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Section 1: Introduction

SPRING AWAKENING tells the story of a class of teenagers rebelling against an oppressive
education system that leaves no space for true inquiry, a restrictive sexual code that makes
them ashamed of their desires and a repressive societal structure that denies them agency.
The original play was written in Germany in 1891, but it could have been written in America
last week. The play explores this powerful story through an expressionistic style - which
asks us to bring the hidden, electric inner life of the teens to the stage in music and dance
with a contemporary rock score. We see and hear the world through their eyes. We want
this production to break down barriers between generations and inspire open
communication and action.
- Sarah Elizabeth Wansley
Associate Artistic Director and director of SPRING AWAKENING
Northern Stage
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Section 2: Dramaturgy
Musical Adaptation & Relevancy
In December 2006, SPRING AWAKENING the
musical opened on Broadway at the Eugene O’Neill
Theatre (right). The coming-of-age indie-rock musical
was adapted from a German expressionist play
Frühlings Erwachen, written by playwright Frank
Wedekind in 1891. For the young performers in the
show, many of them were grappling with the same
pubescent and life confusions that troubled the
characters written down by Wedekind a century prior.
“It was like the audience was awakening to the show at the same time the actors were
discovering what they were doing,” said Jonathan Groff, who played Melchior in the original
production.
One might wonder: Why the adaptation?
Aside from the artistic values in the story’s retelling, Tony-winning playwright-lyricist
Steven Sater gave us the answer in the 2022 HBO Documentary made for the one-nightonly SPRING AWAKENING benefit concert : “My determination for the show was to touch
the troubled heart of youth around the world.”
Sater first picked up Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen in a German bookstore in 1999.
Upon reading this “random old play,” he was deeply touched by the subject matter at hand.
“The deafness of adults to what’s going on in the hearts of young children,” Sater said, “that
longing and desire and frustration of young people… The adult refusal to heed those
children’s frustrations result in tragic consequences.” As the play always seemed to him an
“opera-in-waiting,” Sater set out to write a musical that was different, with songs that do not
forward plot, but take people into “what can only be felt” through this highly emotive and
expressionistic narrative.
Duncan Sheik, at the time a newly Grammy-nominated singer-songwriter, was extended
the offer to compose for the project. Hesitant at first, Sheik was disinterested in writing
traditional Broadway music. “If I were to do anything in musical theater, I want the music to
be relevant to the culture at large,” Sheik stated .
This sentiment immediately resonated with Sater’s view that the original play was “racy”
and “punk rock”: “The place these unheard yearnings of young people…have been
expressed and relieved for generations has been rock music.”
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Through years of tumultuous development, the show finally found its place at the
Atlantic Theater Company, where it picked up buzz and was eventually sent to Broadway a
few months later. No one thought it could be a Broadway show at first as ticket sales were
disastrous during previews–until the 2007 Tony Award Nominations came out. With 11 Tony
Nominations including Best Musical, the show blew up in every way, and the rest is history.
So, why now?
“This material saves life.” Groff firmly stated at the end of the HBO documentary,
noting that those lives saved include his own.
On November 15, 2021, The original cast of the 2006 Broadway musical SPRING
AWAKENING gathered at the Imperial Theatre for an one-night-only concert to benefit The
Actors Fund. Studded with 11 Tony Award Nominations, 8 Tony wins including Best
Musical, a 2014-15 Deaf West Theatre revival in English and American Sign Language with
both hearing and deaf performers, SPRING AWAKENING is a hit that addresses youth and
societal issues still relevant today.

In 2017, 13% of US teens ages 12-17 (3.2 million) reported to have experienced at least
one major depressive episode in the past year. In 2018-2019, 13% of US children ages 3-18
years (just over 8 million) reported that they had a current, diagnosed mental or behavioral
health condition. Adolescent interpersonal violence victimization, which includes dating
violence, sexual violence, and bullying, are prevalent as well. Data from 2019 suggests that
approximately one in eight students reported any dating violence, and one in four reported
any bullying victimization. Meanwhile, suicide is the second leading cause of death among
high school-aged youths 14-18 years after unintentional injuries; suicide rate among
adolescents and young adults aged 10-24 in the US increased 57.4% from 6.8 per 100,000
in 2007 to 10.7 in 2018.
