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Introduction 
 
This pack has been designed to complement your visit to see Oliver! at The 
Watermill Theatre.  
 
The pack is aimed primarily at those studying Drama or English, with articles of 
interest for anyone with a curiosity about the play. While there are some images, the 
pack has been deliberately kept simple from a graphic point of view so that most 
pages can easily be photocopied for use in the classroom.  
 
Your feedback is most welcome, please email (beth@watermill.org.uk) or call me on 
01635 570927.  
I hope you find the pack useful.  
 
 
 
 
Beth Flintoff  
Outreach Director  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Watermill Theatre 
Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE  
www.watermill.org.uk  
 

 
The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported 
by The Dr. Mortimer and Theresa Sackler Foundation.  
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SECTION ONE: OLIVER 
TWIST: THE NOVEL & THE 
AUTHOR 
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Charles Dickens 

Charles Dickens  
 

 

Charles Dickens was born in 1812 near 
Portsmouth, though he spent much of 
his life living in London. After his 
family moved there in 1823, they 
suffered mixed fortunes. His father 
John accumulated large debts and the 
whole family were sent to Marshalsea 
debtors’ prison, except for Charles 
who was withdrawn from school and 
sent to work in a boot-blacking factory 
managed by a relative near Charing 
Cross. Charles later returned to school 
to resume his education before 
leaving aged fifteen to become a 
solicitor’s clerk. Having observed 
terrible poverty at the factory, he now 
saw the inefficient, grinding 
bureaucracy of the law. A restless 
insomniac, he began to wander the 
streets of London at night, his near-
photographic memory embedding the 
life of Londoners in his mind.  

Then he began to write. He started by 
contributing stories to newspapers 
and magazines in 1833. At first, he 
wrote simple sketches about London 
life published in journals under the 
pen-name Boz. These were collected 
in 1836 by the editor George Hogarth, 

whose daughter, Catherine, Dickens 
married. The couple had ten children 
together. 

Dickens continued to edit journals 
throughout his life, but after the 
success of Sketches by Boz he became 
a novelist. Pickwick Papers was the 
first to be published, in 1836, and the 
following year he began work on 
Oliver Twist. It was serialised 
(published chapter by chapter, each 
month) in Bentley’s Miscellany from 
1837-9. 

Dickens published a huge number of 
novels during his career and achieved 
great success. Amongst his best-
known titles are Nicholas Nickleby 
(1838-9), The Old Curiosity Shop 
(1840-1), A Christmas Carol (1843), 
Bleak House (1852-3), Great 
Expectations (1860-1), A Tale of Two 
Cities (1859), the semi-
autobiographical David Copperfield 
(1849-50) and Oliver Twist (1837-9).   

He spent time abroad including two 
trips to America, and toured Italy with 
Catherine and his children in 1844. He 
later published Pictures from Italy, a 
descriptive account of his journey and 
the events and ceremonies he 
witnessed during the trip.  

Dickens was also a theatre enthusiast 
and performed before Queen Victoria 
in 1851 in the comedy Not so Bad as 
we Seem, a farce, Mr Nightingale’s 
Diary and The Frozen Deep in 1857. It 
was whilst collaborating with Wilkie 
Collins on The Frozen Deep that he 
met the actress Ellen Ternan. Dickens 
kept their relationship secret and the 
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exact nature of their involvement is 
still debated, but Dickens separated 
from his wife in 1858 and Ellen 
remained his constant companion 
until his death in 1870. 

Throughout his life, Dickens was a 
voracious social campaigner 
concerned about the living and 
working conditions of the poor and 
the helplessness of the disadvantaged. 
Poverty, hunger, exploitation, cruelty 
and injustice are themes repeatedly 
explored in his work. He may not have 
had a direct impact on reformist 
legislation, but he was a committed 
and active philanthropist. He helped 
to establish and run Urania Cottage, a 
safe house in London for young 
women to escape lives of prostitution 
and crime, he gave talks in America 
against slavery and supported 
numerous charitable institutions 
including the Ragged Schools, set up 
to educate destitute children. 

Charles Dickens was an enormously 
popular and well-known figure during 

his time and his work continues to be 
celebrated to this day, holding a 
unique place in the canon of English 
Literature for its insightful depictions 
of contemporary life and the 
experiences of ordinary people. Amid 
celebrations in 2012 to mark the 200th 
anniversary of Dickens’ birth, the actor 
Simon Callow succinctly said of 
Dickens: "The reason I love him so 
deeply is that, having experienced the 
lower depths, he never ceased, till the 
day he died, to commit himself, both 
in his work and in his life, to trying to 
right the wrongs inflicted by society, 
above all, perhaps by giving the 
dispossessed a voice. From the 
moment he started to write, he spoke 
for the people, and the people loved 
him for it, as do I."  
 
ROSIE ENGLISH 

 

 

 

 



 

 7 

Fagin (Cameron Blakely) inspects goods stolen by the 
gang. 

 

Crime and Punishment 
 

Crime was a major concern for the Victorians. Levels rose sharply at the end of the 
18th Century and continued to rise dramatically through much of the 19th Century. At 
the beginning of the period, approximately 200 crimes were punishable by hanging. 
They included serious crimes such as murder and treason as well as minor 
misdemeanours carried out in desperation by people living in poverty, like stealing 
food or picking pockets. The Victorians were particularly perturbed by the 
prevalence of child crime. Over half of all individuals tried at the Old Bailey between 
1830 and 1860 for picking pockets were younger than 20 years of age and Dickens’ 
portrayal of Fagin and his gang of child thieves in Oliver reflects how prominent the 
issue was: 

The activities of ‘lads-men’, criminal bosses who trained young boys and then later 
sold on the stolen goods they received from them, frequently appeared in the pages 
of the popular press. Thomas Duggin was an infamous ‘thief-trainer’ who worked in 
London’s notorious St Giles slum in 1817 and Isaac ‘Ikey’ Solomon was another well-
known thief trainer and receiver of stolen goods in the 1810s and 1820s. For some 
time he was also (incorrectly) considered to be the inspiration behind Dickens’ 
character of Fagin due to his similar Jewish heritage. 

Another cause for concern were ‘Flash Houses’. This was the name given to dens of 
crime based in pubs or lodging houses where stolen goods were kept. They were 
considered a breeding ground for juvenile crime as groups of young boys and girls 
were often found residing at the properties. For example, in 1837 one police witness 
spoke of a lodging house in London where ‘20 boys and 10 girls under the age of 16’ 
were found living together, most of whom were ‘encouraged in picking pockets’ by 
their ‘captain’.  

 

THE BOYS surround FAGIN to display their  
ill-gotten gains. OLIVER is amazed. 

 
FAGIN: I hope you’ve all been hard at work 

today, my dears. 
 

DODGER: Hard? 
 

ALL BOYS: As nails! 
 

FAGIN: What ‘ave you got for me, Dodger 
 

DODGER (off handedly): Couple o’ wallets. 
 

FAGIN: Well lined, I hope. 
 

DODGER: Only the best. 
 

From Lionel Bart’s Oliver! (1960)  
p.32-33. 
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There are groans of protest from the BOYS 
 

CAPTAIN: Oh Fagin, we was all going to see 
the ‘angin! 

FAGIN: You’ll be hanged yourself in  
time – don’t worry! 

From Lionel Bart’s Oliver! (1960) p.44 

Fagin (Cameron Blakely). 

 

With the problem of crime also came the conundrum of punishment. The Victorians 
were concerned about whether the punishments on offer were a sufficient deterrent 
to potential offenders. Hangings took place in public and were a popular spectacle, 
large crowds gathered to watch and it was treated as a social event. This is satirically 
alluded to in Lionel Bart’s Oliver! when Fagin orders the boys to get to work picking 
pockets: 

 

 

Ironically, public hangings could also be the scene of criminal activity. Opportunistic 
pick pockets took advantage of any event where large crowds gathered. Joseph 
Smee, a 15 year old, was charged with picking pockets at a public execution at the 
Old Bailey in 1824, whilst in 1840, 11 year old Martin Gavan was accused of stealing 
a gentleman’s handkerchief among a crowd that had gathered around a traffic 
accident.  

