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Center theatre Group education and Community Partnerships

Center theatre Group’s mission is to serve the diverse audiences 
of Los Angeles by producing and presenting theatre of the highest 
caliber, by nurturing new artists, by attracting new audiences, and by 
developing youth outreach and education programs. this mission is 
based on the belief that the art of theatre is a cultural force with the 
capacity to transform the lives of individuals and society at large.

Education and Community Partnerships
theatre is an enduring and powerful tool for communicating ideas, 
stories, emotions and beliefs that fuel the intellect, imagination 
and creative spirit. Center theatre Group believes that stimulating 
awareness, creativity, dialogue and an inquisitive mind is integral to 
the growth and well-being of the individual and the community; and 
that nurturing a life-long appreciation of the arts leads inextricably to 
an engaged and enlightened society.

Center Theatre Group’s education and community partnership 
programs advance the organization’s mission in three key ways:

Audiences: inspiring current and future audiences to discover 
theatre and its connection to their lives;
Artists: investing in the training, support and development 
of emerging young artists and young arts professionals who 
are the future of our field; and
Arts Education Leadership: Contributing to the community-wide 
efforts to improve the quality and scope of arts education in Los 
Angeles. 

JOin OtHer YOunG Artists At
Facebook.com/CtGemergingArtists

a groundbreaking American musical filled with 
characters who yearn for something more, songs 
bursting with raw emotion and a story that dares us to 
feel, challenges us to hope and urges us to be as alive 
as the music.

Music can often express feelings that are too 
overwhelming for words alone. Green day musicians  

– Billie Joe Armstrong, Michael dirnt, and tré Cool - 
created their hit album American Idiot as a response to  
the fear and chaos of post 9/11 America. their music 
challenged a world that seemed unbalanced and unjust. 
it gave voice to a generation of Americans, providing 
an outlet for emotions and a way to channel pain and 
frustration.
 
the journey from punk rock album to Broadway musical 
originated with long time Green day fan and Broadway 
director Michael Mayer. As he listened to Green day’s 
music, he was moved by the album’s story of American 
youth searching for more, feeling lost and afraid, 
wanting to change their lives. He knew that American 
Idiot was a rock opera ready to be staged and in 
collaboration with Billie Joe and the band, Green day’s 
American Idiot was brought to explosive life onstage. 

Punk and Protest. numbness and connection. rage 
and Love. For the characters we meet in this musical 
and the artists whose work we witness – reaching deep 
inside to create, to feel, to express, or to connect is a 
journey that requires great willingness and real courage. 

turn the page to reflect upon the power of music and its 
necessity in our lives. read Michael Mayer’s interview 
for his unique take on the role of the director. Compare 
punk rock and protest music as responses to the world 
around them.  think about the power of friendship – 
both Green day’s life-long friendship and that of the 
characters we meet.  

theatre raises questions and challenges audience 
members to discover their own answers.  see what 
questions this information raises for you and what 
questions and answers the performance provides. 
thank you so much for joining us for American Idiot.  
We look forward to seeing you at the theatre!

“Do you know  
what’s worth  
fighting for,  

When it’s not  
worth dying for?”

—american idiot

“This is my rage/ This is my love/ 
This is my town/ This is my city/ 
This is my life.”
— American Idiot

March 13–April 22, 2012 • Ahmanson Theatre
Van Hughes, Joshua Kobak and the company of American idiot photo: doug hamilton.
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johnny
the guy who goes to the city

Johnny is disappointed by the direction (or lack of direction) in 
his life.  He buys bus tickets for himself, Tunny and Will, to get 
out of their hometown and move to the big city.  Taking action 
empowers him. Once in the city he asserts, “I got plans, baby... 
The end of the world is over.”

The city doesn’t provide him with the excitement and purpose 
he’d hoped for. Profoundly lonely, he conjures up St. Jimmy, 
the antithesis of everything in Johnny’s suburban life: chaos, 
power, anarchy, violence, freedom to do whatever he wants 
and not care or feel anything. But the escape and numbness 
St. Jimmy’s lifestyle (and drugs) provides quickly becomes op-
pressive, manipulating, and self-destructive.  Johnny meets his 
dream girl, Whatsername, and actually starts to feel some-
thing, and it’s good.  But he’s weak. He chooses to submit 
to his addiction instead of fighting for his relationship. Alone 
again and devastated, he’s hit rock bottom: “I amount to noth-
ing... Time to wake up.”

tunny
“the guy who goes to the middle east”

Tunny follows Johnny, but is as lonely and angry in the city as 
he was in the suburbs. A commercial on television offers him a 
solution – become an American soldier and fame and adora-
tion are yours! That’s just what he needs. He enlists. In line for 
his physical with other enlistees, he reveals his vulnerability: 
“We are the waiting unknown/ And screaming.” He and the 
young men and women around him are crying out for purpose, 
direction, and validation.

