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School of Rock Review
For this review I will consider material and digital cultural production, British
culture, institutional sponsorship and critique in relation to Andrew Lloyd Webber’s
musical School of Rock at the New London Theatre which I attended on the 17th
February 2018. I will use my own positionality alongside existing reviews and will
consider historical and contemporary critical theory.
Also, it is inevitable that I make comparisons between the film School of Rock and
the stage version. I think this is a valid approach. To help my review, I used
quantitative research and interviewed the highly regarded costume and scenic
designer of the stage production, Anna Louizos.
I admit that I am a huge fan of the film, as well as music and musical theatre. I
consider that London’s West End productions to be part of the musical theatre
canon, though this is open to debate. I also take part in amateur dramatics and so
empathise when watching the professional actors.
I will also discuss the use of music, and how well this fits with the cultural
consumption by the audience, especially as a large part of them are children whose
tastes may not include ‘rock’ and consider it rather dated. I asked several children
aged ten to fifteen for their views and will reveal their answers in this review. In
addition, I have analysed the commercial sponsorship by Gibson of School of Rock
and how it can be considered a good fit for the production.
The overall stage performance is considered and how the narrative of an American
film is bought up to date for a modern, British audience, with contemporary
references and technology.
I will look at the important legacy of the stage musical. Lloyd Webber, who
composed the greater proportion of the score, made it a condition that UK schools
could go ahead and perform the work without paying for a licence. Lloyd Webber
(School of Rock programme 2018) states that that this is ‘to ensure that young
people have the resources and access they need to embrace music in all its forms
and disciplines’.
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Lloyd Webber needs little introduction. Most people in the UK will be aware of,
even perhaps seen, the musical Cats. Other famous productions of his that can be
considered part of the canon of musical theatre include Joseph and the Amazing
Technicolor Dreamcoat and Phantom of the Opera. The success of these are ‘hard
acts to follow’ amid raised expectations for his musical interpretation of School of
Rock.

Figure 1: New London Theatre

This means that School of Rock (the stage version) needed to clear two artistic
hurdles, that it will be judged not only against the film, which I would argue has
become part of western culture, but also against Lloyd Webber’s past success of
producing musicals that have become ingrained in our collective and cultural
memory.
An interesting example of cultural memory appears in both versions: In the film the
character Summer sang her (off key) version of Memories from Cats. In the musical,
Summer does the same thing and Dewey, in the lead role remarks “That’s the last
time I want to hear that song in this theatre”. This reference was not lost on the
audience, and everyone laughed. Cats ran for twenty-one years in the famous New
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London Theatre and made a lasting impact on my cultural memory and identity
because it stimulated my interest in theatre from a young age.
It should not be forgotten that theatre productions need to be commercial to
succeed. A lot of thought is put into making the experience all encompassing.
Tickets are easily accessible via the School of Rock website and merchandise such
as T-shirts that say; ‘I’m in the band’, guitar plectrums and drum sticks are all
available, both at the show and online to buy. It cannot be overstated that this
encourages consumers to buy into the musical and encourage people to become a
part of the School of Rock culture. It needs to sell itself in this way as it is in
competition with other West End musicals such as Matilda, Aladdin and Mamma
Mia!

Figure 2: At the New London Theatre
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Because of my interest in fashion I take account of the costumes. The children wore
tartan uniforms which worked well, and it was noticeable that they ‘individualised’
the length and style of the uniforms. Dewey metamorphoses from an unkempt look
into a more conventional teacher style but it was deliberately not wholly convincing
as he still managed to look wild and unkempt. I think this is used to good effect.