The law stated that in cases where guilt could be proven beyond doubt, children 
could face imprisonment, transportation (where a criminal was sent away to one of 
Britain’s colonies to serve their sentence) or hanging. However, in practice, children 
were usually treated with a lot more leniency. Of 103 children aged 14 or under who 
were sentenced to death between 1801 and 1836, none were actually executed. 
Furthermore, those aged between 7 and 14 were generally considered incapable of 
forming criminal intentions. Even in more serious cases with youthful defendants, 
courts frequently recommended that they were shown ‘mercy on account of their 
youth’. Where heavy punishment for serious crimes was imposed, the death 
sentence was usually replaced with transportation. By the 1830s around 5,000 
prisoners, including children as young as 10, were sent away to serve their 
sentences, mainly to Australia where they were set to work doing manual labour or 
as servants.  
 
The threat of harsher punishment is frequently mentioned in Oliver! (Nancy: Listen 
‘ere you lot and especially you Oliver, don’t get hung!) but the move towards 
clemency in cases of child crime is also reflected when Oliver is released by the 
Magistrate without charge and taken home with Mr Brownlow, whose pocket he 
was accused of stealing from. 



 

 9 

Adults were not shown the same degree of leniency. Although Sir Robert Peel 
reduced the number of offences punishable by death by over 100 and in 1830 Lord 
John Russell repealed the death sentence for horse burglary and breaking and 
entering, over 3,000 people were hung between 1800 and 1900. From the 1820s 
onwards, public feeling against the death penalty had been mounting and many 
were angry and distressed about its continued use. Dickens himself was against it 
and entered the debate with a series of letters in 1846. He felt that taking the life of 
another being when there had not been time for the accused to show repentance 
was unjust and felt strongly that if there was any doubt of the prisoner’s guilt, a 
death sentence should not be passed. After attending the hanging of an alleged 
murderer in a case that had attracted a lot of attention, Dickens wrote of his disgust 
to see sensible people swept up in an atmosphere of ‘depraved excitement’ and that 
‘the law appeared to be as bad…or worse’ than the condemned man. 

Though magistrates continued to pass sentences of hanging, the Victorians began to 
think about alternative ways of dealing with crime. Reformatory Schools were set up 
in 1854 for children under 16 to be harshly disciplined. For adults, new gaols were 
built and attention was turned to thinking about how these institutions could be 
used to stop criminals from re-offending. Transportation continued to be used; 
criminals with a sentence of seven years or longer could be transported and it was 
regularly used to punish serious crimes. Transportation was eventually abolished, 
replaced by the Penal Servitude Act of 1857 where offenders carried out a period of 
intensely hard labour during their imprisonment. Remarkably, the death sentence 
was not abolished in the United Kingdom until 1965. 
 
ROSIE ENGLISH 
 

Ed Betton 
(Dodger) and 

Arthur Burdess 
(Oliver) with 

members of the 
young company, 
Tomm Coles, Kit 
Orton, Deborah 

Hewitt and 
Rachel Dawson. 
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Real-life Oliver Twist 
 
The age in which Dickens was writing 
was a period of enormous social and 
economic change in England. 
Substantial developments in areas 
such as industry, engineering, science 
and medicine would change the face 
of society forever.  
 
Town and country 
The development of major industries 
such as cotton and mining led to the 
rapid growth of towns and cities, as 
demand for factory workers soared. 
Workers left rural areas and flocked to 
the cities in search of work, so that by 
the end of the nineteenth century 80% 
of the population lived in cities. 
These urban areas, if they underwent 
any structured planning at all, were 
usually badly organised. Vast areas of 
terraced housing sprang up, with little 
care for the needs of those destined 
to live in them. 
 
In many areas there was overcrowding 
and inadequate provision of water and 
sanitation, leading to the spread of 
diseases such as cholera. Poverty was 
commonplace and an amendment to 
the Poor Laws in 1834 made matters 
worse. The revised act intended to 
curb the cost of poor relief and 
prevent abuse of the old system by 
decreeing that relief would only be 
given in workhouses and conditions 
there were to be so terrible that only 
the truly destitute and desperate 
would apply. Dickens’ workhouse 
disparagingly represents these 
conditions and is a harsh criticism of 
the Victorian welfare system.  

Factories and Mills 
At one stage British cotton factories 
supplied more than half the world’s 
cotton in mills powered by water and 
steam. The Watermill Theatre building 
(which was constructed around 1820) 
utilised the power of running water in 
this fashion for the production of fine 
paper. 

Factory life in Victorian England was 
incredibly profitable for those in 
charge, but arduous for the factory 
workers.  Conditions for the workers 
in the mills were usually poor, with no 
basic health and safety provision, and 
serious injury was commonplace. 
Young children were expected to work 
long hours (sometimes up to 14 a 
day), with little food or breaks. 
Workers would labour under the 
constant watchful eye of a factory 
foreman and his whip. Children were 
expected to carry out dangerous tasks, 
such as climbing under machinery in 
order to retie a broken thread. As 
soon as any repair was carried out the 
machine would immediately chug 
back into motion and the child 
expected to get out of the way in time 
to avoid mutilation.  

The nature of the work itself, 
combined with an absence of light, 
ventilation and the thunderous noise 
of the machines, often resulted in long 
term health problems and physical 
deformity. In cotton mills the air was 
so full of the tiny hairs that workers 
damaged their lungs irreparably. 

 



 

 11 

When his family’s debts spiralled out 
of control and they were imprisoned, 
the young Charles Dickens was sent to 
work in a blacking factory. The 
traumatic experience of being 
separated from his family and being 
put to work in tough conditions, stuck 
with Dickens.  
 
The story of Robert Blincoe is also 
thought to have inspired Dickens’ 
novel. Blincoe was an illegitimate 
orphan who was abandoned at a 
Camden workhouse before he 
narrowly escaped being apprenticed 
to a chimney sweep and ended up as a 
child worker in a northern cotton mill. 
His life story was serialised in a radical 
newspaper in 1828 and his memoirs 
were published in full in 1832 by a 
campaigner for factory reform. The 
book was widely read, quoted in 
Parliament at the same time Dickens 
was working there as a reporter and 
became the focal point for a political 
campaign against child exploitation. 
The similarities between Blincoe and 
Oliver’s early lives led writer John 
Waller to argue in his book, The Real 
Oliver Twist, that Blincoe was the 
inspiration behind Oliver Twist. 
 
Crime 
Difficult living and working conditions 
led to crime and pick pocketing was a 
real problem during the Nineteenth 
Century, particularly the theft of silk 
handkerchiefs which were easily 
resold for high prices. Field Lane in 
London was home to several 
notorious gangs of thieves, where it 
was believed more than 5,000 
handkerchiefs were handled each 
week. Often these were hung on poles 
outside the shops for sale to passers-

by, many of whom went there to buy 
back their own stolen property. It’s no 
coincidence that Field Lane is also the 
setting of Fagin’s den and in Bart’s 
stage adaptation the display of 
handkerchiefs is referenced:  
 

 
 
Bill Sikes personifies the criminal 
activity of the period but Dickens’ 
inspiration for the character is thought 
also to have been fuelled by a more 
personal association. Sir Francis 
William Sykes, owner of Basildon Park 
(near Reading) became enraged when 
he discovered his wife had been 
having an affair with a painter named 
Daniel Maclise. Sykes disowned her 
and publicly humiliated the couple. At 
the same time, Maclise’s writer friend, 
Charles Dickens was writing Oliver 
Twist; the villainous character Bill 
Sikes was Dickens’ revenge on Sir 
Francis. 
 
ROSIE ENGLISH WITH CONTRIBUTIONS 
FROM HEATHER SNAITH 

OLIVER is looking at the handkerchiefs 
 
FAGIN: Ah! You’re a-staring at the 
pocket handkerchiefs! There are quite a 
few of ‘em ain’t there? We’ve just hung 
‘em out, ready for the wash, the wash 
that’s all, Oliver, that’s all. 
 
OLIVER: Is this a laundry then, sir? 
 
The boys roar with laughter 
 
FAGIN: Well, not exactly, my dear. I 
suppose a laundry would be a very nice 
thing indeed, but our line of business 
pays a little better – don’t it boys? 
 
