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Science Fiction as Social Commentary
A note by Cameron Cox, dramaturg

Though the title Little Shop of Horrors may 
suggest its genre is horror, it’s not the type of 
horror you’d see in a movie theatre today.

What you are about 
to see follows the 
conventions of 
science fiction: 
a creature from 
another world, an 
imminent invasion, 
and a commentary 
on society. Since the 
genre’s beginning 
in the early 19th 
century with 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein critiquing society’s 
treatment of outsiders, science fiction has been 
used as a tool for social change.

This trend continued into the 20th century in the 
form of popular dystopian novels such as Ray 
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, George Orwell’s 1984,  
and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. 
Additionally, science fiction was used in popular 
media such as Rod Sterling’s The Twilight Zone, 
which addressed an array of contemporary issues, 
or Marvel Comics’s 
X-Men characters, 
developed by Stan Lee 
as a metaphor for the 
civil rights movement.

Science fiction allows us to see our world 
heightened in ways that we believe are possible 
and in ways that fantasy cannot. Aliens, monsters 
of our own making, current circumstances 
blinding us from bigger issues, and not realizing 
the stakes until it is too late are all trademarks of 
early science fiction/monster movies. Little Shop 
has all of these conventions with exciting twists 
happening on stage.
The lack of social mobility in Skid Row—where 
Mushnik’s flower shop is located—creates an 
atmosphere where Audrey’s wildest dream 
(expressed in “Somewhere That’s Green”) is 
not anything extravagant, but is simply a life in 
the suburbs. The other-worldly miracle solution 
Seymore finds in Audrey II not only seems like the 
easiest way to escape Skid Row, but the only way.

Consider the world of Skid Row 
and how the truth can only be 
understood by incorporating 
elements of the fantastical or 
supernatural.
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The Nuclear Fears of the 1950s and 1960s
Over the cityscape of the Skid Row set you’ll 
notice a large clock counting down the hours 
until it is too late. This ominous image—tracking 
the seconds down till doom—is a popular motif 
in science fiction. But did you know that it has a 
real-world origin?
The doomsday clock was invented in 1947 by the 
Chicago Atomic Scientists (a group of researchers 
who worked on the creation of the first nuclear 
bomb used in World War II). Rather than telling 
time, the doomsday clock is a metaphor for the 
threats to humanity due to unchecked scientific 
and technological advances. The clock views 
a hypothetical man-made global catastrophe 
as midnight, and the minutes till midnight are 
measured by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists.
The 1950s, the decade prior to the setting of Little 
Shop and the onset of the cold war, was defined 
by a nuclear arms race, with the doomsday clock 
wavering between 3 and 2 minutes to midnight for 
the entire decade.

As you watch the show, keep an 
eye on the clock. The original 
doomsday clock was counting 
down to the end of the world 
due to man-made nuclear 
disaster. What man-made 
disasters might this one be 
counting down to?

“On the twenty-third day of the 
month of September, in an early 
year of a decade not too long 
before our own, the human race 
suddenly encountered a deadly 
threat to its very existence. And 
this terrifying enemy surfaced, 
as such enemies often do, in the 
seemingly most innocent and 
unlikely of places…”
—Little Shop of Horrors, Act 1, scene 1
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Little Shop as a Greek Tragedy
The opening narration of Little Shop of Horrors 
establishes that a catastrophe is on the horizon; 
but what brings that about?
Little Shop of Horrors, while featuring a modern 
genre, is a timeless story: man (hero) has 
problem; man searches for a miracle escape; 
man makes deal with a higher power; hero’s 
weakness leads to tragedy. What makes Little 
Shop scariest isn’t the fact that Seymore makes 
one huge mistake—it’s that he makes dozens 
of well-intentioned wrong decisions until he 
feels he can’t turn back. Similar to the hero of 
a Greek tragedy, Seymore’s misguided actions 
determine his fate.

