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ABSTRACT 

There is a societal stigma that villainizes or degrades anyone diagnosed or 

associated with any mental illness. While many different forms of media have attempted 

to destroy this stigma through psycho-centric narratives, I wanted to argue that musical 

theatre has the greatest potential as a live entertainment source to deconstruct and 

reduce the stigma surrounding mental illness. For my research, I theorized that musical 

theatre can most effectively change societal stigma about mental illness by 

communicating a clear understanding of the disease through music, and achieving 

popularity in the public eye longer than other live forms of theatre. I chose to focus on 

four of those musicals: Lady in the Dark by Moss Hart, Kurt Weill, and Ira Gershwin 

which talks about depression and anxiety in the 1940s; Spring Awakening, adapted 

from Frank Wedekind’s original play by Steven Sater and Duncan Sheik, which 

discusses depression and suicidal tendencies, specifically in students; Next to Normal 

by Brian Yorkey and Tom Kitt which revolves around bipolar disorder; and Dear Evan 

Hansen by Steven Levenson, Benj Pasek, and Justin Paul which talks about the 

prevalence of anxiety disorders in society.  

With this thesis I wanted to further the progression of destigmatizating mental 

illnesses through the medium of musical theatre. Through an analysis of these well-

known musicals that focus on mental illnesses and the psychological research that 

follows, I proposed a short song cycle that continues this evolution of mental illness 

musicals. Through this process, I theorized that musical theatre will decrease the stigma 

surrounding mental illnesses and will promote treatment and care when dealing with 

mental illnesses.  
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WORDS FAIL: THE PREVALENCE OF DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY DISORDERS 
AS SHOWN BY DEAR EVAN HANSEN, AND HOW IT IS AFFECTED BY MEDIA 

Anxiety Disorders 

 Dear Evan Hansen tells the story of Evan Hansen, a seventeen-year old with 

anxiety and depression as he gets stuck in a series of lies about Connor, another 

student at his high school. Evan’s therapist suggests that he should write letters to 

himself about how his day was. While Evan is printing out a letter about a terrible day he 

had, Connor sees the letter on the printer and he sees his sister’s name in the letter. 

Connor thinks that this letter is a prank because of this name and thinks that Evan 

printed it off so that Connor would freak out and humiliate himself.  He yells at Evan for 

trying to embarrass him and storms off, letter in hand. After a few days, Evan is brought 

into the principal’s office where he is told that Connor has committed suicide and that 

his family found a note in his pocket addressed to Evan. Evan becomes too anxious to 

tell the truth about the note and goes along with what Connor’s parents are saying, 

claiming that they were secretly best friends. Evan starts to make up all of these events 

and stories about Connor which all paints Connor to be a better person than most 

people thought. These lies devolve into a series of more intricate lies that eventually 

lead Evan to reveal himself to Connor’s family.  

People tend to associate fear and anxiety together, but Greist, Jefferson, and 

Marks define the two in their book, Anxiety and its Treatment – Help is Available : 

Advice from Three Leading Psychiatrists in the Field of Anxiety Treatment: 

The causes of fear tend to be more external to the individual and thus 

more easily identified… Anxiety, by contrast, can be viewed as a response 

to a less obvious, ill-defined, irrational, distant, or unrecognized source of 
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How Dear Evan Hansen Portrays Anxiety Disorders and Depression 

 Dear Evan Hansen has two ways of portraying generalized anxiety disorders: 

through showing Evan and his personal experience and through how social media 

displays the number of people who experience anxiety. Evan has many songs 

throughout the show that display his anxiety. These songs seem to have some shared 

traits but also shine individually in the portrayal of Evan’s anxiety. One of these ways is 

through repeating words or phrases in close succession. The first example of this is in 

“Waving through a Window,” with the phrase from the pickup into measure 100 to 

measure 103 (See Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9 Excerpt from "Waving Through a Window" by Benj Pasek and Justin Paul 

This use of repeated phrases works in multiple ways: it tends to generate anxiety when 

something is repeated over and over again, it gives the audience more time to relate 

and familiarize themselves to the lyrics, and reinforces the genre that already serves to 
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make the story more relatable. Thoughts that are on a loop are characteristic of GAD. 

This happens multiple times throughout the show, and the pop genre of the music tends 

to allow the repetition of phrases.  By using pop music to tell this story, Pasek and Paul 

have chosen a genre in which the repetition of phrases in close succession is 

acceptable and commonly seen. So, while this technique is not typically used in pop 

music to generate anxiety, Pasek and Paul took advantage of the natural tendencies of 

popular music to represent mental illness. Another musical element that Dear Evan 

Hansen utilizes is the dramatic switch between opposing dynamics. This happens right 

before the excerpt in “Waving through a Window” as well as in “Words Fail” (See Figure 

10). 