BOYS: Not arf! I’ll say it does! 
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SECTION TWO: OLIVER!  
THE MUSICAL 
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Oliver! Timeline  

 
Oliver Twist has been reincarnated numerous times since it was first published in 
1837. The original story has been translated onto film, infused with music for the 
stage and adapted for TV. The timeline below features some of the key dates and 
events in the journey from Victorian novel to musical stage show and film. 

1837-8 – Charles Dickens writes Oliver 
Twist, first published as a serial in 
Bentley’s Miscellany between 
February 1837 and April 1839. For the 
first part of Oliver Twist, Dickens 
receives £13, 16 shillings, the second 
highest payment on record for that 
issue. First book edition published in 
November 1838. 

1948 – Film version of Oliver Twist 
directed by David Lean and starring 
Alec Guinness as Fagin is released. 
 
30 June 1960 – Lionel Bart gives the 
story a colourful makeover and writes 
the script, music and lyrics for a 
musical based on the classic novel. 
Oliver! is performed for the first time 
at the New Theatre, London. The show 
is an instant success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

6 January 1963 – Oliver! opens on 
Broadway at Imperial Theater. The 
show receives 10 Tony Award 
nominations before closing on 14 
November 1964.  

1963 – Lionel Bart wins the Tony 
award for Best Composer and Lyricist 
for Oliver! He becomes the first British 
composer to win a Tony Award. The 
show’s designer Sean Kenny also picks 
up the award for Set Design. 

1965 – Oliver! is revived on Broadway 
at the Martin Beck Theater and runs 
for 64 performances. 

1968 – Film version of Bart’s musical 
Oliver! directed by Carol Reed is 
released. Ron Moody plays Fagin. The 
film wins 6 Oscars for Best Picture, 
Best Director, Best Art Direction, Best 
Achievement in Sound, Best Musical 
Score and Best Choreography. Ron 
Moody receives an Oscar nomination 
and a Golden Globe Award for his role 
as Fagin. 

Mark Lester as Oliver Twist in the film ‘Oliver’. 
Photograph: Keystone/Getty Images 

Original poster image from the first 
production of Oliver in 1960. 
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1977 – Cameron Mackintosh revives 
Oliver! in London at the Albery 
Theatre (the renamed New Theatre; 
now the Noel Coward Theatre). It runs 
for over two years. 
 
1983 – Cameron Mackintosh revives 
Oliver! for a second time for a limited 
five-week Christmas period run at the 
Aldwych Theatre.  
 
1984 – The 1983 London revival of 
Oliver! transfers to Broadway and 
plays at The Mark Hellinger Theater 
from 29 April – 13 May. Ron Moody 
reprises the role of Fagin. Moody is 
nominated for a Tony Award for 
outstanding performance by an actor 
in a musical. 

8 December 1994 – 21 February 1998 
– Cameron Mackintosh revives the 
show for a third time at the London 
Palladium. The production is directed 
by Sam Mendes and choreographed 
by Matthew Bourne featuring new 
music and lyrics written by Lionel Bart 
and extra dialogue not featured in the 
original script added by Bart and 
Mendes. The show grosses £40 million 
at the box office over 1,366 
performances. 

2005 – Roman Polanski’s film, a 
straight version of Oliver Twist without 
music, is released. Ben Kingsley plays 
Fagin. 

2007 – The BBC produce Oliver Twist, 
a mini-series for TV. Timothy Spall 
plays Fagin, Sophie Okonedo is Nancy 
and Tom Hardy is Bill Sikes. 

14 Janurary 2009- 8 January 2011 –  
Oliver! is revived again by Cameron 
Mackintosh for a production at 
Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. The 
production is heavily based upon the 

1994 London Palladium show with 
many of the same creative team. It is 
directed by Rupert Goold and receives 
rave reviews. Fagin is played by Rowan 
Atkinson and Nancy is played by Jodie 
Prenger, winner of the BBC reality 
television show I’d Do Anything (and 
Calamity Jane in The Watermill’s 2014 
summer musical). It is nominated for 
three Olivier Awards in 2010: Best 
Revival of a Musical, Best Actor in a 
Musical (for Rowan Atkinson) and Best 
Theatre Choreography. Whilst at 
Drury Lane, the show plays to 
1,482,633 people! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2011-13 – The 2009 London revival 
tours the UK to 11 venues. The role of 
Fagin is shared by Neil Morrissey and 
Brian Conley and Nancy is played by 
Samantha Barks (who came third in 
the reality show I’d Do Anything). 

31 July 2015 – The Watermill 
Theatre’s production of Oliver! 
directed by Luke Sheppard opens, 
featuring 33 young performers from 
the local community alongside a 
professional cast of actor-musicians. 

Oliver! billboard at the Theatre Royal, 
Drury Lane in 2009. 
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Thomas Kerry as Oliver. 

Oliver! synopsis 

Please note this is a synopsis of the musical not the novel Oliver Twist. 

Act 1 
The musical opens in a workhouse in the Midlands where a group of orphans queue 
to receive a bowl of gruel. They distract themselves from their misery by dreaming of 
their favourite meals. Oliver approaches the Beadle, Mr Bumble to ask for a second 

helping of gruel. Outraged, Mr Bumble 
refuses and Oliver is marched out of the 
hall. He is reprimanded for being 
ungrateful and with Widow Corney, joint 
caretaker of the workhouse, the cruel 
duo sell Oliver. The Sowerberrys, who 
work as funeral undertakers, employ 
Oliver as an apprentice and he is sent to 
sleep in the basement with the coffins.  

The next day, Oliver meets Noah 
Claypole, another Sowerberry employee, 
who insults Oliver’s dead mother. Oliver 
attacks Noah and escapes. He walks all 

the way to London where, tired and hungry, he meets The Artful Dodger who offers 
to introduce him to a kind gentleman who will give him food and lodgings. Dodger 
takes Oliver to meet Fagin, who welcomes him to stay. During the night Oliver is 
awoken by Fagin sleep-talking and he sees Fagin’s personal collection of stolen 
goods. In the morning, Nancy and Bet visit Fagin and the gang. Nancy is kind to 
Oliver and tells him to take no notice when Fagin and the boys tease him for being 
well-spoken. As Nancy and Bet leave, they warn the boys to be careful not to get 
caught when they are out stealing from the pockets of wealthy Londoners. Fagin 
encourages Oliver to join the rest of the boys when they set off pick-pocketing. The 
boys roam the streets looking for oblivious rich victims. Dodger takes a handkerchief 
from the pocket of a well-dressed man, Mr Brownlow, and quickly hands it to Oliver, 
gesturing for him to run away. Shocked, Oliver hesitates before he starts to run. 
Dodger escapes but Oliver is caught and taken away to the Magistrate.  

Act 2 

The second act begins in a tavern where Nancy is encouraged to sing a favourite 
song. As she finishes the song, her menacing boyfriend Bill Sikes enters and 
threatens some of the drinkers. Dodger rushes in to tell Fagin what has happened to 
Oliver and that they may all be in trouble. Bill gets wind of the situation and, 
realising that Oliver might implicate him too, threatens Nancy into going to retrieve 
Oliver. Bet rushes to comfort Nancy but she tells her to go home. She is upset but 
loves Bill too much to go against his wishes or to leave him. Meanwhile, after being 
released without charge by the Magistrate, Oliver wakes up in Mr Brownlow’s house 
with Mrs Bedwin, the Housekeeper, singing softly at his bedside. From the room he 
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Above left: Graham Lappin as Mr Bumble and Susannah Van Den Berg as Widow Corney.  
Right: Steve Watts as Mr Brownlow and Deborah Hewitt as Mrs Bedwin. 

hears street sellers promoting their goods and he feels overwhelming happiness 
listening to their voices, safe with people who care for him. Mr Brownlow asks Oliver 
to return a couple of books to the store and gives him a £5 note to pay the 
outstanding balance. As he leaves, Mr Brownlow is struck by the likeness between 
Oliver and a portrait of his daughter, Agnes. Whilst he is out, Oliver is ambushed by 
Nancy, Bet and Bill who take him back to Fagin. Bill threatens Oliver to try and find 
out how much he has said about the gang’s activities. Oliver denies telling anyone 
but Bill becomes angry and aggressive. Nancy intervenes to protect Oliver before Bill 
turns on her. The pair argue and Fagin attempts unsuccessfully to diffuse the 
situation.  
 
