil Collins (“In the 

Air Tonight”), and Huey Lewis and the News (“Hip to be Square”).31 What further serves 

as a bridge between the theme of societal/peer pressures and the integrating of a rock 

score within these musicals, is noting that “In,” “Beautiful,” “You Are What You Wear,” 

and “Selling Out” are all choral numbers that also act as “I want” songs.32 If only the 

teens of Haddonfield and Camp Crystal Lake could have harmonized their feelings and 

desires collectively through an “I want” song, as opposed to after-school gossip and 

fireside chats. 

Speaking to the nearly thirty-year dormancy period between the opening of Little 

Shop in 1982 and Carrie in 2012, it is vital to succinctly track the teen-slasher cycles 

within the morbid musical gap. Sweeney Todd opened on Broadway in 1979, in the midst 

of the first teen-slasher cycle, associating Sondheim’s creation with the horror genre. 

31 Brantley, “Review: ‘American Psycho” Hits Broadway, So Smooth, So Rich, So Ruthless.” 
32 Stacy Wolf, “In Defense of Pleasure: Musical Theatre History in the Liberal Arts [A Manifesto],” 
Theatre Topics 17, no. 1 (March 2007): 56. 

https://songs.32
https://Square�).31
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Sondheim cited the genres of horror and English gothic as aesthetic influences while 

composing Sweeney Todd. Referring to the music as “…[a] background score [to] a 

horror film,” Sondheim reflected on film composer Bernard Herrmann, most notably 

known for scoring films for Alfred Hitchcock, as a major influence.33 The first morbid 

musical surge ends in 1982 with Little Shop, a musical adaptation of the low-budget 

horror-comedy film directed by Roger Corman in 1960. There would be three additional 

teen-slasher cycles to fill the void before the 2012 revival of Carrie. According to 

Nowell, the second teen-slasher cycle ran from 1984-1989 with Wes Craven’s first 

successful horror franchise A Nightmare on Elm Street, which was quickly followed by 

the third Friday the 13th installment. The aforementioned franchises, and their subsequent 

sequels perpetuated the five-year cycle.34 The mid-nineties ushered in the third teen-

slasher cycle, with the juggernaut that was the Scream (1996) franchise.  

Out of all the teen-slasher cycles, Craven’s Scream made the 90’s cycle most 

compatible with the morbid musical. Notwithstanding casting a slew of attractive and 

“beloved television personalities” as a ploy for audience investment, the real coup to be 

had in Scream was Kevin Williamson’s screenplay and Craven’s direction. I believe that 

Scream blended horror and satire effortlessly.35 Upon its release, renowned film critic 

Roger Ebert in his three-star review said the film “for all its ironic in-jokes, also functions 

33 Craig M, McGill, “‘It Might Have Been Sophisticated Film Music’: The Role of the Orchestra in Stage 
and Screen Versions of Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street,” Studies in Musical Theatre 8, 
no. 1 (2014): 6. 
34 Nowell, Blood Money, 249. 
35 Alexandra West, “‘Not in My Movie’: The 90s Slasher Cycle and Grrrl Power,” Offscreen, 20, no. 7 
(August 2016). West specifically notes the importance of casting Courtney Cox and Neve Campbell as co-
final girls for the franchise; seeing as how both actresses were household names from NBC’s Friends and 
FOX’s Party of Five, respectively. 

https://effortlessly.35
https://cycle.34
https://influence.33
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as a horror film—a bloody and gruesome one, that uses as many clichés as it mocks.”36 

The same degree of self-awareness can be found in the morbid musical, particularly in 

Heathers and American Psycho. In “Resurrecting and Updating the Teen Slasher: The 

Case of Scream,” Wee states: 

The [Scream] films have updated the defining conventions of the slasher-film 
genre—in particular, how the series has revised the treatment of the monster-
villain and the finale female survivor, two of the key narrative elements central to 
the slasher-film genre.37 

Sweeney Todd, Little Shop, and American Psycho benefit from Wee’s analysis into the 

revised treatment of the monster-villan, which is echoed by Chemers’ work in The 

Monster in Theatre History. Though the characters were conceived well before 

Dimension Film’s December 1996 release of Scream, Sweeney Todd and Seymour 

(Audrey II by proxy) are empathetic characters, albeit killers nonetheless. The same of 

course can be said for Patrick Bateman of American Psycho. 

The female protagonists in Carrie, and more so Heathers fall into the latter part of 

Wee’s argument. I contend the more salient aspect of Wee’s argument has to do with 

gender, specifically the re-invented “finale-female survivor.” Most notably referred to as 

the “Final Girl” by film scholar Carol Clover in Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in 

the Modern Horror Film (1992), this “female personification of abject terror” is complex 

when it comes to Carrie White.38 Speaking to the Final Girl tropes of the 1970s to early 

1980s, Clover posits the teen-slasher films of that period represented “the female as both 

36 Roger Ebert, “Reviews: Scream,” Rogerebert.com, December 20, 1996, 
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/scream-1996.
37 Wee, “Resurrecting and Updating the Teen Slasher,” 50. 
38 Carol Clover, Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992), 35. 

http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/scream-1996
https://Rogerebert.com
https://White.38
https://genre.37
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victim and hero simultaneously.”39 However, due in part to a dysfunctional relationship 

with her own hubris, Clover notes that Carrie “morphs from victim to hero to monster.”40 

Though Carrie herself does not survive the final battle with her mother, her tragic legacy 

lives on by extension through popular girl with a heart-of-gold, Sue Snell. In “Epilogue” 

Sue, along with the lingering ghosts of her fallen classmates, laments over Carrie’s 

lifeless body: 

I felt as though / 
This girl revealed herself to me / 
And now, I know / 
That once you see, you can’t unsee / 41 

While Sue acts as the de facto final girl in Carrie, Veronica manages to claim the title in 

Heathers by taking down the killer in the most humane way possible, subsequently 

saving her classmates she once despised. In a track-by-track breakdown facilitated via 

Playbill.com, writers Laurence O’Keefe and Kevin Murphy speak to Veronica’s non-

violent takedown of J.D. in the musical numbers: “Dead Girl Walking (Reprise),” “I Am 

Damaged/Seventeen (Reprise),” and “Our Love Is God (Reprise). Speaking directly to 

Veronica’s final moments with J.D., O’Keefe and Laurence sought to “clarify that 

[Heathers The Musical] abhor[s] violence.” The writing-duo further explain that “in these 

angry and often brutal times, we try to remember that Veronica believed that J.D. was 

redeemable all the way to the end.”42 By the time Heathers reaches the “Our Love is God 

(Reprise),” J.D. has surrendered his plan to decimate Westerberg High via pipe-bomb in a 

self-sacrificial act; he sings “I’ll trade my love for yours / and once I disappear / clean up 

39 Clover, Men, Women, and Chainsaws, 4. 
40 Wee, “Resurrecting and Updating the Teen Slasher,” 58. 
41 Michael Gore, lyrics by Dean Pitchford and book by Lawrence D. Cohen, Carrie: The Musical 
(Milwaukee: Hal Leonard Corporation, 2012), “Epilogue.”
42 Laurence O’Keefe and Kevin Murphy, “Heathers Writers Laurence O’Keefe and Kevin Murphy Break 
down the Musical’s Full Album Track by Track.” Playbill.com, March 22, 2018. 

https://Playbill.com
https://Playbill.com
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the mess down here.”43 Veronica represents the re-envisioning of the “conventional 

representation of the Final Girl” that Wee suggests in her analysis of the Scream 

franchise. Wee states: 

The [re-envisioned] Final Girl [offers] female characters who, while victimized, 
still manage to overcome their tormentors and emerge as heroes who triumph 
using their own merits and abilities.44 

The characters of Carrie and Veronica are also breaking with gender conventions known 

within the medium of musical theatre. As Stacy Wolf notes in “In Defense of Pleasure: 

Musical Theatre History in the Liberal Arts [A Manifesto],” “heterosexual courting, 

romance, and marriage provide the basis for many musicals’ plots.”45 The character arc 

which Carrie and Veronica follow, though heteronormative courtships are present, relies 

more on the female’s own abilities as a single entity, rather than being dependent on a 

male suitor. 

