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A Note from the Dramaturg

	Tom Kitt and Brian Yorkey’s shift away from the romantic and historical tropes of mental illness is precisely what made Next to Normal so appealing to audiences everywhere. Winning the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2009, the musical evolved from a flashy display of insanity called Feeling Electric to an honest and intimate portrayal of the effects of mental illness on what could be any mother and any family in any country. It took the risk to present bipolar, as it is - painful, complicated, and selfish.
	Currently, bipolar is classified into two types- I and II. Diana presents the extreme manic and depressive symptoms that classify bipolar I and attacks could last for weeks or months at a time. She cycles through both during the course of the show and much of Next to Normal focuses on her treatment and its effects. The drug concoctions of mood stabilizers, antipsychotics, and antidepressants may provide stability, but have also been known to severely dull patients. Kay Redfield Jamison asks in her brutally honest book about this disorder, An Unquiet Mind, “How can a trip to the rings of Saturn compare to the dull stability of normality?” Patients grieve for their manic states. The temptation to operate optimally on very little sleep, feel like you’re on top of the world, and engage in risky behaviors without the concern of consequences, is sometimes irresistible. Medications may serve to mitigate the high-risk of suicide and the negative effects of mania, but often at a cost to a patient’s humanity. 
	Next to Normal is not applauding one single route of treatment, but rather offering that it is not one-size-fits-all when it comes to healing. “Next to Normal” means learning to adapt to a different way of functioning.  Those who struggle with mental illness often must come to terms with accepting what cannot be changed and acknowledging the pain. “We knew there was no easy, happy ending to this,” said Yorkey.  
	I discovered this show when I was 16 years old and in the midst of my own battle with mental illness. Very few high school students talk about this issue, so this show allowed me to feel less alone. I am honored to be able to share the story that profoundly impacted my life as part of my senior project as a theater major. My love and skill for theater has been shaped by the performance opportunities while I have been at Dickinson College and the incredible professors I’ve been so lucky to work with. Acting in the musical and as the dramaturg for Next to Normal has also allowed me to connect my research work as a history major and my work in community activism. I’ve reached out to our student body to share stories of mental illness in order to reduce the stigma as well as move forward in improving our resources on campus. Taking on this role, this research, and this responsibility to engage and educate our campus community on mental illness has been the most rewarding work I’ve done. A dear friend of mine has struggled with the complications of bipolar for years. I dedicate this to him and hope the experience of this play will do for others what it has been able to do for me.  

-Sarah Zimmer ‘17

Glossary of Terms:  
Bipolar I: mood disorder with episodes of mania and depression each lasting for weeks or months. Mania is characterized by a decreased need for sleep, goal-directed activity, risky behaviors, exaggerated sense of self, and distractibility. Psychosis can present itself in severe manic or depressive episodes marked by hallucinations or delusions and tend to match the person’s extreme mood. The disorder is markedly genetic with the chances of a child becoming bipolar at 30% percent if their parent has it. 10% to 15% of bipolar patients die by suicide and the disorder affects 2.6 of the American adult population. 
Combination Therapy: medication is the most effective way of managing bipolar. Due to the complicated and individual nature of the symptoms of the disorder; antipsychotics, anxiolytics, antidepressants, and mood stabilizers are often given together and adjusted on a person-to-person basis. 
ECT: stands for Electroconvulsive Therapy where electrodes are placed on the head and are essentially causing a series of seizures. In terms of bipolar, it is recommended for patients whose mania does not respond to medication. Still, ECT is far more commonly used today to treat depression and severe memory loss has decreased with improved procedures.  
Flowers for Algernon: book by Daniel Keyes written in 1959 about a mentally disabled man who is one day given remarkable intelligence, but soon discovers that the intelligence will slowly wane and his cure will eventually kill him. 
Frances Farmer: American actress from the Golden Age of Hollywood diagnosed with modern-day schizophrenia. She is known for stories from her time spent in an institution with inhumane conditions where she was given insulin-shock therapy and a lobotomy. These claims are not entirely substantiated, but are widely accepted as truth. 
Lithium: the first approved mood stabilizer by the FDA in the 1940s and one of the most common treatments for bipolar. It reduces mood swings and has been proven effective in about half of the people who use this medication. Lithium is toxic in high doses and thus patients’ blood levels are closely monitored. 
McMurphy: a character from the iconic 1962 Ken Kesey novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. McMurphy has faked insanity and ends up in a mental ward run by a strict Nurse Ratched. The book explores modern society’s oppression of those who live outside the “norm.” 
Pfizer: one of the world’s largest biopharmaceutical companies. They manufacture blockbuster drugs such as Lipitor and Viagra. 
Psychopharmacologist: the study of the use of medications in treating mental disorders.
Sylvia Plath: acclaimed American poet who suffered from clinical depression and much of her work centered around her despair. She had multiple suicide attempts and succeeded in taking her own life at 30 years old by placing her head in the oven, despite several efforts at treatment including ECT.
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