Elsewhere, in the Midlands, a dying woman confesses to Mr Bumble and Widow 
Corney (who are now married) that she stole a gold locket from a young woman who 
gave birth to a child in the workhouse before dying. When Mr Bumble and Widow 
Corney realise the child was Oliver, they set out to profit from the news under the 
guise of returning the locket to its rightful owner.  Mr Brownlow sees through their 
act but pays them for the locket before dismissing them angrily. Mr Brownlow 
realises from the picture inside that it belonged to his daughter and that she died in 
the workhouse shortly after giving birth to Oliver.  

A little while later, Nancy calls at Mr Brownlow’s house asking him to meet her alone 
on London Bridge at midnight where she will bring Oliver to him. On the way, Bill 
sees Nancy with Oliver and thinks that she has betrayed him. He attacks and kills her 
before carrying Oliver away. Mr Brownlow finds Nancy’s body and raises the alarm. 
Bill alerts Fagin to what he has done and warns him that the authorities will be 
looking for them all now. Bill continues to run away, taking Oliver up onto the 
rooftops to avoid pursuit. Fagin and the boys quickly leave the den and go their 
separate ways. Tormented by visions of Nancy’s murdered body, Bill is shot and 
Oliver escapes. He returns safely to the loving protection of Mr Brownlow and Fagin, 
disguised in a hat and different clothing, walks away into the murky streets of 
London. 
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A History of Musicals 

 
Theatre and music have always gone hand 
in hand, ever since the Ancient Greeks 
started exploring different ways of 
performing two thousand years ago. In 
the 1700s people were putting songs and 
musical interludes into their plays, but 
they weren’t called ‘musicals’ until nearly 
200 years later. Opera – a play entirely 
sung by classical singers accompanied by a 
full orchestra – had been around for 
hundreds of years by this time.  A musical, 
by contrast, will generally have scenes 
with spoken dialogue interspersed with 
songs and dancing, accompanied by an 
orchestra or band. The music is more pop 
than classical, and the orchestra will 
contain instruments not normally found in 
a classical orchestra, such as drums, guitar 
and saxophone. 

The West End and Broadway 
The world of musicals in this country is 
centred on the West End – a handful of 
streets in the heart of London that are 
littered with large theatres. There aren’t 
just musicals in the West End – there are 
also plenty of plays – but this is where 
people come to see the big musical of the 
moment. It’s the same in America, where 

there is a single street in New York called 
Broadway with 40 theatres. Sometimes 
musicals that are really successful in 
London’s West End will transfer to 
Broadway, and vice versa. A successful 
musical in the West End, where thousands 
of tickets are sold every night, could make 
a fortune for everyone involved; a flop can 
mean financial ruin.   

Early musical theatre 
At the start of the Twentieth Century 
there were light-hearted musicals, often 
coming from America by jazz composers 
such as George Gershwin and Cole Porter 
such as Funny Face, and Kiss Me Kate. 
There were similarly jolly English shows 
that were mostly a series of sketches by 
writers like Ivor Novello and Noel Coward, 
such as London Calling in 1923. 

After World War II, a musical called 
Oklahoma surprised everyone with its 
brilliant energy. It was written by two 
Americans, Rodgers and Hammerstein, 
who worked together with one writing the 
music and the other the lyrics. For the first 
time the storyline was properly 
interwoven with the music.  

In the East End of London, at the Stratford 
East Theatre Workshop, a director called 
Joan Littlewood decided that theatre 
shouldn’t be just for ‘posh’ people, as she 
put it. She wanted real accents, and 
encouraged the actors to improvise. 
Everyone was involved in the creation of 
the work. The first musical she created 
was called Fings Ain’t What They Used to 
Be. The songs were put together by an 
unknown composer called Lionel Bart, 
who couldn’t read or write music, but had 
an ability to create great songs in his 
head. Fings Ain’t What They Used to Be 

had lots of rude lyrics and suggestive 
dialogue, and at the time there was still 
censorship. The censors came to see the 
performance, and were predictably upset 
- they even thought that a ladder was 
carried at an ‘erotic angle’! But the show 
was so heavily improvised that the actors 
simply changed it the next night. And 
shortly afterwards, with Saved at the 
English Stage Company, censorship was 
abolished.  

Meanwhile over in America West Side 
Story, a musical version of Shakespeare’s 
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Above: Cats. Below: Starlight Express. 

Romeo and Juliet updated to street gangs 
in contemporary America, marked the 
first time that a serious theme had been 
attempted on such a large scale. The 
choreography was dynamic and edgy, 
expressing the anger of disaffected 
teenagers. Lionel Bart’s next musical was 
Oliver!, also about street gangs, but set in 
the Victorian era with homeless children 
instead of teenagers. It was also a huge hit 
and the first successful British show to 
travel across to America. 

Lionel Bart became a celebrity, and his 
next collaboration with Joan Littlewood 
was hotly anticipated. It was called 
Twang, and told the story of Robin Hood. 
But it went terribly wrong. The director 
and composer disagreed, and scenes were 
constantly changed. Barbara Windsor, an 
actress famous for appearing in the Carry 
On films who later went on to star in the 
BBC’s long running soap EastEnders, was a 
member of the cast, as was the comedian 
Ronnie Corbett. He said later that ‘if you 
went to the toilet you would come back 
and your part had been completely cut.’ 
The show was a disaster, critics hated it, 
and poor Lionel Bart, who had paid for it 
with his own money, went bankrupt. 

Controversial musicals 
Theatre is always a reflection of the world 
around it, and in the 1960s the world of 
peace-loving protest found its way into 
the musicals. Hair, a show about hippies 
protesting against the Vietnam War, was 
all about spontaneity and authenticity. 
They cast unknown actors who weren’t 
necessarily trained, and the musical 
caused a big stir by featuring full nudity 
and talking openly about sex and drugs. 
Hair didn’t open in London until three 
days after censorship ceased – which was 
probably wise! Some of the cast got into 
trouble for smoking dubious substances 
on the roof during the interval, which 
made the show seem incredibly ‘cool’.  

It got young people excited and interested 
in going to musicals for the first time. 

In the 1970s there was the first ‘Rock 
Opera’ – still technically a musical, but 
entirely sung this time, and with a strong 
rock music score. This was Jesus Christ 
Superstar, a musical by two men who 
would dominate the musical theatre 
world from now on, composer Andrew 
Lloyd Webber and the lyricist Tim Rice. 
Even the title caused outrage, and nuns 
protested outside the theatre. But the 
reviews were fantastic. Paul Nicholas, the 
actor playing Jesus, said later that playing 
the crucifixion scene ‘was very 
overwhelming’. As he was lifted up by a 
hidden frame, so that it looked as though 
he was suspended mid air, with beautiful 
music playing, he said he ‘had tears 
streaming’ down his face. 

The producer of Jesus Christ Superstar, 
Robert Stigwood, had the clever idea that 
this production might work around the 
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world. After all, nearly everyone has heard 
of Jesus Christ. So it was carefully 
replicated, with the same music, set, and 
direction, and sold to other countries. It 
was a brilliant idea that still works today, 
but at the time it wasn’t without 
problems. Andrew Lloyd Webber, for 
example, hated the French version in Paris 
so much that he ran down the aisle 
shouting ‘this must be stopped’ until 
Robert Stigwood was able to calm him 
down. 

The development of musicals 
For a while, after the success of Superstar, 
musicals got bigger and bigger – their sets 
and production values were huge, and the 
storylines took on epic themes. They 
became known as ‘mega musicals’. 
Andrew Lloyd Webber began to 
experiment with the form: he wrote Cats 
– a musical about the lives of cats based 
on the poems of T.S. Eliot – and Starlight 
Express – a musical about trains where the 
performers wore roller-skates. Both were 
huge hits.  

Biggest of all was his musical The Phantom 
of the Opera, which has been running for 
over 25 years and is seen around the 
world.   

In 1985 a musical of Victor Hugo’s French 
novel, Les Misérables, came to London. 
It’s all sung, like an opera, with no spoken 
dialogue. The production was put 
together by the producer Cameron 
Mackintosh and the Royal Shakespeare 
Company at the Barbican Theatre.  