Following the success of Scream, the third teen-slasher cycle took off like 

gangbusters with Scream 2 (1997), I Know What You Did Last Summer (1997), I Still 

Know What You Did Last Summer (1998), Urban Legend (1998) and Halloween: H20 

(1998); ending with Scream 3 (2000) and Cherry Falls (2000).46 The fourth teen-slasher 

cycle ran roughly from 2001-2011. I’d contest that this period in the teen-slasher canon 

may as well be referred to as the remake, or unlawful resurrection, cycle. As Nowell 

notes, this time period saw the “re-visioning” of many iconic first and second cycle teen-

slashers. Valentine (2001), Halloween (2007), Prom Night (2008), My Bloody Valentine 

43 Kevin Murphy and Laurence O’Keefe, Heathers: The Musical (New York: Samuel French, 2014), “Our 
Love is God (Reprise).” 
44 Wee. “Resurrecting and Updating the Teen Slasher,” 58. 
45 Stacy Wolf, “In Defense of Pleasure: Musical Theatre History in the Liberal Arts [A Manifesto],” 
Theatre Topics 17, no. 1 (March 2007): 54. 
46 West, “‘Not in My Movie.’” 

https://2000).46
https://abilities.44
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3D (2009), Friday the 13th (2009), and A Nightmare on Elm Street (2009) make up the 

near decade of remakes; though it should be noted that Valentine is not a remake but an 

adaptation of Tom Savage’s 1996 novel of the same name.47 The third teen-slasher cycle 

met its end with Craven’s final offering to the Scream franchise. The fourth installment, 

Scre4m (2011), was released just four years before his passing in August of 2015. Nearly 

a year later, in March of 2012, “the much anticipated, exceedingly sober revival” of 

Carrie: The Musical opened at the Lucille Lortel Theater.48 Just like the iconic final 

frames of De Palma’s 1976 film, Carrie’s cringe-worthy past is resurrected with a violent 

jolt-of-the-hand by way of its original creators: Michael Gore, Dean Pitchford, and 

Lawrence D. Cohen. “Reclaiming Carrie from contempt,” the Manhattan Class Company 

inadvertently paved the way for the American musical theatre canon to see a resurgence 

of the macabre on Broadway.49 Welcome back, the morbid musical. 

The Attraction of Fear 
Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here50 

An interest in the macabre is not a perversion. It is quite the opposite given the 

fact that such an interest is rather befitting in human nature. In 1986, psychologists 

Marvin Zuckerman and Patrick Litle conducted an unprecedented study in the field of 

cognitive science designed to explore the phenomenon now known as “morbid 

47 Nowell, “‘There’s More Than One Way to Lose a Heart,’” 140. 
48 Ben Brantley, “Prom Night, Bloody Prom Night,” review of Carrie, by Michael Gore, Dean Pitchford, 
and Lawrence D. Cohen, directed by Stafford Arima, Lucille Lortel Theater, New York, New York Times, 
March 2, 2012.
49 Patrick Healy, “An outsider Gets a Nicer Date for the Prom,” New York Times, February 5, 2012. 
50 During the opening sequence in American Psycho, Patrick is taking out an obscene amount of cash from 
the ATM when he notices the phrase “abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” in graffiti on the side of the 
building. Patrick later adopts the phrase and uses the blood from the stump of one of his victims, to write it 
on a wall in the apartment he uses exclusively for murder. 

https://Broadway.49
https://Theater.48
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curiosity.”51 In their article “Personality and Curiosity about Morbid and Sexual Events,” 

Zuckerman and Litle examine “modern [society’s concern with] the graphic expressions 

of sexuality and violence in literature, films, and TV.” Given the state with which morbid 

curiosity was known in psychological literature at the time, Zuckerman and Litle divided 

their investigation into two camps of curiosity: “curiosity about morbid events” and 

“curiosity about sexual events.”52 The reason for such a division being that the term 

morbid curiosity, in regards to the personalities of morbid consumers, carried around the 

distinction of being a perversion. Notwithstanding studies that showed having an interest 

in the macabre stemmed from both neuroticism and psychoticism, Zuckerman and Litle 

posited that mass consumption of horror, sexually explicit, and/or graphically violent 

films argued against their “limited appeal for a sick minority of the population.”53 When 

defining the morbid musical, elements of violence, horror, and sexuality are key in 

reaching said classification. In accordance with Zuckerman and Litle’s findings, I argue 

that audiences should not feel ashamed, or sick, in their desire to watch a musical that just 

so happens to feature grotesque acts of violence. I believe yet another noteworthy aspect 

of this particular study, which bolsters normalcy in seeking out entertainment similar to 

the morbid musical, is the mention of “sensation seeking theory.”54 In his book, Sensation 

Seeking: Beyond the Optimal Level of Arousal (1979), which catalogs the seventeen-year 

study into the “Sensation Seeking Scale,” Zuckerman posits: 

Sensation seeking theory provides an explanation of curiosity about sexual and 
morbid events that is not limited to the specific relationships between sexual and 
aggressive drives […] it is the need for novel and arousing experience in general 

51 Marvin Zuckerman and Patrick Litle, “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events,” 
Personality and Individual Differences 7, no. 1 (January 1986): 49. 
52 Zuckerman and Litle, “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events, 49. 
53 Zuckerman and Litle, “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events, 49. 
54 Zuckerman and Litle, “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events, 54. 
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that accounts for the desire to witness or read about ‘sensational’ events whether 
they are sexual, morbid, or anything else.55 

There is a stark difference between the drive to engage in sexual and aggressive behavior, 

and the desire to witness entertainment bathed in sexuality and morbidity as means of 

experiencing something new and different. Part of the allure of the morbid musical, 

harping back to the critical confusion of both Sweeney Todd and American Psycho, is the 

novel approach of combining satire, gruesome violence, and sexuality atop a medium so 

entrenched in the stereotype of what a Broadway musical signifies. Roberto Aguirre-

Sacasa, the writer of American Psycho’s musical adaptation, echoes a need for new and 

arousing experiences on Broadway. In an interview with Playbill Aguirre-Sacasa 

classifies American Psycho as an “anti-musical” saying: “for me, and for Duncan Sheik 

(composer/lyricist), there was a big watershed moment when we realized that this isn’t 

going to be a big musical comedy like Legally Blonde (2007).”56 Aguirre-Sacasa goes on 

to say that “big Broadway musicals often reaffirm the world order…but this show 

doesn’t…it’s ambiguous.”57 American Psycho delivers on this premise of ambiguity with 

one of the more disturbing, dare I interject morbid, aspects of the show. While some 

could argue that decapitation or the dismemberment of various blood-soaked extremities 

qualifies as the pinnacle of grotesque, I’d argue that distinction lies with an aura of 

uncertainty: a fear of the unknown. Were Patrick’s murderous escapades all in his head, 

or was he in fact slyly evading the cops and thereby granting himself access to continue 

his lustful bloodletting all across Manhattan? What is for certain is the faithfulness the 

55 Zuckerman and Litle, “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events, 54. 
56 Alysa Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical.’” Playbill, June 
5, 2016. 
57 Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical.’” 
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production team had for Ellis’ “wildly transgressive and experimental” novel, keeping 

much of the gore, satire, and overall darkness firmly intact.58 

Zuckerman and Litle’s pioneering research into people’s motivations in seeking 

out morbid events has continued to influence the field of cognitive science as recently as 

the spring of 2017. Suzanne Oosterwijk, a professor of Social Psychology at the 

University of Amsterdam, published new insights into “the extent people choose to view 

stimuli that portray death, violence or harm,” otherwise known as morbid curiosity.59 

Like Zuckerman and Litle, Oosterwijk does not view such curiosity as “unhealthy” or 

“abnormal,” and concludes that it should be seen as a common exploratory behavior.60 

What is noteworthy about Oosterwijk’s findings, in regards to the attraction of the morbid 

musical, is that when participants were presented with both negative (death, violence, or 

harm) and neutral (household items, plants, buildings, people walking on the street), a 

resounding number chose to explore the negative images rather than avoid them.61 

Oosterwijk goes on to note that “a sensation seeking account of morbid curiosity 

purposes that people seek out negative events because of the arousal or intense sensations 

that these may evoke.”62 Couldn’t the same be said to the motivations behind audiences 

flocking to see a morbid musical? Aside from hearing Sondheim’s “most melodic and 

romantic” score at the time according to Prince, what intense sensations could we gather 

from exploring a production such as Sweeney Todd, a musical that “[demonstrates an] 

58 Alexandra Alter, “Bret Easton Ellis Takes in ‘American Psycho’ the Musical.” New York Times, April 
20, 2016. 
59 Suzanne Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative: A Behavioral Demonstration of Morbid Curiosity,” PLOS 
One 12, no. 7 (Spring 2017): 1. 
60 Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative,” 3. 
61 Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative,” 6-8. 
62 Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative,” 15. 

https://behavior.60
https://curiosity.59
https://intact.58
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abhorrence of the usual?”63 By the same token, what intense emotions are evoked out of 

witnessing productions like Little Shop of Horrors, Carrie, and Heathers, which I attest 

are defined, like Sweeney and American Psycho, not only by their satirical elements but 

more so by disturbing violence throughout. 

