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During the late 1960’s and 
1970’s, there was a push to 
deinstitutionalize the mentally 
ill. As a result, what had been a 
private matter between families 
and institutions became a matter 
of public concern. In Pippin, 
Schwartz demonstrates not only 
the potential devastation for the 
mentally ill that are uncared for 
by their loved ones, but creates a 
means for audience members to 
understand how the mentally ill 
are driven to suicide and other 
violent acts. 

Because Pippin is designed to 
connect with most members of 
the audience. Schwartz said, “In 
essence they represent the part of 

all of us that is never satisfied, 
the hunger that can never 

be sated, the desire 
for excitement 

and glamour that 
is impossible to

achieve, the unfulfillable urges 
that lead us to self-destructive 
behavior, excess, depression for 
some, and mania for others (or 
for the same people at different 
times.” 

Leading Player makes it clear 
that the players are all within 
Pippin’s head, meaning that 
“Pippin is making himself fail 
at everything; and Pippin is 
convincing himself to commit 
suicide by self-immolation,” 
according to Scott Miller. Schwartz 
and Fosse, though they agreed 
on very little while developing 
the play, did agree that this was 
a play about self-destruction and 
longing for death. Theatre in the 
1970’s was refiled with death 
as means to deal with the many 
assassinations of the 1960’s, the 
Vietnam War, and other violence 
in America. This fascination with 
death and deconstruction of 
morbidity lead to darkness on the 
stage, a primary force that Fosse 

implemented on the 
script for the original 
1972 production.

Mental illness and pippin
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A key part of 
understanding Pippin, 
is to always remember 
that we are watching 
the performance of 
a play. While it is 
easy to remember 
that the “players” are 
actors playing a part, 
do not forget that 
Pippin’s family is also 

comprised of players- 
they are not his family. 

Everyone on the 
stage is an actor playing 
a role, including 
Pippin himself. As it 
is the first time that 
this particular actor 
is playing the role, 
he is naïve to what 

awaits him in the end. 
Miller says, “Not only 
do characters interact 
with us throughout 
the show but we also 
become a reason 
for Pippin to kill 
himself in the finale, 
as Leading Player 
tells him he’s going 
to disappoint the 

A Play Within A Play
audience if he doesn’t 
set himself on fire.” 

Catherine poses 
the biggest problem, 
however, because 
she too breaks from 
the narrative. We are 
meant to understand 
that Catherine and 
Pippin’s actors fall in 

love as well, and she 
chooses not to act 
in the play anymore 
and to save Pippin’s 
life. Ultimately, 
remember that in 
every performance 
before this one, 
Leading Player has 
successfully killed the 
actor playing Pippin 

and this is the first 
time that Catherine 
and Pippin refuse to 
finish The Finale.



This ending was not the 
original. Bob Fosse and the writers 
had a major falling out over the 
ending. Originally, Catherine 
asked Pippin, “How do you feel?” 
and he responded, “Trapped, but 
happy.” Fosse found “but happy” 
to completely cop out the entirety 
of the show. Fosse believed that 
the ending was not supposed to 
be happy, whereas Hirson and 
Schwartz were less pessimistic. 
In fact, Fosse believed that the 
Players ultimate goal was to 
achieve sexual gratification from 
Pippin’s suicide. 

This new ending was created 
in a Fringe production. When 
Stephen Schwartz heard about 
it, he changed to licensed script 
to have this ending. And it is the 
perfect ending, demonstrating 
the cyclical nature of mental 
illness as Theo must now battle 
the voices in his head. Schwartz 
wrote that he believes this ending 
is the most effective because 
Pippin and Catherine, “look on 
helplessly as they realize that 
their son, like all of us, will have 
to wrestle with his own demons 
and make his own choices.” 

Understanding 

The Ending


