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UNDERSTANDING THE SCRIPT
FOR INTO THE WOODS: A
MASTERPIECE OF INTERWOVEN
FAIRY TALES

The script for Into the Woods is far more
than a simple collection of dialogue and
lyrics.  It  is  a  meticulously  crafted
narrative that deconstructs classic fairy
tales,  weaving  them  into  a  single,
cohes i ve  s to ry  abou t  w i shes ,
consequences,  and  the  complexity  of
human nature. Written by James Lapine
with  music  and  lyrics  by  Stephen
Sondheim,  this  script  challenges  both
performers  and  audiences,  offering
layers of meaning that reward repeated
study.  Whether  you  are  a  theater
student ,  a  d i rector  prepar ing  a
production,  or  simply a fan of  musical
theater, delving into the script for Into
the  Woods  reveals  an  extraordinary
blend of humor, tragedy, and profound
insight.

The Structure of
the Script: A
Two-Act Journey
One of the most distinctive features of
the script  is  its  clear division into two
acts that mirror the classic “happily ever
after”  and  its  aftermath.  The  first  act
introduces beloved characters from fairy
tales—Cinderella,  Jack  (of  beanstalk

fame), Little Red Riding Hood, Rapunzel,
and a Baker and his Wife—all pursuing
their  individual  wishes.  The  script
cleverly  juxtaposes  their  journeys,
creating  a  narrative  that  feels  both
familiar and refreshingly new. The Baker
and his Wife, original characters created
by  Lapine,  serve  as  the  l inchpin,
connecting disparate tales through their
quest to lift a witch’s curse.
The second act takes a darker turn. The
scr ipt  for  Into  the  Woods  forces
characters  to  confront  the  real-world
consequences  o f  the i r  w ishes .
Relationships  fray,  giants  arrive,  and
beloved  characters  die.  This  structural
choice  is  one  of  the  script’s  greatest
strengths: it subverts the expectation of
a tidy ending and forces the audience to
consider  themes  of  responsibility,
community, and the cost of getting what
you  want.  The  script’s  seamless
transition from lighthearted adventure to
poignant  drama  is  a  testament  to
Lapine’s  writing  and  Sondheim’s  lyric
genius.

Key Themes
Embedded in the
Script
The script for Into the Woods is rich with
thematic  content.  It  explores  the  idea
that wishes are not simple solutions to
problems  but  complex  bargains  with
hidden  costs .  Each  character ’s
desire—Cinderella’s  wish  to  attend the
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festival,  Jack’s  wish  for  money,  the
Baker’s Wife’s wish for a child—leads to
unintended  consequences.  The  script
emphasizes that “wishes come true, not
free,” a line that resonates throughout
the second act.
Another  central  theme  is  the  loss  of
innocence. Little Red Riding Hood begins
as  a  naive  child  and,  after  a  violent
encounter with the Wolf, becomes more
worldly and cynical. The script handles
her transformation with both humor and
gravity.  Similarly,  the  Baker  learns  to
take  responsibility  for  his  actions,
moving  from  passive  desire  to  active
agency.  Intergenerational  conflict  also
runs  deeply,  particularly  through  the
Witch, whose own mother’s curse set the
story in motion. The script for Into the
Woods ultimately suggests that growing
up  means  accepting  ambiguity  and
acting  out  of  love,  not  selfish  wish
fulfillment.

Character
Analysis: The
Script’s
Ensemble Cast
The script gives each character a distinct
voice and arc, even within the whirlwind
of ensemble storytelling. The Baker and
h i s  W i f e  p r o v i d e  a  r e l a t a b l e
grounding—they  are  ordinary  people
facing extraordinary circumstances. The
Baker’s journey toward fatherhood and
responsibility  is  mirrored by his  Wife’s
more impulsive nature, which leads to a
pivotal  moment  of  infidelity  with  the
charming Prince. The script handles this
with  surpr is ing  depth,  showing

characters who are neither wholly good
nor wholly bad.
The Witch is arguably the most complex
role in the script for Into the Woods. She
begins as a villain, cursing the Baker’s
family for a past transgression, but her
backstory reveals a woman scarred by
her  own  mother ’ s  c rue l ty .  Her
transformation  into  a  beautiful,  then
disfigured,  then  vulnerable  figure
underscores  the  play’s  critique  of
appearances. Rapunzel, often a passive
princess in traditional  tales,  is  given a
more  tragic  narrative,  ending  in
madness and death.  Even the Princes,
with their  charming duet  “Agony,”  are
satirized as self-absorbed romantics who
are incapable of true commitment.