The top sensation-seeking motivations of morbid curiosity are as follows: disgust, 

fascination, and arousal.64 However the most critical experiences to be mentioned is fear. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines fear as “the emotion of pain or uneasiness caused 

by the sense of impending danger, or by the prospect of some possible evil.”65 The kind 

of fear that this paper alludes to equates feelings of heightened adrenaline, extreme heart 

palpitations, and acute forehead perspiration. Before plunging into the attraction of fear, 

it is important to define both terror and horror, two terms that will be used intermittently 

throughout the rest of this paper. In Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence (2009), 

Adriana Cavarero defines terror as being “characterized by the physical experience of 

fear as manifested in a trembling body [that also] is characterized as antithetic to order 

and control.”66 Cavarero goes on to define horror as being associated with a “bristling 

sensation (gooseflesh) [that] primarily [leads to] a state of paralysis [which] has to do 

with repugnance.”67 Cavarero makes a point to mention a common tendency of 

63 Robert Berkvist, “Stephen Sondheim Takes a Stab at Grand Guignol.” New York Times, February 25, 
1979. 
64 The articles “Choosing the Negative” and “The Neural Representation of Typical and Atypical 
Experiences of Negative Images,” both discussed the experiences of fear, disgust, and arousal, among 
others, as sensation-seeking emotions attached to the phenomenon of morbid curiosity. 
65 “fear, n.1”. OED Online. July 2018. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773?rskey=34JDWc&result=1&isAdvanced=false. (accessed October 
01, 2018)
66 Adriana Cavarero, Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence, (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2009), 4-5.
67 Cavarero, Horrorism, 7. 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773?rskey=34JDWc&result=1&isAdvanced=false
https://arousal.64
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interchanging the terms of terror and horror in regards to fear.68 Though their 

physiological characteristics are intrinsically opposite, terror and horror are both evoked 

by the emotional state of fear. I contend that fear, or more specifically confronting ones’ 

own personal fears, plays a crucial role in the attraction of the morbid musical. Referring 

back to the discrete emotions typically associated with an exposure to negative stimuli 

(i.e. mutilated bodies), disgust and fascination also correspond with the oft-dominated 

emotion of fear.69 As discussed above, studies have shown that stimuli portraying death, 

violence or harm, as noted in Oosterwijk’s “Choosing the Negative,” are habitually 

sought after rather than avoided in daily life.70 People are actively subjecting themselves 

to grotesque, life threatening events in the forms of television, film, and/or violent news 

coverage. By doing so, as previously mentioned, the emotional states of fear, disgust, and 

subsequently fascination are evoked from within.71 Yet how does the above data correlate 

with the attraction of fear in the morbid musical? The answer to said question is in the 

spectator’s urge in seeking out negative stimuli, in the form of gruesome theatrical 

entertainment. Each of the five musicals analyzed for this paper includes a character who, 

given a real life iteration, would have the potential of inflicting extreme bodily harm. 

Russell Vandenbroucke’s article “Violence Onstage and Off: Drama and Society 

in Recent American Plays” poignantly states: “we enter the theatre […] knowing in 

advance we will escape safely at the end.”72 Even though audience members are being 

68 Cavarero, Horrorism, 7. 
69 Suzanne Oosterwijk, Kristen A. Lindquist, Morenikeji Adebayo, and Lisa Feldman Barrett. “The Neural 
Representation of Typical and Atypical Experiences of Negative Images,” Social Cognitive and Affective 
Neuroscience 11, no. 1 (2016): 11. 
70 Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative,” 8. 
71 Oosterwijk, Lindquist, Adebayo, and Barrett. “The Neural Representation of Typical and Atypical 
Experiences of Negative Images,” 11. 
72 Russell Vandenbroucke, “Violence Onstage and Off: Drama and Society in Recent American Plays,” 
Theatre Quarterly 32, no.2 (May 2016): 114. 

https://within.71


	
	

  

  

   

   

  

    

     

  

    

  

  

  

  

  

 

   

  

   

 

 
																																																								

      

22 

subjected to simulated acts of violence that are drawn from real life potentiality, there is 

always safety in knowing that the house lights will eventually come up. I posit, however, 

that the musicals’ simulated violence still has the ability to induce fear in audiences. 

Similar to seeking out coverage of violence in the news and on the Internet, musical 

theatre too provides a degree of separation between the audience and the potential threat 

of violence or harm.73 Given the devastating amount of mass shootings in American high 

schools within the past decade alone, the final moments in both Carrie and Heathers 

carry a heavy realistic burden of fear for potential audiences. Carrie eviscerates an entire 

gym full of classmates and faculty at prom, meanwhile in Heathers, the enigmatic J.D. 

threatens to detonate a bomb in the basement of Westerberg High, just days after 

shooting two of his fellow classmates. By entertaining such gruesome thematic elements 

atop the medium of musical theatre, the morbid musical is simultaneously endowing its 

theatrical spaces with an aura of both safety and horror.  

The psychological and physiological human emotion of fear is heavily addressed 

by one of the most prolific authors to come out of the horror genre. Stephen King’s 1981 

book Danse Macabre asserts that the horror genre, which operates across a number of 

mediums (literature, film, television), should be recognized as having social and artistic 

value. King writes, “…more often [than not] the horror movie points even further inward, 

looking for those deep-seated personal fears—those pressure points—we all must cope 

with.” Much like a horror film, the morbid musical seeks out more from its audience than 

what exists on the surface. It could be argued that the above forms of entertainment exist 

solely as such, and are produced to shock, for shock’s sake. Bolstering the value of the 

horror film even further, King goes on to say that “…one of the great fears [with] which 

73 Oosterwijk, “Choosing the Negative,” 1. 
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all of us must deal with on a purely personal level is the fear of dying; without good old 

death to fall back on, the horror [movie] would be in bad shape.”74 Just like fear is a vital 

ingredient to the success of a horror film, I believe that fear should be regarded with the 

same level of gravitas when analyzing Sweeney Todd, Little Shop, Carrie, Heathers, and 

American Psycho. 

One of the ways that a morbid musical is defined as such is the manner in which 

death is both addressed and simulated, more often on stage as opposed to off. 