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When COVID-19 hit the world, the physical and mental health of teenagers declined
rapidly. In 2021, U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek H. Murthy issued a 53-page advisory
warning the public of the looming mental health crisis. His report cited mental health
statistics from 2019, which shows that one in three high school students and half of female
students reported persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness, an overall increase of
40% from a decade ago. While the many factors that threatened youth mental health existed
pre-COVID, “the pandemic era’s unfathomable number of deaths, pervasive sense of fear,
economic instability, and forced physical distancing from loved ones, friends, and
communities have exacerbated the unprecedented stresses young people already faced,”
wrote Dr. Murthy. “This is a moment to demand change,” Murthy concluded, “...to protect,
strengthen, and support the health and safety of all children, adolescents, and young
adults–and ensure everyone has a platform to thrive.”
“The things that we confront in this show are not things you can learn in school. And
they are important,” said Lauren Pritchard, one of the Groff’s co-stars who played Ilse in the
original Broadway production.“They’re things that help people survive, and live, and know
that they have worth. These stories will live on forever.”

5

WEDEKIND & FRÜHLINGS ERWACHEN
Frank Wedekind (1864 - 1918), originally Benjamin Franklin Wedekind, was a German
actor and dramatist at the forefront of expressionist theatre from the late 18th to early 19th
century. Born in Hanover, Germany, Wedekind lived and worked in Munich for most of his
adult life. He died in Munich in 1918 at age 53.
Wedekind is known as an “ultra-radical” with a “quirky and insidious individuality.” He
championed avant-garde artistic movements and strived to uncover the hidden emotional
currents under the facade of reality through satire. Flipping through his works, one can
quickly tell that Wedekind was a harsh critic of societal oppression and bourgeois hypocrisy
in the paternalistic and authoritarian pre-facist Germany, especially on the topic of sex and
sexuality.
Frühlings Erwachen (SPRING AWAKENING, SPRING AWAKENING, or THE AWAK
NING OF SPRING, 1891) was Wedekind’s first major work and the source material for
Spring Awakening the musical. The play’s explicit depictions of male masturbation, sexual
violence, suicide, homoeroticism, and references to abortion stirred up immense
controversies upon its release. Wedekind showed how the society and its youth could suffer
tragic consequences due to the pretentious and moralistic repression at large. Much of the
content seen in the play were actually derived from Wedekind’s personal life earlier on as a
school boy:
“‘I started to write, without any sort of plan, merely aiming to set down whatever
appeared to me. The plan emerged after the third scene and was compiled from my own
personal experience or the experiences of my class-mates.’”
(Wedekind’s quote from “Translator’s Preface,” Diary of an Erotic Life)
Directed by Max Reinhardt, Frühlings Erwachen premiered on November 20, 1906 at
the Deutsches Theater in Berlin with the subtitle Eine Kindertragödie (A Children’s Tragedy).
Thereafter, the radical exploration and portrayal of dawning teenage sexuality and angst
often led to banning or censorship of the play. The play was eventually banned in Berlin in
1912. However, to its supporters’ delight, an enlightened judge of the Administrative Court
lifted the ban. He considered the play’s merit valid despite Wedekind’s radical portrayals:
“The play shows how the forces of real life affect innocent young people at the age of
puberty, with particular reference to their own incipient sexuality and the demands made on
them by life, and especially by their schooling. They perish in the ensuing conflict, because
their appointed mentors, their parents and teachers, in the author’s view, fail to guide them
with proper understanding, because they are prudish and lacking in worldly wisdom…
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Looked at in this light, and taking in account its overall tenor and subject, it cannot be
denied that the play as a whole is a serious work: it deals with serious educational issues,
and it seeks to state an attitude towards these issues.”