Soon after, Tunny experiences the painful realities of military 
life during wartime. He is critically injured in combat and sent 
to the hospital with other wounded soldiers. There, he expe-
riences excruciating pain and watches as other young men, 
no different than him, die. He laments, “Dying/ Everybody’s 
dying/ Hearts are washed away/ Drenched in Gasoline...Songs 
of yesterday/ Now live underground.” In a morphine-induced 
haze, Tunny meets Extraordinary Girl, one of the nurses as-
signed to care for him.  She becomes a source of comfort, 
warmth, and hope in an otherwise bleak situation. 

Words get stuck in my mind    
	 	–sorry if I don’t take the time     
						     –to feel the way I do

green day’s american idiot Time: At some point in the recent past.
Location: Jingletown, USA, a typical American Suburb
best friends johnny, tunny, and will have a lot in common. 
They love music and playing guitar. Their daily routine: TV, beer, pot, cigarettes, hanging out at the 7-11, and constant, mind-numbing boredom. All three are fed up with “do-nothing-go-nowhere suburban life” and the chaos, fear, and information over-
load of post-9/11 America. They are seeking the same things — something worth fighting for, worth living for — but go about it in 
three very different ways.  Johnny rebels, choosing a life of drugs and chaos. Tunny thinks he’ll find his place in the world by fitting 
in to something larger, the military. While Will resents having to stay home, he believes doing the right thing will give him some 
peace. Their paths have one major thing in common — fear and the inability to feel deeply.

will 
the guy who stays home in suburbia

Will is all set to go with his best friends to the city, but his girlfriend 
Heather’s pregnancy ends that.  Staying home seems like the right thing 
to do.  But Will doesn’t realize that being responsible requires more than 
just being physically present – you’ve got to be emotionally present as 
well. Will can’t take the pressure and resents the burden. In an argument 
with Heather he complains, “Too much too soon/ Too late and now it 
sucks to be you too.” Instead of rising to the occasion, Will ignores her 
and the baby, preferring to sit on the couch, watch TV, and smoke pot. 
When Heather takes their baby and moves out, Will becomes defensive 
and paranoid.  He asserts, “There’s nothing wrong with me,” and imag-
ines her taunting, “Nobody likes you, everyone left you/ They’re all out 
without you, havin’ fun.” 

all three of the guys are in ruins, 
physically and mentally. Even when Whatsername, Heather and Extraordi-
nary Girl plead with them to stop running from their emotions and accept 
the love they’re being offered, Johnny, Tunny, and Will resist. And yet, 
despite their best efforts to avoid pain, they’re still miserable.  Separated 
by thousands of miles, they come to the same conclusion – it’s time for 
them to wake up and get their lives together. 

They reunite at the neighborhood 7-11, the very spot where their journeys 
began. They may be back in the suburbs they once found so oppressive, 
but their experiences over the past year have transformed them: Johnny, 
Tunny and Will, are finally willing to feel.

The album American Idiot was created 
during a time of great turbulence in our 
country. 9/11 and the events following 
it triggered intense emotions in the 
American people. For many, it was too 
much; the feelings were overwhelming. 
Like the characters in this play, they chose 
numbness over falling apart.

It’s not just in times of conflict that we may 
need a break from feelings too big to deal 
with right away. Everyone needs to escape 
sometimes and chooses a way to do it: TV, 
computer games, gossip, eating, drugs, 
alcohol, working, exercise, shopping. Even 
though some are necessary (you’ve got to 
eat) and healthy (everyone should exercise), 
anything done to excess can become a 
crutch, a way to avoid painful feelings 
altogether.

It takes great courage to feel. Feelings are 
an energy source that can be wildly creative 
or wildly destructive. Once you dare to 
feel, that energy has to go somewhere. 
The characters we meet put it into their 
friendships; Green Day put it into their 
music. How else can that emotional energy 
be used?

“We are the kids  of war and peace/  From Anaheim  to the Middle East”

to feel or not to feel

st. jimmy  

drugs personified

Johnny’s heroine addiction is the most extreme numbing 
out that we see in the show. The role of drugs is so big, 
the creators decided to make it a character. St. Jimmy is 
the drug, the dealer, the drug-life, the high. He represents 
the allure of drugs, the temporary and false sense of 
power they give, and their self-destructive -- even deadly 
– potential. As powerful as St. Jimmy seems, the one 
thing he can’t survive is genuine feelings and connection. 
 
Why does it take courage to feel? 

