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Andrew Lloyd Webber Starlight Express

Introduction

When  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber  first  unveiled  Starlight
Express  in  1984,  it  was  unlike  anything  the  musical
theatre  world  had ever  seen.  A  high-octane spectacle
where performers race around a custom-built track on
roller skates, the show blended the composer's signature
me lod i c  f l a i r  w i th  an  audac ious  concep t :
anthropomorphic  trains  competing  for  glory.  Decades
later,  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber  Starlight  Express
remains a phenomenon — a cult favourite that continues
to thrill audiences worldwide. This article explores the
origins,  music,  productions,  and lasting impact of  this
one-of-a-kind  musical,  revealing  why  it  still  holds  a
unique place in the history of stage entertainment.

The Genesis of a Spectacular Idea

The  seed  for  Starlight  Express  was  planted  during
Andrew Lloyd Webber's childhood. As a train enthusiast,
he  often  imagined  a  world  where  locomotives  had
personalities and rivalries. In the early 1980s, after the
global success of Cats, Webber sought a new challenge.
He  wanted  to  create  a  show  that  would  captivate

audiences visually and sonically, while exploring themes
of competition, self-discovery, and the joy of speed.

Webber collaborated with lyricist Richard Stilgoe, who
helped craft  the story of  a little steam engine named
Rusty  who dreams of  winning  the  great  race  against
modern,  sleek  trains.  The  narrative,  though  simple,
allowed  for  a  rich  character  set:  Electra  the  electric
train, Greaseball the diesel, Pearl the observation car,
and Dinah the dining car. The show's heart lies in Rusty's
journey from underdog to champion, a universal tale that
resonates across cultures.

The  concept  required  an  entirely  new  theatrical
language. Webber and director Trevor Nunn envisioned a
show where the actors would roller skate, not walk. This
meant rethinking stage design, choreography, and even
how singers could maintain breath control while racing.
The  result  was  a  technical  marvel  that  pushed  the
boundaries of live performance.

From  the  outset,  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber  Starlight
Express  was  designed  to  be  a  sensory  overload  —
flashing  lights,  smoke,  a  giant  race  track,  and  a
thumping rock-and-roll score. It was a bold gamble that



paid off, creating a unique theatrical experience that has
never been duplicated.

The Music and Lyrics

At  the  core  of  Starlight  Express  is  its  exhilarating
score. Andrew Lloyd Webber composed music that draws
from  rock,  pop,  gospel,  and  Broadway  balladry.  The
songs  are  character-driven  and  emotionally  charged,
from the tender "Only You" to the defiant "Light at the
End of the Tunnel".

"Starlight Express" – The titular anthem, a
powerful gospel-influenced number that embodies
the spirit of the show. It is sung by Rusty and the
ensemble, calling upon the magical Starlight
Express to help him believe in himself.
"Make Up My Heart" – A soulful duet where Pearl
and Rusty express their uncertainty about love and
identity. It showcases Webber's ability to blend
delicate melodies with heartfelt lyrics.
"AC/DC" – Electra's showstopper, a funky,
electrifying number that highlights the character's
vanity and power. The song is a crowd favourite,
driven by a catchy bassline and flashing lights.
"The Race Is On" – One of the most dynamic
pieces, this ensemble number captures the frenzy of
the competition. The music accelerates with the
characters' speed, creating a visceral connection
with the audience.
"I Am the Starlight" – The finale, a reprise that

becomes a triumphant declaration. It ties together
the themes of hope and transformation.

The lyrics by Richard Stilgoe (and additional lyrics by
Don Black for later productions) are witty and accessible,
with  plenty  of  wordplay  related  to  trains  and racing.
While some critics have called the songs uneven, the best
numbers have become staples of Andrew Lloyd Webber's
repertoire.  The  album  recordings  —  especially  the
original London cast album — remain beloved for their
raw energy and orchestral richness.

The Original London Production
(1984)

The world premiere of Andrew Lloyd Webber Starlight
Express  took  place  on 27 March 1984 at  the  Apollo
Victoria Theatre in London. The venue was extensively
renovated  to  accommodate  a  massive  race  track  that
snaked around the auditorium, allowing skaters to reach
high speeds.  The set  design by  John Napier  featured
futuristic  metal  structures,  neon  lights,  and  moving
bridges — a far cry from traditional  proscenium arch
productions.

The original cast included:

Ray Shell as Rusty (the steam engine hero)
Frances Ruffelle as Pearl (the observation car)
Jeff Shankley as Greaseball (the diesel bully)
Lon Satton as Electra (the electric train)
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Stephanie Lawrence as Dinah (the dining car)

Performers trained for months to skate while singing.
The choreography by Arlene Phillips and later by Aletta
Collins  combined  roller  derby,  dance,  and  acrobatics.
Early reviews were mixed — some praised the spectacle,
others found the story thin. However, audiences flocked
to see the show. It ran for 18 years at the Apollo Victoria,
closing  in  2002  after  over  7,000  performances.  This
makes it one of the longest-running musicals in West End
history.

The  London  production  underwent  several  revisions.
Songs were added, cut, and re-ordered. The show's plot
was tightened, and new characters were introduced. By
the late 1980s, the production had evolved into a slicker,
more  family-friendly  experience.  The  longevity  of
Andrew Lloyd Webber Starlight Express in London is
a testament to its  resilience and the dedication of  its
creative team.

