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Discovering the Magic of the Once On This
Island Script

The world of musical theatre is filled with stories that transport audiences to extraordinary
places, but few achieve the emotional resonance and cultural richness found in the Once On
This Island script. This Tony Award-winning musical, with music by Stephen Flaherty and
lyrics and book by Lynn Ahrens, has captivated audiences since its Broadway debut in 1990.
The script weaves a powerful tale of love, class division, and hope, all set against the vibrant
backdrop of the French Antilles. For theatre enthusiasts, directors, and students alike,
understanding the nuances of this remarkable script offers insight into what makes it a
enduring masterpiece of modern musical theatre.
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The Story Behind the Once On This Island Script

The Once On This Island script adapts the 1985 novel My Love, My Love by Rosa Guy,
which is itself a Caribbean retelling of Hans Christian Andersen's The Little Mermaid.
However, the musical transforms this familiar fairy tale structure into something entirely
fresh and culturally specific. The story follows Ti Moune, a poor peasant girl from the
island's countryside, who falls in love with Daniel Beauxhomme, a wealthy grand homme
from the other side of the island. What unfolds is a tale of impossible love, sacrifice, and the
enduring power of hope in the face of overwhelming social barriers.

What makes the script particularly remarkable is how it frames Ti Moune's story within a
larger narrative. The show opens with a group of islanders gathered during a storm, telling
the story to comfort a frightened little girl. This framing device transforms the entire
musical into a communal act of storytelling, reinforcing themes of community, oral
tradition, and the way stories help us make sense of our world.
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Key Characters in the Script

The Once On This Island script introduces audiences to a memorable cast of characters,
each serving a specific dramatic and thematic purpose:

e Ti Moune — The protagonist, a young peasant girl whose capacity for love drives the
entire narrative

e Daniel Beauxhomme — The wealthy boy from the other side of the island who
becomes the object of Ti Moune's devotion

e Mama Euralie and Tonton Julian — Ti Moune's loving adoptive parents
representing peasant wisdom and unconditional love

e The Gods — Asaka (Mother of the Earth), Agwe (God of Water), Erzulie (Goddess
of Love), and Papa Ge (God of Death) who manipulate the human characters like
pawns in a cosmic game

e The Storytellers — A chorus of islanders who narrate and participate in the action
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The Thematic Depth of the Script

The Once On This Island script operates on multiple thematic levels, making it rewarding
for both casual viewers and serious students of theatre. At its surface, it is a love story, but
beneath that lie profound explorations of class, race, colonialism, and the human condition.

Class and Social Division

The script explicitly addresses the division between the poor peasants and the wealthy grand
hommes, a division rooted in the island's colonial history. The Beauxhomme family name
literally means "beautiful man" in French, signaling their elevated status and European
heritage. The script never shies away from showing how this social hierarchy limits Ti
Moune's possibilities, even as she dares to love across the divide. The gods themselves are
portrayed as complicit in maintaining this order, with Papa Ge repeatedly reminding Ti
Moune that her love cannot transcend the boundaries society has drawn.
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Love and Sacrifice

At the heart of the Once On This Island script is an exploration of what love truly means.
Ti Moune's journey asks whether love is worth sacrificing everything for, even when the
outcome seems predetermined. The script does not offer easy answers. Instead, it presents Ti
Moune's choice as both tragic and triumphant. Her willingness to give her life for Daniel
transforms her, in the end, into a tree whose flowers bring hope to others. This
metamorphosis suggests that love, even when it appears to fail, has the power to create
lasting beauty.

The Role of the Gods

Another distinctive feature of the script is its integration of divine characters who actively
shape the story. Asaka, Agwe, Erzulie, and Papa Ge are not distant observers but gamblers
who bet on Ti Moune's fate. This structure creates dramatic irony, as the audience watches
Ti Moune struggle while knowing her path is being manipulated. It also raises questions
about free will, destiny, and whether human love can overcome even divine interference.
The gods themselves are complex characters, with Erzulie representing love's vulnerability
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and Papa Ge representing death's inevitability.

Structural Elements of the Once On This Island
Script

The Once On This Island script follows a tightly constructed structure that builds
emotional momentum toward its devastating yet beautiful conclusion. Understanding this
structure is essential for anyone looking to produce or analyze the show.