(Judge’s quote from “Translator’s Preface”, Diary of an Erotic Life)

F. WEDEKIND FAST FACTS
Born: Jul. 24, 1864; Hanover, German Confederation
Died: Mar. 9, 1918; Munich, Germany
Occupation: Playwright, Actor, Author
Relevant Era / Movement: German Expressionism; Epic
Theater; Theatre of the Absurd
Recurring Themes: Freedom of Expression, Women’s Rights,
Anti-Anti-Semitism, Sexual Emancipation, Sex Education,
Anti-Authoritarianism
Major Works: Frühlings Erwachen (SPRING AWAKENING, 1891),
the “Lulu''2-play cycle [Erdgeist (Earth Spirit, 1895) & Die Büchse
der Pandora (Pandora’s Box, 1904)], Der Kammersänger (The Court-Singer, 1899), Franziska
(1910), novella Mine-Haha oder Über die körperliche Erziehung der jungen Mädchen (Minehaha, or On the Bodily Education of Young Girls, 1903).

FRÜHLINGS ERWACHEN (1891) FAST FACTS
Subtitle: Eine Kindertragödie (A Children’s Tragedy)
Structure: 3 Acts
Premiere: Nov. 20, 1906; Deutsches Theater, Berlin
English Premiere: Mar. 30, 1917; 39th Street Theatre,
New York City
Controversies: Often banned, censored, or threatened
with closure due to explicit depictions of male masturbation,
sado-masochism, sexual violence, suicide, homoeroticism,
and references of domestic abuse and teenage abortion.
English stagings were censored until 1974 in England; there
were fewer stagings in America, most poorly-received .
Major Adaptations: Silent films (1924, 1929); Royal Shakespeare Company
commissioned translation by Ted Hughes (1955); J. Franzen’s English translation (2007);
Sater & Sheik Broadway musical (2006); Deaf West Theatre musical revival (2014-15).
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GERMAN EXPRESSIONISM
German expressionism was an art movement that originated in the early 20th century
(1910s-1940s) that emphasizes artists’ inner experiences and emotions, which contrasts the
goal of accurately capturing reality championed by its predecessors – namely, realism and
impressionism. Unlike the delicate techniques required to achieve accurate depictions of
reality, simplified shapes, broad strokes, bright colors, and sometimes even jarring and
distorted abstractions can be found in German expressionism as the artists’ tools to
translate their inner feelings into artworks.

German expressionist artworks are products of their time. The movement was
propelled by these artists’ rebellious attitudes, particularly against traditional bourgeois art
that dominated German culture and aesthetics at the dawn of WWI. With the looming threat
of war, the movement quickly took on the role of social commentary and protest as artists
produced shocking and emotive works that reflected and confronted their grim reality. In
many ways, German expressionism was an early vessel of advocacy against conservatism
politically, economically, and culturally. The movement spread to creators of other media as
well, including novelists, playwrights, and poets.
While Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen was not an expressionist work entirely, his
radical attitude against cultural and political censorship put him at the forefront of avantegarde art, hence a symbol to those who later identified as expressionists. Wedekind tried to
convey that tragic consequences could ensue repressed sexuality and self-expression.
What does not fail to translate till this day is his radical criticism of societal oppression of
free expressions, situating Frühlings Erwachen as one of the first major works in the German
expressionist movement.
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Section 3: Content Overview
This section of our teacher guide is for the use of educators. It will provide you
with some more specific details around the show!
Plot Overview
SPRING AWAKENING is the coming-of-age rock musical that tells the story of what
happens to young people when a repressive society pushes them past their limits. The 2007
Tony Award winner for Best Musical which has since become a cult phenomenon, SPRING
AWAKENING energetically pushes modern teen angst against the backdrop of an 1891
German school and features a contemporary indie-rock score to express the essence of
adolescence. Based on a controversial 19th-Century play, the music is by Grammy and
Tony Award-winning composer Duncan Sheik, a pop rock composer known for his 1996
debut hit single “Barely Breathing,” with a book and lyrics by Grammy, Tony and Olivier
Award winner Steven Sater.