Broadway and International
Productions

Broadway welcomed Starlight  Express  on  15  March
1987 at the Gershwin Theatre. The American production
featured a redesigned track and updated choreography.
However,  it  closed  after  only  761  performances,
overshadowed  by  the  immense  popularity  of  The
Phantom of the Opera and other Webber hits. The show
received mixed reviews in New York, with some critics

finding it too loud and gimmicky. Despite its short run,
the Broadway production introduced new songs like "I
Do" and revised character arcs.

Internationally,  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber  Starlight
Express found its greatest success in Germany. In 1988,
a dedicated theatre in Bochum — the Starlight Express
Theater — opened specifically for the show. Remarkably,
the Bochum production is still running today, making it
one of the longest-running musicals in the world. The
German version has been performed over 17,000 times,
with a permanent cast that includes skaters from around
the globe. The Bochum theatre features a custom-built
track with steep curves and a hydraulic pit, allowing for
spectacular stunts.

Other  notable  productions  include  tours  in  Japan,
Australia, and the United States. Each iteration adapted
the  show  to  local  tastes.  In  Japan,  the  production
emphasised  visual  spectacle  and  precision  skating.  In
Australia, the show toured with a scaled-down set. The
durability of Starlight Express lies in its adaptability:
the  core  story  of  a  little  train  that  could  remains
universally  appealing,  while  the  skating  and  music
provide  a  built-in  wow  factor.

The Cultural Impact and Legacy

Over  nearly  four  decades,  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber
Starlight  Express  has  carved  out  a  unique  niche  in
popular culture. It is often remembered as the "roller-



skating musical" — a label that both defines and confines
it. For fans, the show evokes nostalgia and a sense of
childhood  wonder.  The  rainbow-coloured  trains,  the
booming sound system, and the sheer athleticism of the
cast  create  an  experience  that  is  both  thrilling  and
emotionally engaging.

The  musical  has  inspired  a  devoted  fan  community.
Online forums, fan conventions, and YouTube channels
keep  the  show  alive.  Many  fans  have  collected
memorabilia,  from  original  cast  recordings  to  signed
posters.  The  show's  soundtrack  has  been  re-released
multiple  times,  and  tribute  performances  occur  in
various  forms.  In  2018,  a  concert  version  at  the
Southbank Centre in London drew sold-out crowds and
rave reviews, signalling a resurgence of interest.

Academics and theatre historians have studied Starlight
Express  as  a  case study in  technical  innovation.  The
show pioneered the use of in-ear monitors for performers
skating at high speeds, as well as advanced lighting and
sound  systems.  It  also  challenged  conventional  ideas
about casting,  as actors had to be both accomplished
singers and trained skaters — a rare combination. The
musical's failure on Broadway but triumph in Bochum
offers lessons about the importance of matching a show
to its venue and audience.

The musical's themes — competition, identity, and the
power of  belief  — remain relevant.  In  an age of  fast
trains and high-speed connectivity,  Starlight Express
celebrates  the  human  spirit's  ability  to  overcome

obstacles.  Rusty's  journey  from  a  rusted-out  steam
engine to a champion resonates with anyone who has
ever felt underestimated. The show's encouragement to
"believe in yourself" is timeless.

The 2018 Revival and Future
Directions

In 2018, a new production of Starlight Express toured
the United Kingdom, directed by Andrew Lloyd Webber's
son,  Imogen Lloyd  Webber?  Actually,  no  — the  2018
revival  was  directed  by  the  original  choreographer
Arlene  Phillips  and  featured  updated  technology  but
stayed  true  to  the  original  concept.  The  tour  visited
several  cities,  receiving  enthusiastic  responses.  Many
reviewers noted that the show had aged well, with its
high-energy  performances  outweighing  any  dated
aspects  of  the  script.

More recently,  Andrew Lloyd Webber has hinted at  a
potential new staging for London's West End or even a
film adaptation.  In  2023,  it  was  reported  that  a  new
production was in development, with the aim of bringing
the show to a new generation. Advances in roller skating,
LED technology, and sound design could make a revival
even more stunning. The Bochum production continues
to be a major tourist attraction, with plans to keep the
show running indefinitely.

The  enduring  popularity  of  Andrew  Lloyd  Webber
Starlight  Express  is  proof  that  sometimes  the  most
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outlandish ideas become the most beloved. As long as
there are audiences who thrill to the roar of engines and
the sight of performers gliding at breakneck speed, this
musical will have a place in the world.

Conclusion

From its daring debut in 1984 to its permanent home in
Germany and recent revivals,  Andrew Lloyd Webber
Starlight  Express  has  defied  expectations.  It  is  a

musical  that  celebrates  difference,  ambition,  and  the
magic  of  believing  in  oneself.  Its  score,  though
sometimes dismissed as  lightweight,  contains  some of
Webber's most infectious melodies. Its staging remains a
marvel of inventive design. And its story of a little steam
engine who dreams big continues to inspire.  Whether
you are a lifelong fan or a newcomer, Andrew Lloyd
Webber's Starlight Express offers a ride like no other
— a fast, furious, and heartfelt journey into the heart of
imagination.