Les Mis (as it’s commonly known) tells an 
epic tale of ordinary people swept up in 
the French Revolution and encountering 
poverty, love, danger, friendship and 
betrayal on the way. It is unashamedly 
emotional – the sight of innocent orphans 
dying on the barricades often leaves 
audience members in tears. The first 

reviews were extremely critical – but for 
once this didn’t stop the public from 
loving it. They really, really loved it. It is 
now the longest running musical ever and 
has been seen by an estimated 55 million 
people around the world. It was made 
into a successful film starring Hollywood 
actors Hugh Jackman, Russell Crowe and 
Anne Hathaway. Les Mis wasn’t the only 
hit musical created by The Royal 
Shakespeare Company - more recently 
they have had huge success with Matilda, 
based on the Roald Dahl book, with music 
by Tim Minchin, which won a record-
breaking seven prizes at the prestigious 
annual Olivier Awards. 

After the success of Les Mis, Cameron 
Mackintosh worked again with its 
composers, Boublil and Schonberg, and 
made a new musical based on Puccini’s 
opera, Madame Butterfly. They updated it 
to the Vietnam War and called it Miss 
Saigon, telling the story of an American 
soldier who falls in love with a Vietnamese 
prostitute who has a child after he has 
returned to the States. Miss Saigon was 
also a big hit – and gained fame for 
creating the realistic effect of a helicopter 
landing onstage. 

Trying to achieve success 
Since the ‘mega musicals’, there has been 
a constant search to find the secret to 
creating a successful musical. Cameron 
Mackintosh, who has produced disastrous 
shows as well as his big hits, said ‘you 
can’t programme big hits,’ but people 
keep trying. Often producers will cast 
celebrities in their shows, so that people 
will come and see them. Ideally, the star 
will be known on film or television. 
Andrew Lloyd Webber came up with an 
idea to make sure that his star would be 
famous – a television series in which the 
audience can, over the course of a few 
weeks, choose who will land the lead role. 
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Above: Susannah Van Den Berg, Graham Lappin 
and Steve Watts. Below: Arthur Burdess and 

Deborah Hewitt with her one-man band. 

 

This was how Connie Fisher was chosen to 
play Maria in The Sound of Music in 2006, 
and it worked brilliantly for the 
production, selling millions of tickets 
before it even opened. He has since 
repeated the formula to find leads for 
Joseph, Oliver! and The Wizard of Oz as 
well as a new rock stadium version of 
Jesus Christ Superstar. 

On the other hand Billy Elliot, about a boy 
who wants to learn ballet during the 
miners’ strikes in the 80s, had no big star 
names and relies mostly on a young boy 
actor playing the title role to carry the 
story. In fact the part of Billy is so 
exhausting that one of the first young 
boys to play the role, Liam Mower, would 
sometimes throw up in a bucket at the 
side of the stage. Billy Elliot used the fact 
that it was based on the film of the same 
name to generate interest. This has 
happened to lots of other films that have 
been made into musicals, like Grease, 
Dirty Dancing, Ghost, Sister Act and Shrek.  
Meanwhile two other musicals based on 
films, Hairspray and Priscilla, Queen of the 
Desert were also successful hits, with their 
kitsch, retro appeal and outrageous 
costumes. 

Another way of making sure that people 
come to see the musical is to choose 
music that everyone knows already. This 
was first done by an inexperienced 
producer called Judy Craymer, who 
thought that the songs of Abba would 
make a great musical. She managed to get 
together the money by giving up her job 
and selling her flat, but the risk paid off. 
Mamma Mia! was a worldwide success 
and has since been made into a film 
starring Meryl Streep. Since then other 
musicals based on the songs of well-
known bands, such as We Will Rock You, 
based on the music of Queen, have also 
proved popular, alongside nostalgic shows 
looking back to a different musical era   

such as Jersey Boys, Top Hat, and 
Dreamboats and Petticoats. 

Meanwhile in America, Disney, the film 
company famous for its cartoons and 
family films, also used the fame of its 
stories to make musicals. This began with 
The Lion King, involving puppets and 
elaborate costumes fitted around the 
bodies of dancers to tell the story of 
feuding animals in Africa.  The show 
features birds on wires swooping over the 
audience, and music by Elton John with 
lyrics by Tim Rice. Some of the songs, like 
Circle of Life and Can You Feel the Love 
Tonight? made the top of the charts. 
Meanwhile the long-running musical 
Wicked tells the story of life before The 
Wizard of Oz, explaining how there came 
to be a good and bad witch in Oz and 
imagining them as friends when they were 
growing up.  

So far we have mainly talked about big, 
‘blockbuster’ musicals, but the musical is a 
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diverse genre and there are all sorts of 
different types. In recent years there have 
been more controversial musicals like 
Jerry Springer; The Opera. Based on an 
American chat show, it contains beautiful 
tunes contrasted with lyrics full of swear 
words, and features a dancing Jesus 
dressed in a nappy. The BBC decided to 
televise the musical, causing – you 
guessed it – protests from people 
offended by the anti-Christian sentiment. 
The BBC staff received death threats and 
had to be protected by police on the night 
of the showing.  

Actor-Musician musicals 
Actor-Musician work (in which the actors 
provide the orchestra as well as the 
singing, acting and dancing) really began 
to establish itself at The Watermill from 
1998 with Cabaret. The style was 
pioneered by the director John Doyle and 

musical director Sarah Travis. The work 
has attracted critical acclaim and national 
awards. Five productions have transferred 
to London. Sweeney Todd ran for six-
months at the Trafalgar Studios and then 
the New Ambassadors Theatre. It opened 
on Broadway in 2005 with an American 
cast and won two prestigious Tony 
Awards.  

The concept of actor-musician 
productions has become popular in these 
straightened times, where multi-talented 
actors save the cost of hiring musicians. In 
the last decade actor-musicianship has 
become a career in its own right, and one 
of John Doyle’s original company at The 
Watermill, Jeremy Harrison, runs a well-
known Actor-Musician Degree course at 
Rose Bruford Drama College in London.  
 
BETH FLINTOFF

Left to right: Rhona McGregor, Joey Hickman, Alice Fearn, Cameron Blakely, Deborah Hewitt, 
Susannah Van Den Berg, Rachel Dawson, Tomm Coles. 
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Lionel Bart  

Lionel Bart was a writer and 
composer, famous for writing the 
book, music and lyrics for the much-
loved musical Oliver! 
 
Born Lionel Begleiter in London on 1 
August 1930, he grew up in London’s 
East End, the 11th child of a Stepney 
tailor. Aged 16 he won a scholarship to 
study at St Martin’s School of Art but 
he was later expelled and gave up his 
ambitions of becoming a painter. He 
started working as a set painter at the 
Unity Theatre and began writing songs 
in response to a sign asking for musical 
material for one of the theatre’s 
productions. Bart had no musical 
training and was unable to write 
music; he is well-known for claiming to 
hum, sing or tap out melodies whilst 
someone else orchestrated the tune.  
 
Despite this, Bart gained recognition 
for his song-writing skills and wrote 
hits such as ‘Living Doll’, which was 
Cliff Richard’s first number one single. 
He claimed that he wrote the song in 
just 6 minutes one Sunday morning! 
He also briefly took charge of British 
band The Rolling Stones. 
 
 

He worked with Joan Littlewood on 
the music and lyrics for a new musical, 
Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be, 
(described as ‘a musical EastEnders, 
but far more joyous’). It was 
celebrated for presenting the lives of 
the working classes in an honest, 
unpretentious and entertaining 
fashion. 
 
Bart enjoyed further success writing 
lyrics for the musical Lock Up Your 
Daughters and the film Tommy the 
Toreador before he achieved the 
greatest success of his career with 
Oliver!, his musical based on Dickens’ 
classic novel Oliver Twist in 1960. The 
show was an instant success and 
received 23 curtain calls on its opening 
night! 
 
At the height of his success he was 
earning £16 per minute from Oliver! 
He counted Princess Margaret, The 
Beatles, Brian Epstein, Liberace, 
Shirley Bassey and Judy Garland 
amongst his friends and hosted 
marathon parties at his Kensington 
mansion.  
 
During the latter part of the 1960s, he 
wrote the music and lyrics for another 
musical, Maggie May which was a 
moderate success and composed 
music and lyrics for a few films 
including the hit title song for the 
James Bond film From Russia With 
Love. 
 