Simultaneously interlocking fear and humor encompasses many of the onstage deaths in 

both Little Shop and Heathers. The acts of Orin the sadistic dentist, Mr. Mushnik, and 

Audrey being eaten alive are undercut by the upbeat nature of the Motown inspired 

numbers that preceded them. In “Feed Me (Git It),” we hear the stomach grumble of 

Audrey II before finally opening its trap to inform Seymour that his wildest fantasies will 

come true, if he feeds it the “Kind of eats / The kind of red-eyed treats / The kind of 

sticky-licky sweets [he] cra[ves].”75 Backed up by the harmonious vocals of the Skid 

Row “street urchins” Ronette, Crystal, and Chiffon, Audrey II enthusiastically persuades 

Seymour to eighty-six Audrey’s abusive meathead of a boyfriend Orin. Seymour 

eventually comes to the conclusion that the dentist “Sure [does look] like plant food” and 

ultimately sings, along with Audrey II, “You need blood / and [Orin]’s got more than 

enough.”76 Likewise in Heathers, Veronica and J.D. scramble to make Heather 

Chandler’s murder-by-Draino resemble a suicide. What makes the scene a humorous one 

however, is the dramatic if not farcical way in which Heather succumbs to the poison; 

74 Stephen King, Danse Macabre (New York: Everest House Publishers, 1981), 133. 
75 Alan Menken, book and lyrics by Howard Ashman, Little Shop of Horrors (Van Nuys: Alfred Music, 
1987), “Feed Me (Git It).” 
76 Menken and Ashman, Little Shop of Horrors, “Feed Me (Git It).” 
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with her last dying breath shrieking “Corn Nuts” before hurling herself to the ground and 

sprawling out like a starfish. While Veronica is forging Heather’s suicide note in the 

musical number “The Me Inside of Me,” she adds snide anecdotes like, “I am more than 

just a source of hand jobs,” and “Donate my car to crippled kids / Or to those ghetto 

moms on crack.” What plunges Heather’s death further into the depths of horrifying 

hilarity is when she rises from the dead to make sly comments to Veronica about the 

note, barking that Veronica’s words are making her sound like Air Supply.77 In Sweeney 

Todd we are exposed to copious amounts of death-by-throat-slashing, with the vast 

majority of Todd’s victims being unnamed men of London coming in for a supposedly 

innocuous shave. Yet those deaths are given the treatment of humor with the delightful, 

albeit ominous, musical number “A Little Priest.” Sweeney and Mrs. Lovett engage in a 

delightful melodic repartee over the meat-pie potential of the various denizens in London. 

Occupations included but were certainly not limited to lawyers, tailors, grocers, butlers, 

and of course, priests. It should be noted however, that the killing of the Beggar Woman 

offers zero comedic relief. In an act of desperation, Sweeney unknowingly slices the 

throat of his estranged wife, Lucy Barker, after she warns him about the evils of Mrs. 

Lovett, thereby enabling her own demise as she begins to recognize him. The Beggar 

Woman’s death is arguably different than the others. In “’It Might Have Been 

Sophisticated Film Music’: The Role of the Orchestra in Stage and Screen Versions of 

Sweeney Todd,” Craig M. McGill notes that the Beggar Woman’s death is immediately 

marked by a descending tetra chord, which has long been associated with melancholy. In 

other words, the “lyrical theme” is used as the leitmotif of the Beggar Woman’s death, as 

opposed to the “murder motif,” which is frequently used in conjunction with the majority 

77 Murphy and O’Keefe, Heathers: The Musical, “The Me Inside of Me.” 

https://Supply.77
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of Sweeney’s kills, like the deaths of Pirelli and the Judge.78 Seeing a female body on 

stage have her throat slit from ear to ear and tossed down a chute like a satchel of trash 

directly confronts my own fear as a woman of being overpowered and dying at the hands 

of a serial murderer. The aforementioned fear no doubt stems from hours of bing-

watching Forensic Files and listening to the true-crime podcast My Favorite Murder. 

Nevertheless, when looking at the way in which the morbid musical handles death, there 

is an undeniably alluring quality. And while most have ties to satire in some way shape or 

form, what is the ultimate alluring backbone of the morbid musical? Fear. 

In Michael Chemers’ The Monster in Theatre History: This Thing of Darkness 

(2018), vampires, werewolves, Caliban from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, ghosts, and 

even Frankenstein make up the terrifying subjects for analysis, and audiences have been 

drawn to the aforementioned monsters’ allure for centuries.79 Though Chemers does not 

refer to human characters of serial, mass, or spree murderers as monsters specifically80, I 

would argue that the moniker of monster ably describes the likes of Sweeney Todd, 

Audrey II (Seymour by proxy), Carrie and J.D. (by their peers), and Patrick Bateman. 

Similar to King’s declaration of the importance fear has in people’s attraction to morbid 

subjects within the horror genre, Chemers also speaks to the overpowering and 

paralyzing nature of this unavoidable human emotion. Similarly, echoing both Chemers’ 

and King’s assertions on the role fear plays in the attraction of the horror genre is music 

78 Craig M. McGill, “’It Might Have Been Sophisticated Film Music,” Studies in Musical Theatre 8, no. 
1(2014): 5-13. Gill defines the Wagnerian technique, borrowed from nineteenth-century opera, of leitmotif 
as tying musical themes to specific characters and/or situations. 
79 Michael Chemers, The Monster in Theatre History: This Thing of Darkness (New York: Routledge, 
2018).
80 The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s “Serial Murder: Multi-Disciplinary Perspectives for Investigators,” 
defines spree, mass, and serial murder as the following: two or more murders committed by an 
offender/offenders without a cooling off period (spree), a number of murders (four or more) occurring 
during the same incident, with no distinctive time period between the murders (mass), and the unlawful 
killing of two or more victims by the same offender in separate events (serial). 

https://centuries.79
https://Judge.78


	
	

 

    

    

 

 

   

   

   

  

  

 

 

 
 

  

  

 

   

    

   

  

  

																																																								
                 

      
        

26 

scholar Marc Jensen. In “‘Feed Me!’: Power Struggles and the Portrayal of Race in Little 

Shop of Horrors,” Jensen posits the monster movie genre as being a vehicle for 

articulating the physical manifestation of deeply rooted societal fears on the silver 

screen.81 While Jensen is referring to the flesh-eating Audrey II in the 1982 musical and 

1986 film versions of Little Shop specifically, the same concept could be applied to each 

of the musicals in the morbid subgenre. For instance, Patrick in American Psycho is the 

physical manifestation of the dangers of corporate greed and lust for materialism, while 

J.D. in Heathers is the trench coat slinging embodiment of teenage mental fragility and 

parental neglect. Chemers returns to Aristotle’s Poetics for an early theorizing of theatre-

induced fear, specifically noting how audiences are able to empathize and more often 

than not root for these bloodletting anti-heroes. Chemers’ writes: 

Fear in performance, [Aristotle] observes, requires a deep empathic connection to 
a character on stage; the better the audience can see reflections of their own 
struggles in the struggles of the character, the greater the emotional impact of 
watching the story unfold.  The morally complex tragic protagonist is doomed by 
virtue of some aspect of character to make a mistake that will cause catastrophe.82 

A befitting example of such catastrophe enabled by a regrettable kneejerk reaction can be 

found in Carrie. As a result of pent up aggression over years and years of merciless 

bullying, Carrie’s telekinetic powers are thrown into complete disarray in “The 

Destruction.” Blending the numbers “Dreamer in Disguise,” the titular “Carrie,” along 

with “And Eve Was Weak” from Act I, Carrie begins to pray before acknowledging the 

blood that has completely washed over her. Panic and betrayal set in. In the final 

moments before the chaos erupts, Carrie sings: 

And God made Eve to bear the curse / 

81 Marc Jensen, “’Feed Me!’: Power Struggles and the Portrayal of Race in Little Shop of Horrors,” Cinema 
Journal 48, no. 1 (Fall 2008): 51. 
82 Chemers, The Monster in Theatre History, 11. 

https://catastrophe.82
https://screen.81
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The curse of blood / 
They will break your heart / 
Then they’ll laugh at you / 
Watching you fall apart / 
Does anybody ever get it right / 
Doesn’t anybody think that I hear / 83 

Despite the image of a blood-soaked Carrie, walking across a fiery sea of her murdered 

classmates, accompanied by crashing sound cues and a legato reprise of her titular 

musical number in a minor key, Carrie is still a highly empathetic character. Thus as she 

is struck, the audience potentially feels her pain. When she questions Sue’s motives in 

helping her attend the prom, the audience potentially sees it equally as suspicious. Carrie 

finally has a moment of joy, as she is crowned prom queen. Though that joy is quickly 

jolted from her in an insidious act of cruelty, which feeds the audience’s potential of 

feeling compelled to lead her charge of revenge. Similarly in Heathers, when we are 

introduced to Veronica Sawyer, the bright yet reclusive outcast who anxiously wonders 

the hallowed halls of Westerberg High. Like Carrie, we learn in the opening number 

“Beautiful” that Veronica has endured years of habitual name-calling and overall jackass-

ery from her fellow classmates: 

Then we got bigger that was the trigger / 
Like the Huns invading Rome / 
Welcome to my school this ain’t no high school / 
This is the thunder dome / 
Hold your breath and count the days / 
We’re graduating soon / 
College will be paradise if I’m not dead by June / 84 

Tragically it is when she falls for the enigmatic James “J.D.” Dean, a la Romeo and 

Juliet, that her post-graduation plans are temporarily set aside to make room for her 

paramour’s insidious plan to “make the world a decent place for people who are decent.” 

