
	
 To the last, I grapple with thee; 
	
 From Hell's heart, I stab at thee; 
	
 For hate's sake, I spit my last breath at thee.
	
 	
 	
 Captain Ahab, Moby Dick

	
 Revenge is a natural human reaction.  When we are hurt by someone or even harm ourselves and blame 
others, it is a natural reaction to want to hurt back – to cause pain to the person whom you feel caused you pain.  
The desire to seek revenge is easy to understand, but when we become obsessed with vengeance, we become 
our own victim.
	
 Herman Melville’s classic novel, Moby Dick, addresses this theme.  Having had his ship destroyed by a 
great white whale and losing his leg in the process, Captain Ahab becomes obsessed with getting revenge on the 
water-spouting mammal.  It is Ahab’s vengeful obsession that eventually is his undoing.  This theme is also 
applied in modern cinema in the movie, Star Trek:  The Wrath of Khan.  Khan’s obsession with revenge on 
Captain Kirk blinds his judgement.  Khan’s last words in the movie as he prepares to face his inevitable end is 
the quote from Moby Dick with which I opened this letter.
	
 It is this ageless theme of a man brought to ruin by his own desire for revenge that is the focus of this 
year’s musical production, Sweeney Todd.  Like Ahab and Kahn, Sweeney Todd is a man obsessed by revenge.  
Having been unjustly sent to prison by a judge who took his daughter as his “ward,” Sweeney stumbles into a 
situation that will allow him to cross paths with the judge.  Having been a barber before going to prison, 
Sweeney relies on his skills with a razor as a method to exact his revenge.  Like, Ahab and Khan, his voracious 
appetite for retaliation brings him more pain than satisfaction.
	
 “Attend the tale of Sweeney Todd.
	
 His skin was pale and his eye was odd.”
	
 Sweeney Todd is a musical written by Stephen Sondheim which won the Tony Award in 1979 for best 
musical.  I’ve always associated the name Sondheim with “cerebral.”  Sondheim’s music is intense and very 
difficult to sing.  The characters in this story are complex and overpowering and require an extremely high level 
of acting ability to portray.  Once again, we find the abilities of our students to be well above what is normal for 
high school students, requiring a musical not normally produced by high schools.  I was interested to learn that 
Mr. Yates had been considering a different musical for this year but his students interceded, requesting the 
challenges of a show like Sweeney Todd.  If you see the performance, you will know that they have risen to the 
challenge they requested.
	
 When students participate in a musical production, their singing and acting skills are deepened and 
refined. More importantly, they become absorbed in the message of the show.  To portray the characters they 
represent, they have to empathize with the character and “get inside the head” of the character.  Reading about 
the lesson taught by Sweeney Todd is one thing, but essentially “living it” in weeks of rehearsal is much more 
impactful.  	

	
 The lesson of Sweeney Todd is a good lesson for our students to learn.  Unfortunately, the school district 
has been the object of revenge by more than one person over the years.  Spurred by a rejection for a job or 
decision they did not like, these people seek to make themselves feel better by “making the district pay.”  While 
these situations cost the district money and time and steal resources from our students, we know that the pursuer 
of revenge is the eventual loser.  Forgiveness brings healing.  Revenge brings more pain.
	
 	
 “Attend the tale of Sweeney Todd.
	
 	
 He served a dark and hungry god.”
	
 Come next week and learn for yourself the lesson of Sweeney Todd.  Our students will amaze you.  The 
story they tell will engross you.  
	
 Shows begin Thursday, November 19 and continue through Sunday, the 22nd.  Call 273-1033, extension 
1900 for tickets and information.
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