Bart got into financial difficulties due 
to his excessive lifestyle and also from 
trying to fund later projects including 
his disastrous musical about Robin 

Composer Lionel Bart sitting at his piano. 
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Hood, Twang! He rashly sold all of his 
rights to Oliver! which he later 
predicted had cost him a potential 
£100 million. Cameron Mackintosh 
generously later donated a percentage 
of the royalties of his 1994 revival at 
the London Palladium to Bart. Bart 
blamed some of his poor handling of 
money on his upbringing and said in 
an interview “My father gambled and 
there were endless arguments about 
it. I hated money and had no respect 
for it. My attitude was to spend it as I 
got it.” By 1972, Bart was bankrupt 
with debts of £73,000. He became 
depressed and suffered with 
alcoholism but continued to write 
songs and themes for films. In his final 
years, his only real success was an 
advertising jingle for the Abbey 
National Building Society. 
 
At one time Bart had homes in 
London, New York, Malibu and 
Tangiers but this all changed with the 

decline in his fortunes. At the time of 
his death on 3 April 1999, he was living 
in a small flat in Acton. Despite the 
rags to riches to rags path of his life 
Bart was praised for his enduring good 
humour. In Bart’s obituary in The 
Independent, Cameron Mackintosh 
commented: “Of all the people I know 
in this business who have had ups and 
downs, Lionel is the least bitter man I 
have ever come across. He regrets it 
but, considering that everyone else 
has made millions out of his creations, 
he’s never been sour, never been 
vindictive.” 
Andrew Lloyd Webber described Bart 
as a “genius” and said “the loss to 
British musical theatre caused by his 
untimely death is incalculable.” 
 
ROSIE ENGLISH 
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Interesting Oliver! Facts 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The name ‘Artful Dodger’ is variously 
translated. In Hungarian it is ‘Pitkakynsi’, 
meaning ‘light-fingered’. In Swedish it is 
‘Raven’, meaning ‘the sly and cunning fox’. 
In Hebrew it is ‘Ha’Chamkan’ which 
translates as ‘Slippery Roger’. 

 In ‘Food Glorious Food’ the boys dream of 
cold jelly and custard but in foreign 
translations of productions, some of the 
local delicacies boys dream of are: a fresh 
fish (Finland), goulash soup and chestnut 
puree (Hungary), huge cakes and pork 
chops (Poland), meat pudding (Sweden). 

 690 children from Inverness to the Isle of 
Wight appeared at the London Palladium 
including the Director of The Watermill’s 
production, Luke Sheppard. 

 Oliver! has played in 22 different languages: 
Basque, Bulgarian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, 
Estonian, Faroese, Finnish, French, Frisian, 
German, Greek, Hebrew, Hungarian, 
Icelandic, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, 
Polish, Slovakian, Spanish and Swedish. 

 Artists who have appeared as Fagin include: 
Russ Abbott, Jim Dale, Roy Hudd, Barry 
Humphries, Robert Lindsay, Ron Moody, 
Jonathan Pryce, Rowan Atkinson, Omid 
Djalili and Griff Rhys Jones. 

 Artists who have appeared as The Artful 
Dodger include: Phil Collins, Davy Jones 
(from the Monkees), Anthony Newley and 
Jack Wild. 

 Artists who have appeared as Oliver include 
Mark Lester and Dennis Waterman. 

 

From www.oliverthemusical.com/the-show/history 

 

Above: Ed Betton as The Artful Dodger and Arthur 
Burdess as Oliver. Below: Cameron Blakely as Fagin. 

file://///WATERMILL-SBS11/HOME$/rosie/My%20Documents/Rosie%20Druidstone%20and%20Training/www.oliverthemusical.com/the-show/history
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Meet the Director  
 
Rosie English caught up with the director of Oliver!, Luke Sheppard. 
 

 

There’s a large cast of local young 
people as well as professional actors 
involved in this production. You have 
worked previously on Matilda and 
The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, both 
have young companies, how do you 
approach directing professional 
actors as well as young people and 
what do each bring to the show? 
 
The young company learn an 
enormous amount from the adults but 
equally the adults watch the young 
company and I think rediscover a 
sense of innocence and a sense of 
instinct that they find really refreshing 
and exciting. In the rehearsal room 
everybody is treated as a true 
ensemble, as a complete equal. 
There’s many logistics that come with 
working with young people. In this 
show we have 3 teams of 11 children 
and an adult company of 11 so we 
have 44 in the cast in total! You have 
to rehearse everything equally with 
each child; that does mean for the 
adults that they’re on a constant 

process of upgrading, each time they 
come back to a scene they get to 
make it a little bit better each time. 
It’s really about playing in the 
rehearsal room and trying out 
different ideas. We never try to make 
each child exactly the same but they 
exist within a blueprint of what the 
adult company do on a nightly basis 
and their individual takes on it are 
always going to be as unique as they 
are. The whole approach is to make it 
feel like a fun hobby for the children. 
It’s about them always feeling like it’s 
their passion first and foremost and it 
has been really exciting to watch them 
really support each other.  

You performed in Oliver! as a child at 
the London Palladium. What was it 
like and can you identify with the 
experience the children are having in 
this show? 

I went to see Oliver! at the Palladium 
when I was about 11 and I turned to 
my mum and said, “that’s what I want 
to do, I want to be in that”. She took 
me along to the audition never 
thinking I would get it and somehow I 
did! I was only one of the boys in the 
gang but I had a wail of a time and 
learned all sorts of brilliant things as 
well as independence and 
responsibility, it was just a great life 
experience. I used to walk into a room 
with my shoulders up round my ears 
and being a part of Oliver! gave me a 
level of confidence that now allows 
me to do what I want to do today. I’m 
glad I don’t act anymore because I was 
really quite terrible at it and I asked far 
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too many questions and I think just 
got on everybody’s nerves! But it does 
mean that the show has a very special 
place in my heart and so when I was 
talking with Hedda (Artistic and 
Executive Director of The Watermill) 
and Cameron Mackintosh about the 
possibility of staging Oliver! at The 
Watermill, it was quite easy for me to 
speak very passionately about it. It 
does sort of feel like going full circle in 
a way having seen it, been in it and 
now directing it. I think it absolutely 
does inform the way I work with 
young people and it is useful that I can 
place myself in the children’s shoes 
and understand on first night what 
those nerves are like. 

Why did you want to become a 
director?  

I never really knew that the job of a 
director existed when I was younger. 
Some of my director friends knew 
when they were 10 years old that 
that’s what they were going to be but I 
remember I always used to put shows 
on in my house when I was younger 
and make mini films and radio shows 
and design theme parks so I think I 
was always interested in the bigger 
picture. As a child if you want to do 
that sort of stuff there aren’t any 
directing clubs, you just go and act so 
that’s what I did. But when I was 
about 14, I was doing an advert for 
Doritos in Barcelona and the people 
who were filming it got really angry 
with me because I was too skinny for 
all of the clothes and they wanted me 
to wiggle my bottom in a certain way 
with a packet of Doritos in my pocket 
and I just couldn’t do what they 
wanted. I remember asking “but why 
do you want me to do it like this?” and 
I think it was in that moment that I 
realised I didn’t want to be an actor.  

But I knew I loved Drama, so I went to 
Bristol University to study it and just 
started making shows. Again, I didn’t 
really know what a director was, I was 
just maybe a little bit bossier than 
other people in my year and enjoyed 
getting my fingers stuck into all the 
pies in every department! I was an 
assistant director on a play and then 
went and directed a musical and 
choreographed a musical. Then, in my 
final year of university, I wrote to 
loads of different people and I ended 
up convincing Jonathan Miller to let 
me assist on his production of Hamlet. 
I also took a show to Edinburgh 
(Festival) and people were very 
positive about it and that came down 
to London and it all kind of grew from 
there. So I probably still don’t really 
know what the role of a director is 
anymore than I did when I was 10 
years old, but I just know that it allows 
me to look at the big picture and to 
work with actors and that’s what I’ve 
always wanted to do. 

What advice would you give to 
aspiring directors or those wanting to 
know more about the role? 