Content Advisory
1. Discussion of Domestic & Sexual Abuse, including explicit portrayal of physical violence
2. Explicit portrayal of Teen Sexual Acts (no full nudity but actors will be in their underwear)
3. Discussion and Portrayal Suicide & Self-Harm including the use onstage of a realistic
gun prop & the sound of a gunshot
4. Discussion and Act of Masturbation
5. Discussion of Abortion
6. Explicit Language Throughout (Songs examples “The Bitch of Living,” “Totally Fucked”)
Note:
A detailed content warning and song list are available upon request!
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Section 4: Pre-Show & Post Show Materials
Pre-Show Reading
Article 1: Why We Perform SPRING AWAKENING By Josh Turner
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1nGB604trQqxwgkiYI0kifxZChNywfNv5EVCGQdzGTY/edit
Article 2: Theatre Hope and Tragedy in SPRING AWAKENING By Ashley Steeper
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(22)000682/fulltext
Article 3: The mental health crisis among children and teens: How Parents Can Help
By Claire McCarthy,MD, Senior Faculty Editor, Harvard Health Publishing.
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1yEg96IB2QzGmssDpH1O8FUfjlPqzKo1rJjK0bkxj-A/edit

Mental Health Fast Facts
For people ages 10 to 24, suicide rates, stable from 2000 to 2007, leaped nearly 60
percent by 2018, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Suicide is now recognized as the second leading cause of death among Americans
between 7 and 24 – second only to vehicular and accidental death.
More than 1 in 3 high school students had experienced persistent feelings of sadness or
hopelessness in 2019, a 40 percent increase from 2009.
Helping schools provide safe and supportive environments—whether in person or
virtually—is critical to students’ wellbeing.
Youth with poor mental health may struggle with school and grades, decision making,
and their health.
Between 2016 and 2020 in Vermont, “the number of 3-(to)-17-year-olds experiencing
depression or anxiety had already increased by 40%, from 13.7% to 19.2%.”
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Sexual Health/Education Fast Facts
Rates of smoking, drugs, alcohol and sex declined among high school students over the
last decade, continuing trends that started over two decades ago. One notable
exception was a rise in excessive smartphone and computer use over the last decade.
Feelings of sadness and hopelessness rose over the same decade, and suicidal
thoughts increased.
Nationally representative data from 2011-2019 indicate that youth aged 15–19
experienced significant decreases in receipt of key sex education topics (i.e., delaying
sex, birth control methods, HIV/AIDS prevention, and STDs);
The result of sex education policies becomes more clear when considering that in 2016,
the United States had higher rates of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease
than most other industrialized countries, according to research published by the
Guttmacher Institute in the National Library of Medicine. What feels like progress at the
state level can be seen as mere catch-up to the policies of other developed nations that
require teachers to discuss sex ed as early as kindergarten.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25620306/https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25620
306/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/spring-fever
According to the CDC, teens who identify with LGBTQ communities can be at higher
risk of contracting STDs, but safeguarding against transmissions becomes difficult when
states prohibit teachers from discussing sexual orientation in class.
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/disparities/health-considerations-lgbtqyouth.htm?
CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fhealthyyouth%2Fdisparities
%2Fsmy.htm
The United States ranks first among developed nations in rates of teenage pregnancy,
abortion, and sexually transmitted infections and diseases. Only 38 of America’s 50
states have sex education laws, and 30 of those curricula promote the ideal of
abstinence until marriage. Only eight include all components of a comprehensive sex
education.
Only 38% of U.S. high schools and 14% of middle schools teach all 19 of the sexual
health topics considered essential by the Centers for Disease Control.
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SPRING AWAKENING is all about self discovery and the struggle of figuring out who you are
and who you would like to be. These activities help to provide the student with a safe place
to reflect upon these questions.