Act One

The first act establishes the world of the island, introduces the gods, and sets Ti Moune on
her journey. Key moments include the opening storm, the introduction of the gods as they
make their bet, and Ti Moune's first encounter with Daniel after his car crashes near her
village. The act culminates in Ti Moune's decision to cross to the other side of the island to
find Daniel, a journey that represents her defiance of the social order.
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Musical numbers in Act One that are integral to the script include "We Dance," which
establishes the community and its storytelling tradition, "Waiting for Life," Ti Moune's
powerful declaration of her desire for a different future, and "The Human Heart," where
Erzulie reflects on the beautiful vulnerability of human love.

Act Two

The second act deepens the tragedy while also offering moments of profound beauty. Ti
Moune finds Daniel, and they share a brief period of happiness, but the pressures of his
social world prove insurmountable. The climax comes when Daniel's family rejects Ti
Moune, and Papa Ge claims her life. Yet the script transforms this tragedy into something
transcendent. Ti Moune becomes a tree whose flowers spread hope across the island, a
symbol that love persists even beyond death.

Standout moments in the second act include "Ti Moune," a tender duet between the lovers,
"Forever Yours," the haunting confrontation with Papa Ge, and the finale, "We Are the
Story," which brings the narrative back to its framing device and reminds the audience that
stories have the power to sustain us.
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Language and Dialogue in the Script

The Once On This Island script employs a distinctive linguistic style that blends poetic
lyricism with the rhythms of Caribbean speech. Lynn Ahrens's book and lyrics use
repetition, metaphor, and sensory imagery to create a world that feels both mythical and
immediate. The dialogue shifts between the casual speech of the islanders and the more
formal, declamatory language of the gods, creating a clear distinction between the human
and divine realms.

One notable feature of the script is how it uses call-and-response patterns, a technique drawn
from Caribbean oral traditions. This gives the storytelling a communal quality, as if the
entire cast is participating in an act of collective memory. The script also incorporates
French and Creole phrases that ground it in its specific cultural setting without alienating
audiences unfamiliar with these languages.
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Casting and Character Requirements

For theatre companies considering production, the Once On This Island script presents
specific casting requirements that are essential to honoring the story's authenticity. The
characters are predominantly people of color, and responsible productions must prioritize
casting performers who reflect the Caribbean heritage of the story. The script calls for strong
singers and actors who can handle the emotional demands of roles that range from comedic
to deeply tragic.

The roles of the gods demand performers with commanding stage presence, as they must
embody elemental forces while still conveying recognizable human emotions. Ti Moune
requires an actress who can portray both youthful innocence and profound inner strength,
carrying the emotional weight of the entire production. Daniel must be charming enough to
make Ti Moune's sacrifice believable, while also showing the internal conflict of a man torn
between love and social obligation.
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Production History and Legacy

The Once On This Island script has enjoyed a rich production history that speaks to its
lasting appeal. After its original Broadway run, the show found success in regional theatres,
community productions, and international stagings. A celebrated 2017 Broadway revival
won the Tony Award for Best Revival of a Musical, introducing the story to a new
generation of theatregoers and confirming its status as a contemporary classic.

The revival made notable adjustments to the script that deepened its themes while remaining
faithful to the original. Directors and dramaturgs have increasingly explored the script's
commentary on colonialism and class, bringing new relevance to its message in the 21st
century. The show's relatively small cast and flexible staging requirements have also made it
a popular choice for educational and community theatres.

Why the Script Matters Today

The Once On This Island script continues to resonate because its themes are timeless. In a
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world still divided by class, race, and privilege, Ti Moune's story speaks to the human
longing for connection across boundaries. The script asks uncomfortable questions about
whether love can truly conquer all, and it offers the bittersweet answer that sometimes love
conquers in ways we do not expect.

For students of musical theatre, the script is an excellent example of how to adapt existing
source material for the stage. For directors and performers, it offers rich character work and
emotional depth. And for audiences, it provides an unforgettable theatrical experience that
combines heartbreak, joy, and ultimately, hope. The story reminds us that we are all part of
larger narratives, and that our individual acts of love and courage can ripple outward in ways
we may never fully know.

Conclusion

The Once On This Island script stands as a remarkable achievement in musical theatre,
offering a story that is at once culturally specific and universally moving. From its
memorable characters and soaring music to its profound thematic depth, the script continues
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to inspire and move audiences around the world. Whether you are approaching it as a theatre
professional looking to stage a production, a student analyzing its structure, or simply a lover
of great storytelling, the script rewards close attention with layers of meaning that reveal
themselves over time. In a world that often seems divided, Ti Moune's story reminds us of
the transformative power of love, the importance of community, and the enduring magic of
a story well told. The gods may gamble with human lives, but the script ultimately affirms
that the human spirit, with all its capacity for hope and sacrifice, is the most powerful force
of all.