I think the best thing you can do is to 
get yourself involved in as many 
productions as you can. I went and 
literally made tea for people, and I 
make tea really badly! My first ever 
thing that I talked my way into was 
convincing the National Theatre Studio 
to let me be in their rehearsal room 
(which is something I can’t convince 
them to let me do now! So I don’t 
know how I did it when I was 21) and I 
had one job which was to make tea. 
They had this amazing tea machine 
and I made about 10 cups on one tray 
and I walked in and dropped them all 
over the floor but it was a really 
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Luke Sheppard (front right) with members of the cast and 
creative team in the rehearsal room. 

positive learning experience. It’s not 
always going to be easy, in fact it will 
never be easy, and it’s not always 
going to be fun because it’s a very 
competitive world but you learn a lot 
about what you don’t want to do from 
being in those processes as well. The 
assistant directing that I’ve done has 
really informed the way that I work; 
I’ve been very lucky to work on big 
shows like Matilda but also Singin’ in 
the Rain and Into the Woods and 
various other things which have really 
equipped me with a skill set so I think 
trying to convince people to let you 
come and spend time with them is 
absolutely the best way to learn. 
Going to see as much theatre as you 
can is also important.  

There are other brilliant roles in 
theatre too. I never really knew what a 
producer did for example and had I 
known more, that would have really 
interested me as well. There’s so 
much more to theatre than just being 
on the stage. Stage Management and 
Lighting Design for example, they’re 
such great career paths and we need 
extraordinary people in all of those 
roles. We’re so lucky on this show that 
we have an amazing stage 
management team and we absolutely 
could not do it without them. Places 
like National Youth Theatre and Youth 
Music Theatre, who are a really 
exciting company taking the technical 
side of things much more seriously, 
offer opportunities and there are 
emerging schemes out there for 
people who have a passion for the arts 
and for theatre but don’t want to be 
on stage. 

If you can get involved with all the 
aspects, go and spend some time in a 
wardrobe department, or a producer’s 
office, or assist a stage management 

department with sourcing props, or go 
and plug some lights in safely and 
hang some speakers up for example, 
all of that informs your craft if you 
eventually want to be a director or 
even if you do want to be an actor – 
it’s great to be able to understand 
what everyone else is doing around 
you. 

Turning back to Oliver. It’s such a 
well-known story and a favourite 
musical for many people. Why do you 
think it has such a lasting and 
timeless appeal? 

I think you have to divide it into two 
areas. Oliver Twist is an extraordinary 
novel and it’s a gift of a tale to tell. 
Oliver is a sort of everyman and it’s 
really a tale about somebody 
searching for love and I think in life 
we’re all searching for love, be that 
romantic love, love with our family, 
companionship, it’s a very universal 
aspiration which I think everybody can 
really connect to. There are also some 
brilliant characters, from Mr Bumble 
and Widow Corney to Nancy, Fagin 
and Bill Sikes. As soon as you mention 
their names you can see these iconic 
Dickensian etchings in your mind, 
they’re so firmly imprinted on our 
subconscious. 



 

 28 

There’s also the Lionel Bart element to 
Oliver!. He’s really brought the 
narrative into popular culture. At the 
time, the show caused waves because 
people hadn’t experienced anything 
like it. It was the first show to not 
really use a front cloth, the first to 
expose the lights, one of the first to 
have real movement in the scenery 
and one of the first shows that 
musically caught the nation’s heart. 
From ‘As Long As He Needs Me’, which 
is an extraordinary ballad, to the great 
music hall styles of ‘Oom Pah Pah’, 
‘Reviewing The Situation’ and ‘I Shall 
Scream’, the songs have been handed 
down through the generations from 
the people who grew up with Lionel 
Bart’s original production, to people of 
my generation who learnt it at school 
and were either in it at the Palladium 
or putting on school productions, to 
this group of young people in the 
show who have all seen the film and 
are aware of the music. I think it’s 
become a part of our British cultural 
identity.  

When you were first discussing the 
show and working with designer Tom 
Rogers, did you know how you 
wanted the set to look and what 
impact has The Watermill’s 
architecture had on the show? 

There’s no other theatre like this and 
one of the things that’s been really 
beneficial to me is working with Tom; 
he knows the building inside out 
because he’s done a lot of work here 
but also we have a relationship from 
working on other shows together 
previously. You have to start by 
looking at what the building offers and 
responding to that. There’s no 
backstage wing space and you have to 
build that into the design but there’s 

also so much history in the fabric of 
the building itself that it really brings a 
lot for free. We started by looking at 
the architecture of the theatre and its 
surrounding environment. When we 
looked into the history of Oliver! we 
discovered that Sean Kenny, designer 
of the original production of Oliver! 
said that the thing that inspired him 
most was an old mill and its workings. 
So we really wanted to bring that to 
the foreground in what we were doing 
here which is why when you walk into 
the auditorium, you hear the sounds 
of the mill turning.  

At the next stage you get into the 
technicalities of what you have to 
bring into the space to tell the tale. 
For example, we had to work out how 
to hide a fountain in the walls, how to 
create an undertaker’s shop and how 
we were going to get a huge table for 
11 children to sit around in the 
workhouse onto the stage – I won’t 
give away how we do it!  

You also have to work out where all 
the musicians are going to go. We 
have two double basses in the show, 
two keyboards, a drum kit, a cello and 
they take up a lot of space and you’ve 
got to work out how the actor playing, 
say, Mr Bumble can then get from one 
instrument to another. Then you also 
have to work out how the actors are 
going to get from one side of the 
building to the other [for entrances 
and exits]. So the design process is 
always about balancing the artistic 
aspirations and the logistical 
restrictions, but really on a show like 
this they work hand in hand and in the 
face of that fun adversity I think we’ve 
come up with something that I believe 
is quite special. 
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Characters 

   

OLIVER TWIST  
(Arthur Burdess, Raiko Gohara, Thomas Kerry) 

A workhouse boy, 11 years old. 

   
THE ARTFUL DODGER  

(Ed Betton, Rhydian Watson, Archie Fisher) 
Fagin’s brightest pupil. 

   
FAGIN  

(Cameron Blakely) 
A thief who looks after his 
gang in an underground 

den. 

BILL SIKES  
(Kit Orton) 

A villain in his prime. 
Nancy’s boyfriend. 

 

NANCY  
(Alice Fearn) 

Brought up by Fagin. 
Bill’s girlfriend. 
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 BET (Rachel Dawson) 
A young girl in Fagin’s den 

– idolises Nancy. 

 MR BUMBLE  
(Graham Lappin) 

The Workhouse Boss. 

MRS CORNEY 
(Susannah Van Den Berg) 

Workhouse Mistress. 

 

MR BROWNLOW 
(Steve Watts) 

A gentleman living in 
London. 

 

MR AND MRS SOWERBERRY 
(Rhona McGregor and Tomm Coles) 

The Undertaker and his wife that take on Oliver as 
an apprentice. 

 

MR GRIMWIG  
(Tomm Coles) 

A Doctor. 

 

NOAH CLAYPOLE AND CHARLOTTE 
(Joey Hickman and Deborah Hewitt) 

The Undertaker’s assistant and the Sowerberry’s 
daughter. 

 

MRS BEDWIN  
(Deborah Hewitt) 
Mr Brownlow’s 
Housekeeper 

  
FAGIN’S GANG 

A group of young pick pockets. 
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The young company in rehearsals. 

Chaperone Diary 
 

Joe Hornsby looks back on the experience of being a chaperone for the 33 local 
children involved in Oliver! 
 
The saying goes 'never work with 
children or animals', I can't speak for 
the latter, but working with children 
on a professional theatre production 
has been one of the most exciting and 
rewarding experiences. 

Turning up on a beautiful sunny day in 
May at the children's first rehearsal 
for Oliver! as a chaperone was a 
daunting task. With 33 young people's 
names and faces to learn, the 
challenges had only just begun. 

As a chaperone my role is to ensure 
that the young people of the Oliver! 
company are cared for and kept safe 
in a busy and fast paced environment. 
Due to having three separate casts of 
11 young people, a team of 3 
chaperones has kept a close eye on 
rehearsals, making notes on scene 
changes, choreography and safety 
notices. This ensures that throughout 
the 7-week run of the show, the 
chaperones are able to assist the 
young people in additional rehearsal 
to ensure that each night is as 
incredible as the last. 