83 Gore, Pitchford, and Cohen, Carrie: The Musical, “The Destruction.” 
84 Murphy and O’Keefe, Heathers: The Musical, “Beautiful.” 
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Veronica’s catastrophic mistake was actually twofold. The first was infiltrating the 

illustrious barrier surrounding The Heathers’ clique, and the second being her 

relationship with J.D., both setting his murderous spree in motion. J.D.’s sequential list of 

horrors are as follows: the poisoning of Heather Chandler (staged suicide), the shooting 

of Kurt and Ram (double staged suicide), the conspiracy to commit Veronica’s murder 

(third staged suicide), and lastly the construction of a bomb to detonate in the basement 

of Westerberg.  

The end of Act I is when the monster in J.D. finally becomes visible to Veronica, 

after her classmates become casualties in his nefarious plot to rid Westerberg of “evil 

pricks who make the world so unbearable, you can’t stand to go on living.”85 What we 

have in both Carrie and Heathers are characters that mimic Chemers’ description of the 

empathetic theatrical monster. A theatrical monster, much like a Sweeney, Patrick, or 

Carrie, are on an entirely different plane than the monsters of literature or film because as 

Chemers’ puts it, “[the] theatrical monster does not merely exist in the mind---it lives.”86 

Through the immediacy and liveness that musical theatre provides, these physical 

manifestations of societal fears, or theatrical monsters, are given the platform to illicit 

fear in audiences in such a way that cannot be replicated by literature or film. Quite like 

Peggy Phelan’s resounding theory that a “performance’s only life is in the present,” 

Madelon Hoedt, a scholar of both theatre and horror, discusses the importance of liveness 

in “Staging Hell: Performance and the Horror Genre.”87 Hoedt posits: 

The key difference between live action horror and other genre forms is its 
immediacy, its liveness: rather than being merely portrayed in words or on screen, 

85 Both quotes are taken from J.D. as he is persuading Veronica to continue their “work” of killing their 
classmates: Heathers: The Musical, Act II-Scene 2. 
86 Chemers. The Monster in Theatre History, 2. 
87 Peggy Phalen, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London: Routledge, 1993), 146. 
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the frightening narrative and effects of this form are played out in real-time, often 
in close proximity to the spectator.88 

What it worthy of note in Hoedt’s analysis into “performance horror,” particularly in 

regards to the role fear plays in the morbid musical, is the notion that audience proximity 

to their own fears, via the staging of gruesome thematic elements, decreases the passivity 

that comes from reading a novel or watching a film. Both Carrie and American Psycho 

originated as novels, only to be transformed into film and of course musical adaptations. I 

would argue that the latter most adaptation, the morbid musical, is the one which 

eliminates the most distance between the spectator and the physical horror show that is 

taking place in front of them. With that, fear is at the forefront of the morbid musical. 

Adam Lowenstein’s chapter in Fear: Across the Disciplines entitled “Living 

Dead: Fearful Attractions of Film,” focuses on film historian Tom Gunning’s theory of 

the “cinema of attractions.” Fear and film, Lowenstein states “…have always been 

intimate companions.”89 Gunning defines the cinema of attractions as “…directly 

solici[ting] spectator attention, inciting visual curiosity, and supplying pleasure through 

an exciting spectacle [and/or] a unique event.”90 The morbid musical captures all three in 

its’ spectators as well, along with fear. Now similarly to Lowenstein’s question of “what 

[the] horror film genre [has] to tell us about the attractions of cinema,” I am interested in 

what the horror genre has to tell us about the attractions of the morbid musical. Before 

diving into analysis of the late George A. Romero’s Dead series91, Lowenstein enters into 

88 Madelon Hoedt, “Staging Hell: Performance and the Horror Genre,” Interdisciplinary Humanities 33, no. 
3 (2016): 9-24.
89 Lowenstein, “Living Dead,” 148. 
90 Lowenstein, “Living Dead,” 149. 
91 Acclaimed horror director George A. Romero’s Dead Series includes six films focusing on various 
groups surviving the zombie apocalypse, with each film containing heavy sociopolitical themes throughout: 
Night of the Living Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead 
(2005), Diary of the Dead (2007), and Survival of the Dead (2009). 

https://spectator.88
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discussion the genres of musical theatre and horror. While discussing cinematic styles 

that break from what he calls the traditional “Hollywood style,” Lowenstein states 

“…filmmaking practices that deviate from [the norm] risk becoming seen as ‘primitive’ 

(such as early cinema) or ‘excessive’ (such as genres where spectacle often seems to 

trump narrative, including musicals and horror films.”92 Despite the deviation, 

Lowenstein urges the supposed excess as strength rather than a weakness of the two 

genres. Thinking back to the genre-breaking nature attributed to Ellis’ novel American 

Psycho, which carried over into the musical adaptation, Aguirre-Sacasa spoke of the 

delicate hand that was required in order to situate nihilism, satire, and violence within a 

Broadway production.93 American Psycho’s strength lies not only in its “chilling, sharp, 

and brilliant metaphor,” but also in its offer of the real-world fear attached to the 

possibility of an active serial killer roaming the streets of Manhattan.94 Real world fears, 

Lowenstein argues with evidentiary support from cognitive science’s research on the 

horror film, “…[can] produced a fear response when they appear in movies, so that 

‘natural’ fears of actual ‘distortions and deformities’ will be replicated in viewer 

responses to similar sights in horror films.”95 The kind of stimulating event that acts as a 

recurring thematic element defining the morbid musical, as well as having the potentiality 

of producing a fearful response, is that of violence. 

92 Lowenstein, “Living Dead,” 150. 
93 Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical’,” Playbill. 
94 Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical’,” Playbill. 
95 Lowenstein, “Living Dead: Fearful Attractions of Film,” 165. 

https://Manhattan.94
https://production.93
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Staging Violence 
Dear Diary, My Teen Angst Bullshit Has a Body Count96 

Brutality finds a home in the morbid musical. Whether at the mercy of a vengeful 

barber, a meek flower shop attendant-turned-megalomaniac, or even an impeccably 

dressed psycho-killer, the morbid musical does not shy away from staging disturbing acts 

of violence. Simulated acts of carnage in Sweeney Todd, Little Shop, Carrie, Heathers 

and American Psycho play a pivotal role in establishing a presence of the macabre in the 

American musical theatre canon. As Alfonso Ceballos Munoz, Ramon Espejo Romero, 

and Bernardo Munoz Martinez note in their edited collection Violence in American 

Drama: Essays on Its Staging, Meanings and Effects, “violence is one of the most 

recurrent modes of interaction between human beings.”97 Ergo with every throat slit by 

Sweeney, or “accidental” poisoning/“unintentional” shootings perpetuated by J.D., it is 

no wonder theatre has long since been a medium which “mirror[s] the world outside (of 

which violence is a permanent figment) and also attempt[s] to modify it (…by either 

trying to stop some particular form of violence, or foster some other).98 However, it must 

be noted that the morbid musical’s staging of violence, more often than not, surrounds 

itself with a comedic aura of influence that contributes to the satirical element found at 

the core of the subgenre.99 Thus I’d argue what sets the morbid musical apart as a 

