
Roald Dahl’s Matilda

Performance Preview Guide

We at Wheelock Family Theatre at Boston University appreciate that patrons have different ideas of

what material or themes are appropriate for them and their families. For this reason, we provide the

following information. Please note that the following contains plot spoilers.

Age Recommendation

Wheelock Family Theatre’s production of Matilda may not be suitable for children under the age of 6.

Versions available to preview

A script is available at the Wheelock Family Theatre box office for you to read.

Production length

The show is estimated to run 2 hours and 30 minutes with a 15 minute intermission.

Educational Content

Roald Dahl’s Matilda is a two-act musical with book by Dennis Kelly, music & lyrics by Tim Minchin. It is

based on the book, Matilda by Roald Dahl. The production tells the story of an exceptional little girl who

is born into a family that does not value intelligence, honesty, or kindness, but with some cleverness and

a side of superpowers Matilda aims to put things right. Matilda inspires her classmates and even her

teacher, Miss Honey, to stick up for themselves and change the narrative of their stories. After all,

“sometimes you have to be a little bit naughty”.

References and Moments of Violence (Courtesy of Village Theatre)

There are various instances throughout the show where the main antagonist bullies and abuses children

at her school. The antagonist threatens violence on the students numerous times in order to remain

powerful and influential, ruling her school with an iron fist. Some instances include locking students up

in the “chokey,” a prison-like room at school, throwing a young girl by her pig tails because she hates

them, forcing a young boy to eat an entire chocolate cake after eating a small slice of it, grabbing

another student by the ears, and having a class of Physical Education students work out too hard.

To combat these events, the main character and her friends are sometimes seen playing tricks and

pranks on the antagonist, such as creating the illusion the school is haunted with a self-writing

chalkboard. Other pranks include the main character switching out her father’s hair tonic with peroxide

and adding superglue to his hat, and another friend dumping a newt into the antagonist’s glass of water.

A subplot involves a prominent supporting character and her backstory, where she describes her father

killing himself after the death of her mother, although we discover through the events of the show that

her aunt, the show’s main antagonist, killed him instead. Language: Various words like “idiot,” “twit,”

“stupid,” “goblin,” “loony,” “brat,” “maggot,” “stink worm,” “creep,” “toad,” and “sinner” are used to

describe and insult the titular character as well as other supporting characters. The main character’s

parents also insult her by calling her names

Language:
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Various words like “idiot,” “twit,” “stupid,” “goblin,” “loony,” “brat,” “maggot,” “stink worm,” “creep,”

“toad,” and “sinner” are used to describe and insult the titular character as well as other supporting

characters. The main character’s parents also insult her by calling her names.

Other Things to Note:

The musical’s prominent theme explores bullying in all its forms, verbal, physical, and emotional. Over

the course of the show, the main character and her friends and teacher stand up for injustices and

unfairness and fight for change, combating bullying and abuses for the benefit of their community. The

main character constantly declares “that’s not right!” when witnessing an abuse of power or an injustice.

Actors in the production portray Russian gangsters operating in England, a group of comedic characters

who see to it that Matilda’s evil dad gets what he deserves. These and many of the characters in this

show are written in a satirical and theatrical style. We acknowledge the portrayal of these characters is in

contrast to the very real current world events involving Russia and the war in Ukraine.

FULL SYNOPSIS

Courtesy of Music Theatre International

Act One

An ensemble of children open the show ("Miracle") as an amateur ballroom dancer, Mrs. Wormwood,

gives birth to Matilda. The self-obsessed new mother is more concerned with missing a dance

competition than her newborn daughter, and her similarly shallow used-car salesman husband, Mr.

Wormwood, rejects the child when he realizes she is a girl. Time passes and a now 5 year-old bibliophilic

and extraordinary Matilda must constantly endure the verbal abuse from her unenlightened family,

including her older less-than average brother, Michael. Matilda retaliates by adding hydrogen peroxide to

her father's hair oil, giving him a brand-new, bright green hairdo ("Naughty").

Finding solace at the local library, Matilda distracts herself by telling Mrs. Phelps, the librarian, a story

about a renowned acrobat and escapologist, who yearned for a child but could not have one ("Acrobat

Story I"). The following day is Matilda's first day of school ("School Song"), where her kind and

compassionate teacher, Miss Honey, immediately recognizes Matilda's exceptional intelligence and

recommends she be placed in the top class with the older children ("Pathetic"). Unfortunately, the cruel,

child-loathing headmistress, Miss Trunchbull, refuses Miss Honey's suggestion and gives her a reminder

on the necessity of following the rules ("The Hammer").