Finally, we come to the show night 
itself. Backstage at a theatre 
performance can be a busy place and 
with a large cast it can be difficult to 
ensure that the young company 
members are chaperoned. At some 
points during the performance, you 
may find yourself pressed against a 
wall as three cast members run to 
another stage entrance, but this is all 

part of the exciting and unique role of 
being a theatre chaperone. 

Even though you may feel like you 
have run a marathon as you come to 
the end of a show, this feeling is far 
outweighed by the experience of 
working with 33 extremely individual 
young people. Every rehearsal and 
show is completely different and you 
may find yourself playing dominoes 
with Dodger, talking Star Wars with 
Oliver or even playing a quick game of 
splat with Fagin's Gang and those are 
the moments where you see beyond 
the performance and really get to 
know the young people behind the 
show.  

 

JOE HORNSBY



  
 

32 
 

Tom Roger’s model box for the 
Workhouse scene. 

Model box of Fagin’s Den. 

The Design Process  

 

1. Research 
 
Oliver! takes place in several different locations. One of 
the main challenges for the Designer, Tom Rogers, is 
therefore creating a set where different locations can be 
created smoothly and quickly.  
 
Designers often collect images to inspire their design. 
They might create a scrap book of ideas including 
materials, styles and shapes.  

They look at the performance space and work with the 
Director to ensure that their design fits with the 
Director’s overall vision. 

2. White Card 

Once the Designer has a concept, they make a ‘white card’ model box.  

This gives an impression of what the final design will look like, but without being 
painted. 

The white card design is sent to the production team who check that the design will 
work in the space and is possible with the budget that we have. 

3. Model Box 

The Designer creates a model box. This is made on a 
1:25 scale to give the team a clear picture of the set.  

The production team use the model for the building 
process, ensuring that the final set replicates the 
designer’s original vision. The actors will also look at 
the model box to see where they can make their 
entrances and establish where the props are stored. 

4. Scale Drawings 

The Designer then draws a ground plan of the model 
box to the scale of the theatre. This gives the 
carpenter the exact dimensions so he can start 
building the set.   
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The final set of Oliver! 

5. Building the Set 

The carpenter then starts to make the set. At The Watermill the set is built off-site in 
a large barn and then brought to the theatre and constructed during the weekend 
before the show opens.  

6. The Final Set 

The final set is fitted into the theatre. During the fit-up the Designer will work with 
the production team to ensure that all the final details are perfected before the 
show opens.  

 
The exterior of The Watermill has also been included in the design and the ‘Orphan 
Quarters’ are where the young company wait when they are not on stage during the 
show. 
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Design ideas for Oliver’s costume at the beginning 
of Act 2. 

Design ideas for Nancy’s costume. 

Raiko Gohara as Oliver in the final costume. Alice Fearn as Nancy in the final costume. 

Costume Designs 
 
The Designer Tom Rogers finds pictures of how he sees each character in costume 
for the wardrobe department. Tom has also supplied fabric samples to indicate the 
materials he would like the costume to be made from. The wardrobe team will then 
try to source or make the costumes as similar to the pictures as possible. As 
rehearsals continue, ideas may change or the needs of the actor may require 
adaptations, so the costume designs may also be altered slightly. 

Here you can see how the costumes have changed between the original design and 
the opening night. 
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Rehearsal Notes 
 
Rehearsal notes are taken by the Deputy Stage Manager, Victoria, everyday. Victoria 
makes a note of everything that happens in rehearsals that the production team 
need to know about. The notes are emailed to the team each evening. Below is a 
typical day’s report. 

Oliver! 

Rehearsal Notes 6 
Saturday 4th July 

General 

1. In today's sessions the choreography for “Consider Yourself” was looked at with 
both the young and adult company.  The young company also had a voice workshop 
in the theatre. 

Design 

1. Is it possible for the Dodgers to have pockets in their trousers, which can be turned 
inside out to reveal them being empty for “Consider Yourself”?  These would be in 
addition to the pockets for their spoons as the spoons will not have been used by 
this point. 

2. Please see Stage Management Notes 1 and 3. 
 

Wardrobe  

1. Please see Design Note 1. 
2. Mr Sheppard would like to have a rehearsal coat with pockets for Fagin for Monday 

afternoon please as we will be looking at “Pick a Pocket or Two”. 
3. Please see Stage Management Note 6. 

 

Sound 

1. No notes. 
Music 

1. No notes. 
Lighting 

1. No notes. 
 

Production/ Technical  

1. No notes. 
 

Stage Management/ Props 

1. 2 buckets with a washing line in each with a few items attached and 2 detachable 
items on will be required for “Consider Yourself”.  The washing lines will be hooked 
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up DSL to DSR exact position TBC.  They will be hooked up by the children playing 
Mary and Charlie so perhaps a hook on each of the DS pillars would be useful. 

2. A basket of washing containing at least 5 items for the company to dance with is 
required. 

3. 4 items of laundry will need to be inside the fountain or hooked up on the US edge 
of the fountain so that they are easily accessible for the child playing Nipper. 

4. Please see Risk Assessment Note 2.   
5. Please see Wardrobe Note 2. 
6. Mr Sheppard would like as many handkerchiefs as possible for Monday afternoon 

please as we will be looking at “Pick a Pocket or Two”. 
 

Risk Assessment 

1. Mr Coles will be picking Oliver up and placing him on his right shoulder at the end of 
“Consider Yourself (Part Three)”.  Mr Jackson has instructed all of the Olivers and Mr 
Coles on the safest way to achieve this. 

2. 4 items of washing will be thrown out into the audience in the final section of 
“Consider Yourself”. 



 

 37 

Credits 
Oliver! 
Book, Music and Lyrics by Lionel Bart 
 
By arrangement with Cameron Mackintosh and the Southbrook Group 

Director Luke Sheppard 
Musical Supervisor and Musical Arrangements Paul Herbert 
Adapted from William David Brohn’s Original Orchestrations 
Designer Tom Rogers 
Lighting Designer Howard Hudson 
Sound Designer Tom Marshall 
Choreographer Tim Jackson 
Show Musical Director Joey Hickman 
Resident Director Beth Flintoff 
Assistant Designer Toots Butcher 
 
CAST in alphabetical order 
Fagin Cameron Blakely 
Mr Sowerberry Tomm Coles 
Bet Rachel Dawson 
Nancy Alice Fearn 
Charlotte Deborah Hewitt 
Noah Claypool Joey Hickman 
Mrs Sowerberry Rhona McGregor 
Mr Bumble Graham Lappin 
Bill Sikes Kit Orton 
Widow Corney Susannah Van Den Berg 
Mr Brownlow Steve Watts 
 
Oliver Arthur Burdess, Raiko Gohara, Thomas Kerry 
The Artful Dodger Ed Betton, Archie Fisher, Rhydian Watson 
Albert Luke Diprose, Alexander Ragousis, Jake Samuels 
Charlie Harry Forkin, Dan Parkin, Billy Joe Wild 
Janey Matilda Beresford, Eva Ragousis, Nora Shields 
Martha Aggie Heber-Percy, Lottie Lee-Delisle, Grace Savery 
Mary Bonnie Allen, Abigail Miller, Neela Nee 
Nipper Luke Davies, Oscar Hobby, Alexander Lees 
Rick Joshua Allen, Armand Graham, Spike Doughty 
Sophia Anya Evans, Charlotte Hill, Abi Scott 
William Connor Pitman, Eddie Vickers, Max Williams 

Production Manager Lawrence T Doyle 
Company Stage Manager Kerrie Driscoll 
Assistant Production Manager Nelly Chauvet 
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Theatre Technician Josh Robinson 
Deputy Stage Manager Victoria Horn 
Assistant Stage Managers Ellen Lewis, Katie Newton, Sara Shardlow 
Chaperones Emma Bradbury, Joe Hornsby, Heather Snaith 
Wardrobe Supervisor Amanda Dooley 
Wardrobe Assistant Eloise Short 
Sound Operator Peter West 
Set Construction Belgrade Production Services 
Production Photographer Philip Tull 
National Press and Publicity Clair Horwood 

Oliver’s Youth Company supported by The Colefax Charitable Trust 