Figure 3, School of Rock costumes, 2018
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I asked Anna Louizos if she had run into any challenges with the design of the
costumes and she stated ‘It required doing sufficient research to come up with the
authentic looking ensembles that reflected the various teachers and parents
appropriately, I came up with a palette and color range to distinguish the teachers
from the parents that would complement the colors of the students; Dewey,
[played by Steven Leask] would stand out with his own ‘look’’.
I also asked if the costumes were shop bought or made from scratch. Louizos stated
‘A majority of the adult’s costumes were shopped, although with some characters
- Mrs. Scheinkopf, Rosalie Mullins and Dewey, to fulfill my vision for the characters,
we built their costumes’. I thought these were very successful and it was easy to
differentiate each teachers’ role. For example, Rosalie Mullins, the principle wore
a more conservative, blue checkered suit that made her look more authoritative in
comparison to her ‘staff’.
In discussing both the film and the musical with children, I wondered whether the
musical appealed to them. While rock music is central to both productions, the film
has a distinctly rock soundtrack referencing Led Zeppelin, The Clash and AC/DC.
These seventies bands may appeal more to adults of a certain age, rather than to
children. The answers to the questions came to the same conclusion. All of whom
said they liked contemporary pop music best of all such as Dua Lipa and Rita Ora.
The musical itself has a combination of nuanced musical styles such as ballads,
opera, and rock. This widens its audience appeal, as many adult fans of musical
theatre may not be fans of rock music alone. I also think the songs help move the
narrative forward and it may introduce the audience to new tastes and instill a
growing appreciation for musical theatre. Especially as the music is played live in
the musical, it adds realism that sets it apart from the film. It makes for a shared
experience with the audience, including me as I felt part of the performance, much
like being at a gig.
The musical is sponsored by Gibson, a famous guitar-manufacturing company
which featured the iconic Les Paul guitars in the musical. At first sight this seems
solely like a marketing strategy. However, upon closer scrutiny - according to their
own website - Gibson (2018) have their own charitable foundation which aims ‘to
make the world a better place for children by creating, developing and supporting
programs and other non-profit organizations in their efforts to advance education,
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music and the arts, the environment, and health & welfare causes.’ Lloyd Webber
has a similar foundation, and this is noted in the programme. Charitable
involvement is intended to show an ethical side to showmanship.
Lloyd Webber’s West End version, like its American film and musical counterparts,
is set in the USA. The American identity is reinforced by the Star-Spangled Banner
on stage and some of the lines reference the Kardashians who have quite a
following here in the UK, illustrating something of a shared identity. English and
American humour work well together in this instance. It was noticeable that iPads
feature as props, whereas in the 2004 film version there a sole laptop. As in life,
technology advances with the times.

Figure 4: Stick it to the man, School of Rock, 2018
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For the finale, Dewey breaks the ‘fourth wall’ inviting the audience to photograph
and film it with their mobile phones. This is an example of organic culture, with the
audience recording memories of the occasion which they can share with friends.
Breaking the fourth wall is to break with tradition, albeit it a controlled manner, as
the audience are generally not allowed to record performances in a live theatre.
This is an example of modern culture and technology becoming entwined in a
traditional medium such as musical theatre.

Figure 5: Finale, School of Rock, 2018
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Education in the UK is sadly out of step with Lloyd Webber’s other vocation, to
provide more music opportunities in schools. Lloyd Webber (BBC 2016) states ‘The
new musical will challenge politicians to improve school music lesson funding. One
of the main purposes of the education years is to help children find out who they
are and what they want to do, and the arts are one of the greatest means of
allowing people to discover their identity.’
The fact of government funding cuts to education, has resulted in music, art and
drama being dropped in some schools curricula. These most precious elements of
the education canon are at serious risk of being lost. As a teacher myself, I
experienced at first hand the dilemma a school can face, and whether to drop
music/art/drama or try and finance them through other means. It is therefore to
be applauded that professionals of the status of Lloyd Webber take it upon
themselves to encourage continuation of the arts in the field of education, in his
case dropping the license fee for School of Rock in the U.K.
Having looked at a variety of reviews most of them support the idea that School of
Rock is worthy of a four-star rating. Good critical acclaim goes a long way in gaining
audiences. Interestingly, the role of the critic acts in a similar way that the canon
tells us what is to be considered valuable. Bourdieu (1993, p. 26) argues ‘All critics
declare not only their judgment of the work but also their claim to the right to talk
about it and judge it. In short they take part in a struggle for the monopoly of
legitimate discourse about the work of art and consequently in the production of
the value of the work of art.’ I can relate this theory to the performance of the
School of Rock as I based my decision to see it on the good reviews I read
beforehand.
A case in point of a positive review is Paul Taylor’s. Taylor (The Independent 2018)
writes ‘David Fynn is bliss as Dewey. In a performance of explosive energy and
scapegrace charm, he shows you a shaggy free-loading slob who turns into a man
possessed when promulgating the gospel of rock, replete with frenzied flourishes
of guitar-shredding zeal.’ Taylor’s enthusiastic and colourful prose paints a
convincing picture of Dewey as the lazy roommate who is transformed into some
kind of hero. It would be hard to disagree.
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Figure 6: Staff room, School of Rock, 2018