96 This line comes from Veronica in Heathers, Act 2-Scene 1. J.D. had just murdered Kurt and Ram by 
shooting them with his Grandad’s “Ich Luge” bullets. While J.D. assured Veronica they were merely 
tranquilizers, the bullets turned out to be real.  Kurt and Ram’s deaths, accompanied by a forged suicide 
note detailing their unequivocal love for one another, is followed by the musical number “My Dead Gay 
Son.” 
97 Alfonso Ceballos Munoz, “Preface,” in Violence in American Drama: Essays on Its Staging, meanings 
and Effects, ed. Alfonso Ceballos Munoz, Ramon Espejo Romero and Bernardo Munoz Martinez 
(Jefferson: McFarland & Company, 2011), 1. 
98 Munoz, Romero, and Martinez, “Preface,” 2. 
99 In both Little Shop and Heathers, the victims of Audrey II and J.D. are brought back to life, so to speak, 
in humorous fashion.  In Little Shop, Seymour, Audrey, Mr. Mushnik, and Orin come back for the closing 

https://subgenre.99
https://other).98
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subgenre is the threefold tether of satire, nostalgia, and violence. With the exception of 

Sweeney Todd, each of the other four musicals analyzed for this study were adapted from 

film, with Carrie and American Psycho originating as novels. As Mel Gussow stated in 

his review for the original off-Broadway production of Little Shop of Horrors, “[this is] a 

show for horticulturists, horror-cultists, sci-fi fans, and anyone with a taste for the 

outrageous.”100 Staging a musical that already has a substantial amount of what Nowell 

refers to as “cross-demographic appeal,” through its source material, enables its fan base 

to delight in a physical manifestation of nostalgia.101 Carrie is no exception to the 

potential delights that come from seeing a beloved horror story adapted to stage. In his 

review for the 2012 off Broadway revival, Ben Brantley of the New York Times went so 

far as to say in “thanks to the vastness of Stephen King’s readership, and to Brian De 

Palma’s 1976 break-out movie adaptation, ‘Carrie’ has become a cultural touchstone in 

this country.”102 Yet adapting beloved novels and film to the stage is not solely for the 

benefit of its prospective audiences. Roberto Aguirre-Sacasa, who wrote the book for 

American Psycho: The Musical, confessed to Alysa Auriemma of Playbill that he was 

first introduced to Ellis’ novel in college, then again in graduate school, and even saw 

Harron’s film adaptation on its opening weekend in 2000.103 Aguirre-Sacasa went on to 

declare his own status as a die-hard fan: 

I knew people liked the book, but this is like Rocky Horror! I just went and saw 
the show again, and when the title of the musical goes up, people cheer. When 

number as individual flower bulbs atop the gargantuan man-eating plant, Audrey II. In Heathers, 
Veronica’s murdered classmates, Heather (Chandler), Kurt, and Ram act as the bickering, wise-cracking, 
and somewhat influential voices in her head. 
100 Mel Gussow, “Musical: A Cactus Owns ‘Little Shop of Horrors,’” review of Little Shop of Horrors, by 
Alan Menken and Howard Ashman, directed by Howard Ashman, WPA Theater, New York, New York 
Times, May 30, 1982. 
101 Nowell, “‘There’s More Than One Way to Lose Your Heart,” 127. 
102 Brantley, “Prom Night, Bloody Prom Night,” New York Times. 
103 Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical,’” Playbill. 
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Patrick comes out in the raincoat, people cheer. [There are] so many cultists, and I 
guess, in a way, I’m one of them!104 

Revealing Patrick’s clear raincoat, which sent audiences cheering in anticipation, set into 

motion the infamous scene wherein a character is drugged and brutally butchered via axe 

to the point of decapitation. To a certain degree the crowd’s roars were as a result off 

witnessing pages in Ellis’ novel and Harron’s film come-to-life, but the fact still remains: 

their cheers were also a response to the forthcoming act of violence. 

In contemplating the spectatorial experiences offered by Maurice Level’s Le 

Baiser dans la nuit (1912) at Paris’ Le Grand Guignol, theatre artist and scholar Lucy 

Nevitt remarks: 

There is suspense, but not from wondering whether an attack will happen: the 
questions are when, how and to whom the inevitable violence will occur.  The 
spectatorial response […] was one of delighted horror; audience members 
relish[ed] the experience of being terrified and disgusted by the performed action 
onstage.105 

In both Sweeney Todd and American Psycho, the audience is made well aware of the 

titular character’s murderous tendencies from the opening numbers. Violence is 

inevitable; thereby the excitement comes from the shiver of anticipation.106 With “The 

Ballad of Sweeney Todd” the chorus sings of Sweeney “shav[ing] the faces of gentlemen 

/ who never thereafter were heard of again,” along with a call for the demon barber to 

“swing [his] razor wide” as to “freely [flow] the blood of those who moralize.”107 With 

every passing moment thereafter, the audience is left to wonder which character’s neck 

104 Auriemma, “How American Psycho Made Its Mark as Broadway’s ‘Anti-Musical,’” Playbill. 
105 Lucy Nevitt, Theatre&Violence (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 13. 
106 This is a direct reference to The Rocky Horror Picture Show, specifically the end of the musical number 
“Sweet Transvestite.”  Dr. Frank-N-Furter says, “I see you shiver with antici…pation” to a horrified yet 
titillated Brad and Janet, as he ascends in an elevator to the laboratory.
107 Stephen Sondheim, book by Hugh Wheeler, Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street 
(Milwakee: Hal Leonard Corporation, 1979), “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd.” 
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will be the first to shower the stage in a sea of red. Such relief comes near the end of Act 

I with Adolfo Pirelli, a.k.a. Daniel O’ Higgins, the first to meet a grizzly end at Sweeney 

Todd’s Tonsorial Parlor. Pirelli is strangled nearly to the point of death, yet the coup de 

grace comes by Sweeney slashing the imposter’s throat. It is important to note the mood 

that is set by the orchestral arrangement during Sweeney’s first official kill. As with the 

death and recognition of The Beggar Woman, the death of Pirelli is marked with a 

leitmotif of a different kind. Known as the Dies Irae, this ancient form of chanting, which 

is routinely used in horror film scoring, is first introduced in the prologue.108 Also 

referred to as the murder motif, this theme as McGill notes is used “frequently to 

accompany Todd’s murders or the plotting of them.”109 To give the dies irae lyrical 

context, when the company chants “Swing your razor wide Sweeney / Hold it to the skies 

/” in the prologue, the orchestral vamp that accompanies underneath the sung word is 

where the murder motif originates from. 

Instead of utilizing choral narration as the opening number, American Psycho sees 

Patrick going through his morning routine while dropping not-so-subtle hints of his own 

bloodlust in the spoken “Opening (Morning Routine).” Patrick first raves about his 

Russian dry-cleaner Svetlana’s ability to launder his presumably blood-soaked 

clothing.110 Next is a stop off to the local video store, Video Visions, where Patrick 

gushes over Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street, a film he is renting…for the 

thirty-eighth time.111 We are able to hear Patrick’s existential, albeit narcissistic, thoughts 

108 McGill, “‘It Might Have Been Sophisticated Film Music,’” 2. 
109 McGill, “‘It Might Have Been Sophisticated Film Music,’” 13. 
110 During “Opening (Morning Routine)”, Patrick refers to the stains as “…cranberry, [then] cranapple 
juice,” to finally land on Hershey’s Syrup, which is commonly used as fake blood. 
111 Also in the spoken section of “Opening (Morning Routine),” Patrick hails Freddy Kruger as an “icon,” 
as well as labeling the “…scene where the blood erupts volcano like from Johnny Depp’s bed...” as “the 
best.” 
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while the musical number “Selling Out/Not A Common Man” is being intersected with 

his spoken routine. As the impeccably dressed ensemble are revolved off stage with 

Vogue-like precision, Patrick sings: 

There are Gods there are kings / 
I’m pretty sure I’m the same thing / 
There is little I won’t do I’m not like you / 
It’s how I’m built it’s how I’m wired / 
I am remote I am desired / 
I’m something other than a common man / 112 

The musical adaptation of Ellis’ 1991 provocative novel is arguably the most 

grotesque offering that holds the morbid musical classification. Our first glimpse into 

Patrick’s unquenchable thirst for blood is at the hands, or rather sawn off fingers, of a 

homeless man named Al. After an unsuccessful night out at the nightclub Tunnel, Patrick 

storms off in a haze of existential dread fueled by cocaine. 113 A sharp lighting cue 

changes to reveal the company, still dressed in their Tunnel club-wear, delivering Sheik’s 

haunting arrangement of Phil Collins’ “In The Air Tonight.” Al is offered money and 

unsolicited advice from Patrick, who then proceeds to stab the victim repeatedly. The two 

descend on a platform beneath the stage while Patrick methodically hacks off Al’s 

fingers. 