Back home, Mr. Wormwood, who just lost a group sale to rich Russians, takes out his failing car sales

frustration by destroying one of Matilda's library books. Again, Matilda retaliates by adding glue to his

hat ("Naughty Reprise (Superglue)"). Back at school, Matilda discovers the cruel Miss Trunchbull

punishes disobedient children by locking them in a small cupboard filled with sharp objects called The

Chokey ("Chokey Chant"), and also witnesses her swing a girl by her pigtails and throw her across a field.

The caring Miss Honey pays a visit to the Wormwood's house to share her recommendation that Matilda

be placed in an advanced class. Mrs. Wormwood, busy at rehearsal with her dance partner, Rudolpho,

could not care less and mocks both her daughter and Miss. Honey ("Loud"). A forlorn Miss Honey feels

powerless to help Matilda ("This Little Girl").
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In the library, Matilda continues the story of the acrobat and escapologist for Mrs. Phelps. The acrobat's

sister, a former hammer-thrower who enjoys frightening small children, arranged a performance that

was canceled upon news of the acrobat's pregnancy. The hammer-thrower is furious, and contractually

binds them to perform or otherwise go to jail. ("Acrobat Story II").

Back at school, a boy in Matilda's class named Bruce Bogtrotter has been caught stealing a slice of Miss

Trunchbull's personal cake. As punishment, Bruce is forced to eat the entire cake in front of everyone.

The class show unanimous support for him ("Bruce"), and upon finishing Miss Trunchbull drags Bruce

away to the Chokey.

Act Two

Mr. Wormwood sings television's praises while denigrating the need for reading ("Telly") and Lavender,

Matilda's school friend, tells everyone she is going to put a newt in Miss Trunchbull's water jug. The

children share their hopes for adulthood ("When I Grow Up") and Matilda vows to put a stop to Miss

Trunchbull's cruelty.

In the library, Matilda continues the story of the acrobat and escapologist for Mrs. Phelps. The forced

show goes well until a fatal injury at the very end where the acrobat dies in childbirth and her sister is

invited to live with the newborn and the escapologist. The hammer-thrower is secretly detestable to the

little girl, unbeknownst to the escapologist ("Acrobat Story III").

An ecstatic Mr. Wormwood returns home, having sold the cars to a group of Russians using dishonest

methods - which disappoints Matilda. When she scolds him, he locks her in her bedroom where she

finishes the story of the acrobat and escapologist. After years of cruelty from the hammer-thrower Aunt,

the escapologist father discovers the truth. He vows to always be there for his daughter, and goes out to

find the aunt, but is never seen again ("Acrobat Story IV - I'm Here").

The following day, Miss Trunchbull puts Miss Honey's students through a rigorous physical education

class ("The Smell of Rebellion"). After Miss Trunchbull discovers the newt in her water jug, she begins to

punish an innocent student. Matilda discovers she can move things with her mind and tips over the

water jug, causing the newt to climb up Miss Trunchbull, scaring her off ("Quiet").

An astounded Miss Honey invites Matilda over for tea, where the two discover they both have less than

ideal family lives. Miss Honey tells Matilda about her terrible aunt, who raised her as a child after her

parents died. Miss Honey was legally contracted to pay her aunt back for every expense she procured as

a child, and now lives serenely in an old shed ("My House"). Matilda realizes that Miss Honey is the

real-life child of the acrobat and the escapologist, and her aunt is Miss Trunchbull.

At school, Miss Trunchbull forces Lavender to the Chokey by making up a word she cannot spell during a

spelling test. The children rebel by misspelling simple words, believing they can't all be sent to the

Chokey. Unknown to the students, Miss Trunchbull has built many Chokeys. Matilda uses her newfound
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powers to move the chalk on the chalkboard, terrifying Miss Trunchbull into believing the ghost of her

dead brother is out to get her. The children celebrate her screaming exit and their freedom ("Revolting

Children").

At the library Mrs. Phelps and Miss Honey reveal that after Miss Trunchbull ran away, Miss Honey's

parents' will was discovered. Everything was bequeathed to Miss Honey after all, and she is also made

the new headmistress. Matilda has lost her powers, and Miss Honey feels helpless that this special child

is being reared in an unloving household. The Wormwoods arrive at the library in an anguished rush,

telling Matilda they are fleeing to Spain after the Russian Mafia discovered they sold broken cars. Miss

Honey asks if Matilda can stay with her, but Sergei of the Russian Mafia arrives before a decision is made.

Thoroughly impressed by Matilda, Sergei agrees to leave the Wormwoods alone as long as they never

have to deal with Mr. Wormwood. ("Priyatna Paznakomitsa / This Little Girl Reprise"). It is agreed that

Matilda will now live with Miss Honey ("Bows / When I Grow Up Reprise").
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