
 

Spelling Bee Director’s Note 

 

The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee premiered on Broadway at the Circle in the Square 

Theater in 2005. William Finn composed the music for what was an adapted improvisational 

play by Rebecca Feldman, but eventually became a full-length musical with music by Finn and 

lyrics by Rachel Sheinkman. The play won two Tony Awards that season for Best Book and Best 

Featured Actor. 

So, why this play we chose to present to you this evening? At its essence, I believe that theater 

is about entertainment.  And few shows are more entertaining than this musical you will see 

tonight.  It is fun, silly, witty, upbeat and filled with comedic moments and great music.  

However, like many great pieces of theatre, this show also has a veiled sentimentalism and 

honesty that is inherently intriguing and ennobles this piece with a pertinence that is perhaps 

lacking in your traditional upbeat, high energy musical. 

The audience, generally comprised of adults, witnesses a group of children taking part in a 

spelling bee.  For our characters on stage, the stakes are high and issues range from the 

expected contest squabbles to broader and more far reaching areas such as self-esteem, 

neglect, honesty and fear.  By placing our characters inside a fairly innocuous (to us) landscape, 

it gives the audience the required aesthetic distance to watch their struggles in a somewhat 

dispassionate manner, until the larger, outside issues are faced by our contestants.  It’s a smart 

approach, using children competing in a fairly inconsequential contest to give the audience the 

distance to see their faults and follies, but using those same children to make the more 

overarching problems hit harder and closer to home.  The stakes are organically raised and 

lowered using the same characters for different moments. 

For these children, the spelling bee represents a desperate, seemingly achievable goal that they 

MUST have. However time, wisdom and detachment enables the audience to see that each of 

those goals, while seemingly of desperate importance to our characters is largely irrelevant in 

the grand scheme of things.  And I believe there is a lesson to be found within that puzzle, one 

that is applicable to adults. 

I hope you enjoy this show as much as we have enjoyed preparing it for you. I hope you laugh, 

cry and have a great time, but perhaps learn something as well.  On behalf on the cast, creative 

team and university theater department, welcome to The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling 

Bee. 