Since murder is heavily alluded to in the beginning of Sweeney Todd and 

American Psycho, along with the catastrophic number of bodies that both musicals seem 

to rack up by the end, it’s almost as if the murders are a character in their own right. 

During the number “Johanna-Quartet,” Sweeney laments over the fact that he may never 

112 Duncan Sheik, book by Roberto Aguirre-Sacasa, American Psycho: The Musical (Milwaukee: Hal 
Leonard Corporation, 2016), “Selling Out/Not A Common Man.” 
113 Tunnel was a nightclub located in the Chelsea district in New York City. Known for its extravagantly 
themed parties, as well as a free flow of recreational drugs, the nightclub was a renowned hot spot for “club 
kids” in the late 1980s to early 2000s. 
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see his “little dove / [his] sweet” Johanna again.114 The ode to a father’s grief is inter-

spliced with a montage of murder, as one by one customers enter Sweeney’s shop only to 

get their throats slashed. American Psycho appears to pay homage to the vengeful 

barber’s murderous mayhem in “I Am Back.” After Detective Kimball rattles Patrick 

over the alleged disappearance of business rival Paul Owen, who we know to be 

decomposing in a garment bag on the East River, he flees to Long Island with his quasi-

girlfriend Evelyn. Growing restless, Patrick quickly returns to New York after an 

unsatisfying vacation with his now fiancée. Succumbing to his darkest impulses, Patrick 

goes on a rampant murder spree singing: 

Ready to restart / 
To excavate some bleeding heart / 
Ready for release / 
Little violence to bring me peace / 
The look of fear in your eyes when I attack / 
I am back / 
And you will know it when you’re stretched up on the rack / 
I am back / 115 

With “I Am Back,” which appears to suspend and accelerate the narrative time of the 

musical simultaneously, Patrick is able to reminisce of murders past while also 

committing a myriad of fresh kills; the progressive acoustic-guitar chords and backing 

choral arrangement are accompanied by sound cues of various instruments of death 

(chainsaw, bit drill, staple gun). 

Quite arguably the most grotesque number of the entire production, Patrick stands 

half naked and drenched in the blood of all his supposed victims, atop a cascading pile of 

convulsing bodies. In the essay “No More Masterpieces,” Antonin Artaud proposes his 

114 Sondheim and Wheeler, Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street, “Johanna-Quartet.” 
115 Sheik and Aguirre-Sacasa, American Psycho: The Musical, “I Am Back.” 
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philosophy surrounding a “theater of cruelty.”116 Artaud contends that theater of cruelty 

is predicated upon the notion that said cruelty lies not with inflicted violence upon one 

another, but with the gripping realization that we as humans are not free from harm.117 In 

the midst of discussing spectatorship of violent scenes, Artaud posits that “a violent and 

concentrated action is a kind of lyricism: it summons upon…a bloodstream of images, a 

bleeding spurt of images in the poet’s head and in the spectator’s as well.”118 It is difficult 

to surmise the intricacies of the spectator’s mind while viewing violence on stage. As 

Nevitt states, “a performed act of violence rarely, if ever, generates a single response.” 

Though directly referencing the spectator, Artaud’s claim above has more to do with the 

aestheticism of said violence as staged. The gruesome acts of multiple murders shown in 

“Johanna-Quartet,” I Am Back,” and even “The Destruction” from Carrie, function as 

controlled, albeit bloody, visual chaos, designed to express the violent desires of the 

protagonist-as-killer as well as evoke both curiosity and mortality in the spectator. Yet a 

discussion of violent entertainment ultimately comes back upon the spectator, most 

specifically the question of why? What is the attraction of violent entertainment? 

In Why We Watch: The Attractions of Violent Entertainment (1998), psychologist 

and author Jeffrey Goldstein explores the very notion of why there always seems to be 

“…an audience for violent enactments and portrayals.”119 Goldstein posits that it is not 

necessarily the violence itself that is inherently attractive, but rather the outcome of the 

violence. In more specific terms of the morbid musical, how does the non-accidental 

116 Antonin Artaud, “No More Masterpieces,” in The Theater and Its Double, trans. Mary Caroline 
Richards (New York: Grove, 1997), 79. 
117 Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, 79. 
118 Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, 82. 
119 Jeffrey Goldstein, Why We Watch: The Attractions of Violent Entertainment (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), 213. 
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double murder of Kurt and Ram affect Veronica’s future actions in Heathers? How will 

Carrie recover from eviscerating an entire gym full of her classmates and teachers? 

Recounting the plausibility of a “civilized” and “unexciting” society as the culprit for 

seeking out violence in entertainment, Goldstein states: “as the dying and dead became 

further removed from immediacy, interest in images of death and dying [seem] to have 

increased.”120 Such a notion rings true when in conjunction with the fact that the morbid 

musical allows a certain degree of separation between the simulated violence, and its 

audience. Now while Vandenbroucke stakes the claim that staged violence has the ability 

to both attract and repulse its’ audiences, Nevitt goes even further. 121 Nevitt similarly 

states that “a spectacle of violence can be enjoyable and sickening at the same time,” yet 

she delves into what the physical body goes through while watching acts of simulated 

violence. Describing both the visceral and physical effects that depictions of violence 

have on the spectator, Nevitt offers up our own bodies of influence as spectators. Our 

own flesh-and-blood experiences of pain affect the way in which we interpret simulated 

violence on stage as audience members.122 Flinching when Judge Turpin violently grabs 

Johanna’s hair to drag her back to her cell in Sweeney Todd, or even gasping when the 

sadistic Orin Scrivello…D.D.S sharply raises his hand to strike at Audrey in Little Shop, 

are both examples of the physical experience of spectatorship to which Nevitt alludes. As 

stated in the attraction of fear section, violence depicted on stage in the morbid musical, 

while simulated, carries the burden of possibility. Vandenbroucke speaks to the burden of 

possibility while witnessing staged violence: 

120 Goldstein, Why We Watch: The Attractions of Violent Entertainment, 217. 
121 Vandenbroucke, “Violence Onstage and Off,” 114. 
122 Nevitt, Theatre & Violence, 15. 
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Stage violence in any form…supports the presumption that human beings are 
instinctively and perennially violent. […] Alternatively, the persistent appeal of 
violence may be nursed by curiosity about the very subject we routinely encounter 
in the news, but that is, fortunately, personally remote and unknown for most of

123us. 

David Savran, scholar of musical theatre, notes in both “Toward a Historiography 

of the Popular” and “Trafficking in Transnational Brands: The New ‘Broadway-Style’ 

Musical,” that musical theatre has been and continues to be the most popular form of 

theatre in the world.124 The influence of popular entertainment is vast. That being said, 

doesn’t knowledge of such influence render the choice of staging gruesome violence all 

the more critical? Serial, spree, and mass murderers exist. According to Nevitt, violence 

exists in the world twofold, as both reality and potential. The passive choice of believing 

in a world with which violence doesn’t occur on a daily basis is no longer an option. 

Nevitt goes on: 

The choice not to represent [violence on stage] will not make it go away, and 
certainly shouldn’t mean that we don’t have to do anything about it.  
Theatre…offer[s] the possibility for useful and necessary considerations of 
violence.125 

Ergo by representing peer-on-peer violence (Carrie, Heathers), the existence of in-plain-

sight serial killers (Sweeney Todd, American Psycho), and opportunistic killers (Little 

Shop), the morbid musical brings to light the unavoidability of violence. Do not let the 

infectious scores of Sondheim, Menken, and Sheik, as well as the satirical influence over 

the subgenre, deter from the methodical consideration the morbid musical has over its use 

of violence. 