Post Show Discussion Questions
1. Why do you think this musical was titled SPRING AWAKENING? What examples can
you find from the musical to support your answer?
2. Who was your favorite character in the show? What made them stand out to you?
3. Why do you think two actors played all of the adult roles? Why not have each adult role
played by a different adult actor?
4. What was your favorite song in the show and why?
5. Why do you think it was so hard for the Adults to have discussions about these serious
topics with the teen characters in the show? Do you think that we live in a more open
and honest society today/Do you think adults are more willing and open to having
discussions around these topics?
6. What were some different technical elements in the show(lighting, sound, set, props,
costumes)? What do you notice about them? Did they help make the world of the
musical easier to understand?
7. What are some of the main themes that are presented in this musical?
a. Now that we have had a discussion around the different themes in the show, did you
find it eye opening and helpful to see these themes play out on the stage or was it
difficult having to watch these themes play out on stage.
8. What moment in the show did you find the most impactful?
9. Do you think musicals, plays, tv shows etc. like SPRING AWAKENING helps to get a
dialogue going around difficult subject matters or does the subject matter make it too
uncomfortable to begin a discussion?
10. If you could change anything about this show what would it be?
11. Would you recommend your friends and family see SPRING AWAKENING? Why or why
not?
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Post Show Writing Prompts
1. Choose a Character in the show that you would like to write a letter to. This letter can be
whatever you would like it to be. You can ask the character questions about their
experience, you can tell them something about yourself and why you connected to their
story line. You can provide the character with information about how society has
changed in their views about religion, sex, mental health, etc.
2. Now write a letter to your younger self. Write about what is currently going on in your
day to day lives. What is one thing you know now that you wish you could have known
then?
3. SPRING AWAKENING is all about discovering who you really are and the struggle to find
yourself throughout your teen years. One of the major themes being explored in SPRING
AWAKENING is sexuality. The characters are seeking to understand and the adults in
their lives are completely shutting the conversation down. Do you think it is the job of the
adults in your life to teach you about sex or is there a better way for teens to learn about
sex?
4. Religion is a major theme in SPRING AWAKENING. It is many of the characters guiding
force, specifically the Adult Characters. Their community very much intertwines their
Protestant beliefs into their laws and schooling. Melchoir shocks and confuses many
characters in the show when he expresses that he is an atheist. Below are two seperate
prompts exploring the theme of religion in SPRING AWAKENING.
a. Would the fate of the characters Wendla & Mortiz changed if religion had not played
such a strong role in their day to day lives. Did the strong presence of religion affect
both of their outcomes equally?
b. Does religion still have a strong influence over our society? Does religion still play a
role in our schooling and law making like it did in the world of SPRING
AWAKENING?
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Section 5: Resources
1. Community Resources
a. Wise- Program Center: 38 Bank St. Lebanon, NH 03766 -Fax: 603 448 2799 - Tel:
603 448- 5922. Crisis Line- 866 348 9473
b. Planned Parenthood- 79 South Main StWhite River Junction, VT 05001- Fax: 802
291 9103- Tel: 802 281 6056
c. We R Hope- 200 Lower Bartonsville Rd. Chester VT 05143- Office- 802 440 1428,
Sean’s cell- 802 234 3581
Health Hotlines
988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: The Lifeline provides 24-hour, confidential support to
anyone in suicidal crisis or emotional distress. Call or text 988 to connect with a trained
crisis counselor. Support is also available via live chat. Para ayuda en español, llame al
988.
Disaster Distress Hotline: People affected by any disaster or tragedy can call this
helpline, sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration,
to receive immediate counseling. Call or text 1-800-985-5990 to connect with a trained
professional from the closest crisis counseling center within the network.
Crisis Text Line: Text HELLO to 741741 for free and confidential support 24 hours a day
throughout the U.S.
TXT 4 HELP: Created by National Safe Place, this nationwide, 24-hour text service
provides support for teens in crisis.
More NIH Information Lines
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