Another similarity Little Shop has to Greek tragedy 
is the role of the supernatural. It was common in 
Greek tragedy for the gods to meddle in the affairs 
of mortals, or for oracles to prophesy of imminent 
disaster. Little Shop of Horrors takes this idea and, 
through the lens of science fiction, replaces gods 
and oracles with a carnivorous plant from another 
planet.
These are not the only elements of Greek tragedy 
in Little Shop of Horrors. The popular convention 
of the Greek Chorus is embodied by the three 
singers, Crystal, Ronnette, and Chiffon. At times 
the ladies interact with the cast onstage; at other 
times you may find that they are speaking directly 
to you.

Tragic Hero: A literary character 
who makes a judgment error 
that inevitably leads to his/her 
own destruction.

Greek Chorus: A chorus 
typically serving to formulate, 
express, and comment on the 
moral issue that is raised by the 
dramatic action or to express 
an emotion appropriate to each 
stage of the dramatic conflict.

Pay attention to what the 
singers are saying when they 
speak directly to the audience. 
Their message is more than just 
lyrics set to music.
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Alan Menken
With scores of animated musicals resurfacing from their VCR tombs, classic songs and 
musical scores make their way back into the limelight. A common linking theme? Their 
composer, Alan Menken. You probably know him from some of your favorite Disney tunes. But 
did you know his first big break was writing the music for Little Shop of Horrors?
Menken had been working with Howard Ashman on a less-than-successful musical, God Bless 
You, Mr. Rosewater. Since both were feeling frustrated, Ashman turned to an old idea based 
on the film The Little Shop of Horrors. The story came together in about eight months. 
The pair ended up collaborating with Martin Robinson, an actor and puppeteer for The 
Muppets. They added and subtracted from the original story’s plot and created a whimsical 
show that got away with its dark content simply because it was handled as a joke. The musical 
performed to rave reviews and eventually an offer was made to move it from the smaller WPA 
Off-Broadway theater to the larger Orpheum Theater.
Peter Schneider was the company manager for Little Shop. Years later, he became the head of 
animation for Walt Disney. He hired Menken and Ashman to write The Little Mermaid, which 
revitalized Disney’s animation department and led to the “Disney Renaissance” of the 1990s.

— 1982 — 
Little Shop 
of Horrors

Fun fact: During the show, 
listen to the musical phrase, 
“Somewhere that’s green.” 
Does it sound familiar to you? 
Maybe that’s because you’ve 
heard that melody before… 
“Part of Your World.”

— 1989 — 
The Little 
Mermaid

— 1992 — 
Beauty and 
the Beast

— 1992 — 
Newsies

— 1993 — 
Aladdin

A Timeline of Alan Menken’s Works
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Alan Menken Visits BYU
On March 8, 2018, eager BYU students packed the Madsen Recital Hall. Alan Menken, the 
composer of their childhood, presented a forum where he performed many of the classics 
of their childhood. Scan the QR code above to watch a video of the medley he performed. He 
shared scripted stories intermittently embellished with snippets of his music. Perhaps most 
impactful, however, was his Q & A with the student audience. He shared his opinions and 
advice with a room full of future performers, musicians, composers, and artists. 
“I could give you life advice or practical advice,” he said. “They’re the same, in a way. Life 
advice will keep you sane and going. The practical advice is to listen to people and don’t get 
precious about your work. Be willing to work in any way possible—in collaboration, on your 
own, or standing on your head. Whatever it takes to get your work done, do it.”

Scan this QR code to watch 
a video of the medley Alan 
Menken performed in BYU’s 
Madsen Recital Hall.

— 1996 — 
Pocahontas

— 1997 — 
The Hunchback 
of Notre Dame

— 1998 — 
Hercules

— 2007 — 
Enchanted

— 2011 — 
Tangled
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History of Little Shop

The original Little Shop of Horrors came out 
in 1961 (the year in which the musical takes 
place). While similar in many ways, this 
version had additional characters such as 
Seymore’s ailing mother and a nosy detective 
investigating the shop. In this version of the 
story, the carnivorous plant’s origin is explained 
by a dangerous and accidental cross mutation 
by Seymore, and Audrey II has the ability to 
hypnotize as well as to talk.

Although it is popular today to adapt films to 
musicals, in 1981 it was much less common. The 
1981 musical was groundbreaking not only for 
being an early example of a Broadway musical 
based on a film, but also for its extensive use of 
puppetry to bring Audrey II to life.