123 Vandenbroucke, Russell. “Violence Onstage and Off,” 115. 
124 David Savran, “Trafficking in Transnational Brands: The New ‘Broadway-Style’ Musical,” Theatre 
Survey 55, no. 3 (September 2014): 318. 
125 Nevitt, Theatre & Violence, 11. 
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A Closing Number 
I’m Willing to Keep on Doing Bloody, Awful, Evil Things126 

James Wolcott of Vanity Fair posed the following question to the magazine’s 

readership-at-large: “Is American Psycho Too Bloody for Broadway?” Such a curious 

inquiry was made ever the more so by what Wolcott posited next. Speaking to the success 

Broadway attributes to musicals with an exorbitant murder rate, Wolcott writes 

“…American Psycho is taking a stab at Broadway, where musical carnage can either tank 

like Carrie or triumph like Sweeney Todd.”127 While it seems as though the original 1988 

production was the only Carrie considered for Wolcott’s musical-carnage binary, the 

mention of three morbid musicals in one sitting is in no way coincidental. The macabre 

has made its own murder-house a home on Broadway. As noted in the above sections, the 

element of gore has been drawing hordes of patrons to the theatre for centuries, with the 

Grand Guignol acting as evidentiary support to such an assertion. As Mel Gordon 

affectionately states in The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror (1997), the 

theatrical house of horrors was far more than “some gross-out joke of theatre history.”128 

Throughout its repertoire, the Grand Guignol had produced nearly twelve hundred plays 

spanning the genres of comedy, drama, and horror.129 The most notable entry for each 

was as follows: The Chauffeur (1908) “a classical social farce about employers and 

modernity” written by Max Maurey, Him (1897) “an example of the early genre of 

dramatized news items from [tabloids that] featured macabre or shocking stories” written 

by Oscar Metenier, and The Final Torture (1902) “a celebrated horror play with the 

126 This lyric comes from the musical number “The Meek Shall Inherit” in Little Shop of Horrors, Act 2-
Scene 2. Seymour contemplates putting down Audrey II, in an attempt to save future lives. However, 
realizing the only reason he now has wealth, success, and most importantly the love of his life is because of 
Audrey II, Seymour decides to continue his “pact with the devil.” 
127 James Wolcott, “Is American Psycho Too Bloody for Broadway,” Vanity Fair, March 4, 2016. 
128 Gordon, The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror, 49. 
129 Gordon, The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror, 51. 
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additional themes of exoticism, guilt, helplessness, imprisonment, insanity and 

mutilation” written by Andre de Lorde and Eugene Morel.130 It is important to note the 

influence Grand Guignol has had on the morbid musical, with Sweeney Todd: The Demon 

Barber of Fleet Street acting as a prime example of said influence as noted in the 

introduction. 

The cognitive phenomenon of ‘morbid curiosity’ provides a scientific justification 

as to why audiences are attracted to morbid, violent, and sexual entertainment. As Marvin 

Zuckerman and Patrick Litle stated in “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and 

Sexual Events,” an interest in said events is not a perversion, nor is it a niche interest: 

The mass consumption of sexually explicit…and graphically violent films, such 
as the modern genre of horror…would argue against their limited appeal for a 
‘sick’ minority of the population…our assumption is that both types of curiosity 
are related to normal dimensions of personality…131 

It is crucial to note that the phenomenon of morbid curiosity, as well as the genre of 

musical theatre, benefit from mass consumption. However it is the weaving of the two 

that creates the tapestry that is the morbid musical. How could the American musical 

theatre canon produce such macabre offerings like Sweeney Todd or Little Shop without 

influence of the horror genre? Would Heathers or American Psycho have seen their 

respective runs on Broadway if not for the need for violent and satirical entertainment? 

Musical theatre provides a complex yet fitting outlet for staging such morbid thematic 

elements, though it does warrant slight difficulty. Savran notes that, “no theatre form is as 

expansive and difficult to categorize generically” than musical theatre. Savran goes on to 

posit that the genre of musical theatre just so happens to include the following: 

130 Gordon, The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror, 57, 87, and 101. 
131 Zuckerman, and Litle. “Personality and Curiosity About Morbid and Sexual Events,” 49. 
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Musical comedy, musical drama, opera, revue, musical satire, and hybrids of all 
these genres, incorporating a multitude of different song forms, arias, dance 
breaks, ballets, recitatives, book scenes, satirical sketches, soliloquies, and so 

132on. 

Interweaving comedy, satire, violence, and in most cases overt sexuality, is precisely 

what the morbid musical does. I have argued for the existence of the subgenre by 

presenting five musical offerings that fit within its reach. An investigation into the 

attraction of fear and violence in the morbid musical was also conducted; in order to give 

the subgenre credibility, cognitive science, theatre, and film scholarship were utilized. To 

account for the periods of time within the American musical theatre canon wherein the 

morbid musical was in dormancy (1982-2012), I theorized that the various teen-slasher 

film cycles acted as substitute entertainments. 

Even though a discussion into the genres of musical theatre and horror could be 

had ad nauseam, the curtail call will be brief. Quite similar to the continuous 

resurrections of the teen-slasher, I believe there is room for another surge of morbidity in 

the American musical theatre canon. Though it is difficult to say which side of the 

morbid pendulum the next offering will swing towards. Will the decade to come see the 

need for another satirical, self-aware, and sexually gruesome musical, like American 

Psycho? Perhaps, as Wolcott suggests, could it be a rock-opera adaptation of Chuck 

Palahniuk’s 1996 novel Fight Club?133 Similar to the adaptation trajectories of both 

American Psycho and Carrie, Fight Club has become a cult classic in its own right, with 

its film adaptation by David Fincher premiering in 1999. Speaking of cult followings and 

adaptations, could the next morbid musical conceivably echo the “rowdy-guilty pleasure 

132 David Savran, “Toward a Historiography of the Popular,” Theatre Survey 45, no. 2 (November 2004): 
216. 
133 James Wolcott, “Is American Psycho Too Bloody for Broadway,” Vanity Fair, March 4, 2016. 
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musical” of Heathers?134 Given the most recent Broadway success of Mean Girls (2018), 

a musical adaptation of Darren Stein’s equally satirical, albeit far more gruesome, film 

Jawbreaker (1999) does not seem too far outside the realm of morbid possibility. Lo and 

behold readings of Jawbreaker: The Musical, with book by Stein and music and lyrics by 

Jeff Thomson and Jordan Mann, were held in New York in September of 2013, as well as 

the most recent table read in the spring of 2016, yet a full Broadway run has yet to 

materialize.135136 

Broadway has not seen the last of the morbid musical with American Psycho. 

Mimicking the teen-slasher cycles, I believe the morbid musical has entered its second 

dormancy period. With true crime docu-series, podcasts, and film dominating in popular 

entertainment, it is unclear when the morbid musical will see another resurgence. 

Although with the musical adaptation of Tim Burton’s 1988 cult classic Beetlejuice 

heading to Broadway’s Winter Garden Theatre in April of 2019, a third morbid musical 

surge could be on the horizon.137 In the introduction, I stated that this paper was to serve 

as a scholarly love letter to the genres of musical theatre and horror. Having reached the 

conclusion, it should also serve as a macabre call-to-arms. On behalf of all those wanting 

to fill such a void please, resurrect the morbid musical. 

134 Ben Brantley. “The Rich Girls Are Going to Lose, for Once,” review of Heathers: The Musical, by 
Laurence O’Keefe and Kevin Murphy, directed by Andy Fickman, New World Stages, New York, New 
York Times, April 2, 2014. 
135 Andrew Gans, “Readings of Jawbreaker: The Musical, with Diana DeGarmo, Kate Flannery, Elizabeth 
Gillies, Presented Sept. 26-27.” Playbill.com, September 26, 2013. 
136 Christopher Rudolph, “Jinkx Monsoon To Star in ‘Jawbreaker: The Musical?” Logo: NewNowNext.com, 
April 20, 2016.
137 Ryan Mcphee, “World Premiere of Beetlejuice Musical Opens in Washington, D.C. Before Broadway 
Bow,” Playbill, November 4, 2018. 

https://NewNowNext.com
https://Playbill.com
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