How the Script
Uses Language
and Lyrics
Reading the  script  for  Into  the  Woods
reveals  Sondheim’s  unparalleled  skill
with wordplay and subtext. The lyrics are
not  just  songs—they are extensions of
character. “Children Will  Listen” serves
as  a  haunting  finale,  reminding  adults
that  their  actions  shape  the  next
generation.  “No One Is  Alone,”  a duet
between the Baker and Cinderella, offers
a  simple  yet  profound  message  of
solidarity. The script also uses repeated
motifs,  such  as  the  phrase  “into  the
woods,” to signify both the literal forest
and the uncertainty of life’s path.
The dialogue is equally sharp. Lapine’s
book combines fairy tale formality with
modern  conversational  rhythms,
creating a timeless quality. The script’s
humor  often  arises  from  the  clash  of
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archetypes—Red  Riding  Hood’s
b luntness  aga ins t  the  Baker ’ s
frustrat ion,  or  the  two  Pr inces’
competitiveness.  This  blend  of  reality
and fantasy makes the script for Into the
Woods both accessible and intellectually
stimulating.

Production Notes
and Directorial
Considerations
from the Script
For  those  staging  a  performance,  the
script  for  Into  the  Woods  offers  specific
challenges  and  opportunities.  The
original  production,  directed  by  James
Lapine  on  Broadway  in  1987,  used  a
minimalist set with a tree stage left and
a winding path. The script relies heavily
on  theatr ica l i ty ,  wi th  the  g iant
represented  by  a  giant  puppet  or  a
voice.  The recent movie adaptation by
Disney introduced more realism, but the
stage script thrives on imagination and
quick scene changes.
Important  directorial  notes  include  the
need  for  seamless  transitions,  strong
chemistry  among  the  ensemble,  and
careful  handling  of  the  second  act’s
tonal  shift.  The  script  includes  stage
directions that suggest the “Mysterious
Man”  (the  Baker’s  father)  should  be
played by the same actor who plays the
Narrator, a choice that adds a layer of
meta-theatrical  meaning.  Music-wise,
the score demands versatile singers who
can  handle  Sondheim’s  complex
harmonies  and  rapid-fire  lyrics.
Character  doubling  is  a  common
approach: the same actor might play the

Wolf and the Baker’s father, or Florinda
and  Lucinda,  Cinderella’s  stepsisters.
This  not  only  economizes  casting  but
reinforces the interconnectedness of the
tales. The script for Into the Woods can
be performed with a cast as small as 14,
but  requires  every  performer  to  be
strong both dramatically and vocally.

Adaptations and
the Script’s
Legacy
The script for Into the Woods has been
adapted into a 2014 film, but the original
stage version remains the definitive text.
The  film  made  changes—expanding  the
Witch’s role, cutting the song “No More,”
a n d  a d d i n g  a  m o r e  h o p e f u l
ending—which  sparked  debate  among
purists.  However,  the  stage  script
continues  to  be  produced  worldwide
because  it  offers  a  more  coherent
allegory  about  adulthood.  It  has  won
multiple  Tony  Awards,  including  Best
Score and Best Book, and is studied in
theater  programs  for  its  structural
innovation.
High  school  and  community  theaters
often face decisions about content: the
script  includes  sexual  innuendo,
violence,  and  adult  themes.  Directors
may  choose  to  tone  down  certain
moments, but the script’s power lies in
its honesty about the messiness of life.
The script for Into the Woods is also a
prime  example  of  intertextuality,
referencing  not  just  Grimm  but  also
Perrault  and  later  adaptations.  This
layered approach makes it a rich subject
for academic analysis.



4

4 Script For Into The Woods 2024-10-25

How to Obtain
the Script for
Into the Woods
If you are looking to read or license the
script for Into the Woods, it is published
by Theatre Communications Group (TCG)
and also available through Music Theatre
International  (MTI)  for  performance
rights. The published script includes all
dialogue  and  lyrics,  as  well  as  stage
directions and notes from the creators.
Many  libraries  carry  it,  or  you  can
purchase  i t  onl ine.  For  amateur
productions,  be  sure  to  secure  proper
licensing  from  MTI  to  avoid  copyright
infringement.

A Closer Look at
the Witch’s
Monologue: One
of the Script’s
Highlights
One cannot discuss the script for Into the

Woods  without highlighting the Witch’s
Act I finale, “Stay With Me,” and her Act
II  tour  de  force,  “Witch’s  Rap”  (often
tit led  “Last  Midnight”).  In  these
moments,  the  scr ipt  showcases
Sondheim’s ability to blend anger, pain,
and  vu lnerab i l i ty .  The  Wi tch ’s
monologue about  her  mother— “I  was
raised to be charming, not sincere”—is a
devastating  critique  of  parenting  and
societal  expectations.  This  passage
alone  is  a  masterclass  in  character
development  within  a  musical  comedy
framework.

Conclusion
The script for Into the Woods remains a
landmark in  American musical  theater.
Its clever interweaving of classic stories,
its  unflinching look at  the consequences
of desire, and its sophisticated blend of
humor and tragedy make it a perennial
favorite.  Whether  you  encounter  it  on
the  page  or  on  the  stage,  the  script
invites you to think critically about the
tales we tell children and the truths we
hide  from ourselves.  It  is  a  work  that
grows  with  you,  revealing  new  layers
wi th  each  read ing .  For  anyone
passionate about storytelling, the script
for Into the Woods  is a treasure worth
exploring again and again.