Andrzej Lukowski (The Stage 2016) takes a minority contrary view and has a few
issues with Dewey from a political perspective and suggests ‘School of Rock is a
baby boomer fantasy, with an underlying earnestness to its suggestion that if we
only listened to successful white men of a certain vintage our happiness would be
assured. It is, in a certain light, the musical version of Donald Trump. But with much
more likeable children.’ Fake News or Fake Views perhaps? This commentator is a
bit too serious about something that is well intentioned, fun and entertaining.
To conclude, I thoroughly enjoyed the thrilling experience of a live event. The
costume, set, cast including the skilled children, music and narrative were all
exceptional. While the film version stands on its own merit, I think the stage version
took it to a new level and brought out the very best in Andrew Lloyd Webber.
[2000 words]
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Appendix: 1 – Email Interview with Anna Louizos, costume and scenic designer
of School of Rock
MI: Did the film School of Rock lend any inspiration to the costumes in the musical?
AL: I was guided by the fact that it was an upscale private school, which generally requires school
uniforms, it was only a matter of deciding whether to design them or find a company that makes
them.
MI: Did you run into any challenges with the design of the costumes?
AL: It required doing sufficient research to come up with authentic looking ensembles that
reflected the various teachers and parents appropriately. I came up with a palette and color
range to distinguish the teachers from the parents that would complement the colors of the
students; Dewey would stand out with his own 'look’. There were multiple fittings with the actors
to find the right ensembles and coordinates, much of the adults' clothing was shopped with some
exceptions.
MI: How did the costumes reflect the narrative of the musical?
AL: Each character was given individuality to reflect authenticity
MI: Were the costumes made from scratch or did you use pre-existing uniforms/costumes?
AL: The uniforms were ordered with variations of skirts, jackets, sweaters, ties, shirts, etc. to
provide some individuality to the children; and hair styles were discussed and chosen to be
specific for each character. A majority of the adults costumes were shopped, although with some
characters - Mrs. Scheinkopf, Rosalie Mullins and Dewey, to fulfill my vision for the characters,
we built their costumes.
MI: How long did it take to put together the casts costumes?
AL: Over the course of rehearsals via numerous fittings and trying various outfits on the adults,
probably a good five to six weeks.
MI: How much input did Andrew Lloyd Webber and Laurence Connor have with the costume
decisions?
AL: Laurence would respond to the costumes as he saw them on stage during tech rehearsals.
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MI: What did you enjoy most about working on School of Rock?
AL: Being part of the process from the beginning, starting with the pre-Broadway workshop. We
purchased much of those first costumes for Dewey at thrift shops, which later provided the
inspiration for his Broadway looks - we went from thrift store vests and vintage shirts to custommade knit vests and custom made shirts. Also I enjoyed getting to know all the cast members and
seeing them embrace their costumes as part of their characters
MI: How important a role do you feel costume plays in musical theatre?
AL: Very important to ground the actors in each role they play.
MI: Which musical production past or present would you have liked to design the costumes for?
AL: FOLLIES
MI: Do you have any new projects lined up?
AL: All my current projects are focused on set design: a concert of IN THE HEIGHTS at the Kennedy
Center in Washington DC, productions of EVITA, 42nd STREET, Australian production of SCHOOL
OF ROCK, and THE SECRET SILK musical for the Princess Cruise Line.

15

Appendix: 2 - Children’s responses. Ages 10-15
Female: Age 10

16
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Male: Age 13

School of Rock Quiz
1. Does viewing the school of rock logo make you want to see the School of Rock musical or watch
the film? Not really

2. What do you think of the logo?
It is ok, but very simplistic
3.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

What sort of music do you listen to?
Rock
Rnb
Pop- yes
Heavy metal
All the above

4. What bands or artists do you like best?
A) Little Mix
b) Justin Bieber
c) Led Zeppelin
d) Rita Ora- yes
e) Joni Michel
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f) other…………………………….
5. Have you seen the film or musical School of Rock?
yes

6.) Did you enjoy the music in it?
yes

7.) Is the music in School of Rock the type of music you think children would listen to? Can you explain
why? Because it’s a good way for children to express emotions
8.) What class are you in?
Year 8

Thank you!
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Female: Age 15

School of Rock Quiz
1. Does viewing the school of rock logo make you want to see the School of Rock musical or watch
the film? Yes, it’s clear and ensures that you know exactly what you’re going to watch.

2. What do you think of the logo?
It’s simple but effective

3.
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)

What sort of music do you listen to?
Rock
Rnb
Pop - yes
Heavy metal
All the above

4. What bands or artists do you like best?
A) Little Mix
b) Justin Bieber
c) Led Zeppelin
d) Rita Ora
e) Joni Michel
f) other……Dua Lipa……………………….
5. Have you seen the film or musical School of Rock?
yes
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6. Did you enjoy the music in it?
Not particularly

7.) Is the music in School of Rock the type of music you think children would listen to? Can you explain
why?
I think children probably wouldn’t listen to it, as most young people like to be able to sing along with
the lyrics and it would be difficult to do so in comparison to pop music, for example.
8.) What class are you in?
Year 11

Thank you!
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