 

 

This song happens when Evan finally reveals that everything has been based off a lie: 

his relationship with Zoe and Connor’s family, the Conner project, and the email 

Figure 10 Excerpt from "Words Fail" by Benj Pasek and Justin Paul 
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exchange between Connor and Evan. The song builds to this climax and finally reveals 

the real reason why Evan committed to these lies.  

Musically, the dynamics in this excerpt change drastically within a few measures 

of each other. In the first measure, there is a subito piano that suddenly grows to a 

fortissimo. This feeling of instability is immediately reinforced by the fermatas that 

indicate the silence that follows this moment. Once the silence has passed, everything 

is quiet again. In almost every one of Evan’s songs, there is a giant moment in which 

Evan is supposed to be singing his loudest at a fortissimo and suddenly has to drop 

down within a couple of measures. This sporadic use of dynamics parallels the 

unpredictability of anxiety and how it can seemingly come out of nowhere.   

Song: the Eulogy 

Dear Evan Hansen had many qualities that made it easy for the audience to 

relate to Evan Hansen, and therefore to empathize with anxiety. Using pop music draws 

in an audience by creating a sense of familiarity with each moment. They also create 

this sense of familiarity through use of social media.  

However, one issue with Dear Evan Hansen is that Connor is shown as either 

one of two things: a villainous teenager who only cares about himself or a great friend 

and family member who really cares about people. While this is initiated by Evan’s 

fictional portrayal of him and Connor’s family’s memories of him, it is perpetuated by 

The Connor Project, the online campaign to keep Connor’s memory alive.  

I will write a song that eulogizes someone like Connor as a human being rather than 

one of the extremes the show seems to portray him as. I am going to utilize the devices 

that Dear Evan Hansen uses so well, such as repetitions of phrases. With these 
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phrases, I am going to use the mother figure and a friend to describe Connor, and the 

repetition of phrases will be used to show thoughts that both characters shared. This 

song will allow audiences not only to relate with Evan, but to provide an outlet to relate 

to Connor. In the show, there is noticeable distance created between the audience and 

Connor, though the whole point of the Connor Project is to remember Connor. This 

song will provide that connection between the audience and Connor by eulogizing him 

with humanizing stories.   
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

 Entertainment has perpetuated the societal stigmas against mental illnesses for 

too long. Musical theatre practitioners can work towards destigmatizing mental illnesses 

by continuing the trend of discussing mental illness in their musicals, as Lady in the 

Dark did with depression, Spring Awakening did with student suicide, Next to Normal 

did with bipolar disorder, and Dear Evan Hansen did with generalized anxiety disorder.  

These four shows are great examples of how to utilize the format of musical 

theatre to tell these narratives centered around mental illness. Through portraying the 

disorder and the treatment process alongside with the struggles they both present, 

musical theatre provides a relatable and palatable understanding of mental illnesses 

that the general public chooses not to discuss. By continuing this process, it is possible 

to use musical theatre to change societal stigmas against mental illnesses. 

Throughout my research and analysis, I have realized that the most important 

aspect of creating and telling stories that focus around mental illnesses is telling them in 

such a way that the audience can easily relate. In Dear Evan Hansen, this is done 

through the use of social media and pop music to make anxiety more palatable to an 

audience. This is the main flaw in Spring Awakening because Moritz’s story is 

secondary to Melchior’s story, and therefore the audience does not have much time with 

Moritz and his struggles. With this in mind, I will write and stage my song cycle in a way 

that is inclusive and promotes empathy. In some songs, this is done by composing 

music that parallels the symptoms of a particular mental illness—like Dear Evan Hansen 

does with repeating phrases and GAD. In other songs, I will do this by writing narratives 
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that really choose to focus on a character’s struggle with mental illness, opposed to 

making it an extraneous character trait.  

In regards to staging this song cycle, I plan to have a series of chairs scattered 

around an intimate venue. The performers will enter with the audience and will stand up 

from their chairs and perform from that stationary place. This idea serves to highlight 

that anyone in the room could be singing a song about mental illness because of how 

common mental illness is. I also have an idea of staging the performance in a studio 

space and allowing the mirrors to be open on the walls. The purpose of this is to 

highlight the sense of unity, and the idea that it truly could be anyone singing the 

material.  
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