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Singing Hobbits, Wizards and
It all started with a simple statement scribbled across 
a blank page of an examination answer-book: “In a 
hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.” Sixty some-
odd years and several volumes later, Middle Earth 
is one of the most well-known and beloved fantasy 
worlds.

This year marks the 50th anniversary of the complete 
publication of J.R.R. Tolkien’s masterpiece. The Lord 
of the Rings, a multi-volume epic that followed The 
Hobbit, was first published in London in 1954, with an 
American edition following in 1955. This tale of unlikely 
heroes has been made into a radio play (the BBC’s 
Third Programme aired it in 1956); an animated film 
(1978); a trilogy of live-action films (2001, 2002, 2003); 
several video games (1985, 1990, 1992, 2000, 2002, 

2003, 2004) with more being 
planned; and now is being 
made into an ambitious live-
theatre musical production.

“The responsibility is huge,” says 
Mathew Warchus, the man 
chosen to direct the stage 
version of The Lord 

of the Rings, “but the opportunity is 
huge as well, because you can 
do some things you always 
dreamed of doing on the 
stage.”

The Lord of the Rings, 
which will open at the 
Princess of Wales Theatre 
in Toronto in February 
2006, will cost about 
$27 million (Canadian) 
to produce and faces 
many challenges.

“People feel so strongly 
about Tolkien’s work,” 
Warchus says. “I studied 
the books very carefully. I 
vowed I would not trivialized 
the piece in any way, but 
honor it and perhaps even 
add something to all the 
available incarnations of the 
story.”

With so many adaptations of the 
work on hand, why would someone 
tackle a stage production? “To read 

the novel is to experience 
the events of Middle 
Earth in the mind’s eye; to 
watch the films is to view 
Middle Earth as though 
through a giant window. 
Only in the theatre are 
you actually plunged 
into the events as they 
happen,” says Warchus. 
“The environment surrounds us. We participate. We 
are in Middle Earth.”

The biggest question, however, is why a musical? 
Do we really want Frodo to sing, orcs to dance? 
“We have not attempted to pull the novel towards 
the standard conventions of musical theatre,” says 
Warchus, “but rather to expand those conventions so 
that they will accommodate Tolkien’s material.”

“There will be songs in the show,” says Kevin Wallace, 
producer of the show, ”and music virtually the 
whole way through, but there is also storytelling 
through action and the spoken word. Like in the 
books, the characters in the stage adaptation use 

songs that are already part of their culture 
to express themselves. They do not sing 

as in a traditional musical, … but as 
in a culture with a strong singing 

tradition, they use music as part 
of their everyday life.”

The show will have 14 
music numbers, as well 
as instrumental musical 
sequences. “Frodo and 
Sam have a beautiful 
song in Act Two,” says 
Wallace, and “Gollum 
has a virtuoso solo 
number that is very 
unusual.” The music 
is a collaborative 

composition of A.R. 
Rahman, a composer 
from India, Värttinä, 
a vocal group from 

Finland, and Christopher 
Nightengale, the show’s 
musical supervisor. Since, 
Tolkien used Finnish as a 
basis for Elvish, having a 
Finnish group as part of 
the musical collaboration 

Shaun McKenna wrote 
the original script. He 
worked in collaboration 
with Matthew Warchus, 
the director of the show, 
on the final script, as well 
as the lyrics.

A cast recording 
is expected to be 
made sometime 
after the opening 
in March 2006.
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has given the music for this production an authentic 
and unique sound.

When rumors of this production first surfaced, there 
was fear that the result would be cheesy or would 
stray too far from the original work. To help keep 
the adaptation in line with Tolkien’s material, Laurie 
Battle, Head of Licensing at Tolkien Enterprises, is 
working as Creative Consultant, advising the director 
and producer directly, as well as pointing the way to 
further research when necessary.

According to Wallace, The Lord of 
the Rings will be a “very physical 
show.” The set has moving parts 
and uses dynamic set design. The 
stage floor was built at Delstar in 
England and weighs about 30 tons. 
It cost $1,200,000 (Canadian) to 
build.

In addition, to emulate the variety of characters in 
the tale, the show will include a variety of performers. 
“There will be some people whose primary skill is that 
they’re great actors,” says Warchus, “others who will 
form a core choir group with magnificent singing and 
still others who are sort of circus performers – aerialists, 
puppeteers, that kind of thing.”

In pulling together this production, Warchus admits to 
being inspired by the costuming in The Lion King, the 
acrobatics and diverse cast of Cirque de Soleil, and 
others.

The Lord of the Rings is 
appropriate for children 
aged 8 and older. Kevin 
Wallace, producer 
of the show, advises,  
“People should use their 
own discretion and 
bring children who are 
old enough to enjoy 
the performance.” This 
is especially true, since 
it will be approximately 
three and one-half 
hours long.

One Ring to Rule them all,
One Ring to Find them,
One Ring to Bring them all,
and in the Darkness Bind them ...

Orcs, Oh My!

Matthew Warchus is a respected 
director from England and has 
been nominated for two Tony 
awards on Broadway. He studied 
drama and music at Bristol Universi-
ty, followed by several years direct-
ing at the West Yorkshire Playhouse. 
In 1996, he directed Art in London, 
New York and Toronto, making him 
an international success.

The Man Behind the Curtain
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Rob Howell, the stage designer for The Lord of the 
Rings works on a prototype for The Black Rider in 
the design studio.
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Electronic Arts was recently granted the rights to develop games 
based on J.R.R. Tolkienʼs The Lord of the Rings. These rights 
expand the developerʼs ability to take players to deeper levels of 
the fiction than explored in previous games.

Previews of The Lord of the Rings will start Feb. 2, 2006 
and the Gala Opening will be on March 23. Toronto 
will be the only place to see this production for at least 
nine months, when the London production premieres 
in late 2006. Toronto will be the only place to see this 
musical for at least 18 months, according to Kevin 
Wallace, producer of the show.

A Kevin Wallace Limited Production, The Lord of the 
Rings is presented by Kevin Wallace and Saul Zaentz, 
in association with David and Ed Mirvish and Michael 
Cohl. Tickets, which are $78 or $125 (Canadian), are 
available at www.lotr.com or by calling (416) 872-1212 
or (800) 461-3333.


