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PLEASE NOTE:
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m Please turn off your cell phones & beepers before the performance begins.

~~ Thank you

NOTES ON THE PLAY

Frank Wedekind’s daring and provocative play, Spring Awakening: A Children’s
Tragedy, reads like a fever dream of the turbulent era that spawned it, and yet is
startlingly contemporary. The questions that plague and torment its young
protagonists — literally to death — still resonate, as does its caricature of an adult
world blinded to its children’s needs by pious illusions.

In vivid pointillistic strokes, Wedekind exposes a community dysfunctional on every
level. Its education is an endurance test, demanding of its pupils the stamina of a
“cart horse” and the disposition of a “donkey,” but obstructing their access to any
real information or understanding. “Oh, this feeling of shame!” cries the doomed
Moritz. “What good is an encyclopedia if it doesn’t answer the first questions about
life?” Its justice is a sham, its religion a self-righteous and vindictive farce, and its
“morality” smug, hypocritical, and authoritarian. Perhaps only in Romeo and Juliet
do parents fail their children as spectacularly as they do in Spring Awakening.

Against this conspiracy to keep them shamed, docile and ignorant, the children
struggle to understand the most basic urges of their bodies and their place in a
world about to explode into the 20th Century. Wedekind captures both the
exuberant energy of adolescence, and its wrenching despair. Forbidden and silenced,
healthy desires turn to morbid fancies, sadistic dreams, and masochistic fantasies.
Perhaps most tragically, the children lash out at one another, at themselves, in rage
and violence. Only in rare, stolen moments do they — and we — experience the

joy that might have been. “Oh God,” exclaims Wendla, at one such idyll, in a lament
that highlights the terrible isolation in which she and her companions yearn, “if
someone could come and I could throw my arms around their neck and tell!”

Jean Peterson, Associate Professor of English
Dramaturge for Spring Awakening

Generous Support by the Bucknell Association for the Arts and the Richard A.
Klein Theatre and Dance Endowment has made our 2006-2007 artistic season,
guest artists’ performances, master classes, workshops and residencies possible.




FRANK WEDEKIND AND HIS TIME 1864 - 1918

1864: July- Frank (Benjamin Franklin) Wedekind born in Hanover, his parents
having just returned from America, where his father practiced medicine after
fleeing Germany in the wake of the failed 1848 revolution. His mother, Emilie,
had left home at the age of sixteen to tour America as a singer.

1879: Attends grammar school in Aarau. Schoolfriends call him the republikanischer
Americakaner; at home he is ‘the thinker’.

1881: Repeats a year on account of poor school grades, but school reports praise his
zest for acting and writing.

1883: Deaths of Karl Marx and Richard Wagner.

1884: Matriculates. Studies German and French literature in Lausanne, then, under
paternal pressure, Law in Miinster.

1886: Publishes The Speedy Painter, or Art and Mammon; abandons Law for
Literature, and hits his father during a row over his future. In Hanover,
befriends Karl Henckell and other socialists, artists and Zolaists, but expresses
doubts about the worth of Naturalism.

1888: Deaths of Kaiser Wilhem I and Wedekind’s father. Inherits enough money to
allow him to travel. Writes Spring Awakening — A Children’s Tragedy in Munich.

1890: Bismark resigns the chancellorship under Kaiser Wilhelm II.

1891: Pays for publication of Spring Awakening in Zurich, though he has no hopes of a
performance on account of the sexual content, and the ages of the protagonists.

1895: Langen publishes Earth Spirit — the first of two Lulu plays. German theatre is
too obsessed with Naturalism to take it up. Performs recitations from Ibsen —
who he doesn’t regard as a Naturalist — to earn money.

1896: Meets Strindberg, and the following year, has a son by Strindberg’s ex-wife,
Frieda.

1898: Bertolt Brecht born.
1899: Freud publishes The Interpretation of Dreams.

1904: Premiere of the second Lulu play, Pandora’s Box. The printed copies are
confiscated by the police.

1906: November — premiere of Spring Awakening in Berlin, directed by Max
Reinhardt. Premiere of Dance of Death, which is then banned.

1908: Austria annexes Bosnia and Herzogovina.
1909: Appears in seven of his plays, including Censorship.

1914: Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, and the outbreak of
war. Wedekind’s 50th birthday is celebrated with a Wedekind season in Berlin.
He has an operation for appendicitis.

1916: Publishes his play Bismarck.

1918: After a last operation, Wedekind dies on 9 March. His funeral resembles a farce;
a young admirer makes a film of the ceremony, maneuvering the mourners like
extras, then jumps hysterically into the grave, and has to be hauled out by
bystanders. Brecht attends, and later writes:

They stood helplessly in stove-pipe hats,
Like vultures around a prey. Startled
ravens. Try as they might, sweating tears,
They couldn’t bury the jester.
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