In 1986, a second film adaptation of Little Shop 
of Horrors was released in theatres, taking the 
script from the Menken-Ashman musical and 
following it almost exactly. But after feedback 
from test audiences, some aspects of the story, 
particularly the ending, were revised for the 
theatrical release. So don’t expect things on stage 
to end quite the same way as they did on screen.

The 1961 film was shot in five 
days on a dare by director Roger 
Corman, who had a budget 
of $15,000. It was recently 
included in a Festival of 100 
Worst Films Ever Made.

“The idea of doing a monster 
movie for the stage—not a 
horror movie, but a monster 
movie for the stage—the idea 
about doing something about a 
creature from another world, I 
don’t think anyone’s ever done 
that, certainly not as a musical.” 
—Howard Ashman

The 1986 film also added a 
character, Arthur Denton—a 
patient of Orin’s—who oddly 
enjoys oral surgery; the character 
was played by Bill Murray.

You might already be familiar with this show. The play enjoyed a wildly successful broadway review in 
1981, and in just five short years a popular film adaptation was created. But did you know that the Menken 
and Ashman’s Little Shop of Horrors that you will see tonight was not the first iteration of the story?



Straight from the Royal Shakespeare 
Company to BYU, this new take on a much-
loved adventure reimagines the story from 
Wendy’s perspective. You’ll be surprised 
and delighted as our ensemble transforms a 
black box theatre into WWI London and then 
into Neverland, using only their theatrical 
skill and the power of imagination. 

WENDY AND PETER PAN
March 20–April 3 
Margetts Theatre

COMING SOON FROM BYUARTS

COMING SOON FROM CLIME INTERNATIONAL

Book by George D. Nelson
Music by Kayliann Lowe Juarez, Doug Lowe, Kendra Lowe Holt

Art by Morgan W
illiam

s | @
MorganCreating

@1820Musical

Premiering May 15 - June 6, 2020
De Jong Concert Hall  |  BYU Harris Fine Arts Center

A New Contemporary Musical

Secure your seat today for this musical sensation. 
Call 801-422-2981 or purchase online at byutickets.com

TICKETS ON SALE NOW!

Emma and Joseph Smith’s faith, love, and trial forged 
in the religious fervor of nineteenth Century America.

1820

WENDY AND PETER PAN

BYU DEPARTMENT OF THEATRE AND MEDIA ARTS Presents

Adapted by Ella Hickson
Based on the novel by J.M. Barrie
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The Kennedy Center American  
College Theater Festival™ 49

part of the Rubenstein Arts Access Program,  
is generously funded by 

David and Alice Rubenstein

Additional support is provided by The Honorable Stuart Bernstein 
and Wilma E. Bernstein; the Blanche and Irving Laurie Foundation; 
the Dr. Gerald and Paula McNichols Foundation; The Harold and 
Mimi Steinberg Charitable Trust; Hilton Worldwide; and Beatrice 
and Anthony Welters and the AnBryce Foundation.

Education and related artistic programs are made possible through 
the generosity of the National Committee for the Performing Arts 
and the President’s Advisory Committee on the Arts.

This production is entered in the Kennedy Center American 
College Theater Festival (KCACTF). The aims of this national 
theater education program are to identify and promote quality 
in college-level theater production. To this end, each production 
entered is eligible for a response by a regional KCACTF representa-
tive, and selected students and faculty are invited to participate in 
KCACTF programs involving scholarships, internships, grants, and 
awards for actors, directors, dramaturgs, playwrights, designers, 
stage managers, and critics at both the regional and national levels.

Productions entered on the Participating level are eligible for 
invitation to the KCACTF regional festival and may also be consid-
ered for national awards recognizing outstanding achievement in 
production, design, direction, and performance.

Last year more than 1,300 productions were entered in the KCACTF 
involving more than 200,000 students nationwide. By entering this 
production, our theater department is sharing in the KCACTF goals 
to recognize, reward, and celebrate the exemplary work produced in 
college and university theaters across the nation.
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