What’s appealing about numbness?  
Why does it so often draw us in? 

Does it take courage to love?  
Does it take more courage to love or to rage? 

Where do you choose to put the energy from your 
feelings? Into creativity? Friendship? Activism? Family?
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“i’m the son of rage and love”
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“you just go as 
deep as you can, 
even where you 
don’t even like 
the things  
that you’re 
thinking about 
or you’re  
feeling.”  
—billie joe armstrong,  

the new york times, 5/3/09



    

American Idiot is both protest and punk music, but it’s 
also a rock opera. Musical theater uses both spoken words 
and songs to develop plot and characters. A rock opera is 
different. The story is told without any dialogue, entirely 
through songs unified by theme and characters. The lyrics 
are like poems, revealing the characters’ feelings. The 
music takes us even deeper into the emotional landscape 
of the story. Combined, the poetry and music evokes a 
powerful mood. In experiencing a rock opera, we get to 
feel what the characters feel, and go with them on their 
inner journey.

rock operaprotest songs have always been an important part 
of american political expression. Because of music’s 
innate ability to communicate on a deeply emotional level, and the 
sacredness of our First Amendment free-speech rights, American 
protest music has played a critical role in social causes throughout our 
history – educating, uplifting, motivating, calling to arms, speaking up 
for the unheard – doing what words alone could not.

information:
“Follow the Drinking Gourd,” the anthem of the Underground 
Railroad, provided coded instructions for fleeing slaves – the “drinking 
gourd” refers to the Big Dipper constellation; other coded words 
described signposts and geographical markers along the escape route. 

inspiration:
“We Shall Overcome” – sung publicly for the first time in 1945 by 
members of the Negro Food and Tobacco Union during a strike – 
champions courage, solidarity with others in a common cause, and 
nonviolent resolve in the face of brutality.

calls for peace in times of war:
In reaction to the Vietnam War, “Blowin’ in the Wind” – one of Bob 
Dylan’s countless protest compositions – and “Give Peace a Chance” 
by John Lennon and Yoko Ono are universal and timeless as rallying 
cries for anti-war protesters everywhere.

empowerment:
Aretha Franklin’s 1967 “Respect” and James Brown’s 1968 “Say It 
Loud – I’m Black and I’m Proud,” encouraged audiences to be proud 
of who they are and demand the recognition they deserved. In 1989, 
Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” denounced the legitimacy of those 
who abuse their authority.

giving voice to the voiceless:
In 1982’s “The Message,” Grand Master Flash chronicled the 
frustrations of life in the ghetto. In the early 1990s, when the 
American economy was strong, Arrested Development’s “Mr. 
Wendal” called attention to the people who were still suffering from 
tremendous poverty.

exposing society’s ills:
Billie Holiday’s 1939 single “Strange Fruit,” poetically lays bare 
the barbaric practice of lynching. In 1988 NWA railed against the 
unspoken but well established practice of racial profiling and often 
unpublicized instances of police brutality in “F*** the Police.”

Today, the 2008 economic crash and recession that followed has 
inspired protest songs specifically addressing the dramatically unequal 
distribution of resources and the disenfranchisement of countless 
American citizens who feel ignored by those in positions of power.  
Songs like Spoon’s peppy “The Underdog”; Michael Piffinton & Joe 
Ax cover of Aloe Blacc’s soulful single, “I Need A Dollar”; and the 
tUnE-yArDs’ “My Country,” which rewrites the chorus of the national 
anthem to include “How come I cannot see my future within your 
arms?” – can all be heard blaring at OWS camps across the nation.

Protest   
          Music 

“y
o

u
 w

ri
te

 t
h

e 
so

un
dt

ra
ck

 t
o

 t
h

e 
ch

ao
s.

 a
n

d
 y

o
u

 w
ri

te
 t

h
e 

so
un

dt
ra

ck
 t

o
 s

o
m

e 
ki

n
d

 o
f 

a 
re

vo
lt

.”
  

—
bi

ll
ie

 jo
e 

ar
m

st
ro

n
g

  

punk rockwh     t 
is

East 
LA Punk
East 
LA Punk

music is truly a force. It’s a language everyone 
can understand and conveys feelings that sometimes 
can’t be articulated in spoken words alone. A song’s lyrics 
might be in a language you don’t speak, or sung so loud 
and fast that it’s almost impossible to understand, or 
maybe the song doesn’t have any lyrics at all. Regardless, 
the sound of the music itself can express a huge range 
of emotions – rage, love, awe, fear, joy, despair. Music 
has the ability to cross the boundaries of language and 
culture; to bring people from all backgrounds together in 
a shared emotional experience; and to say what can’t be 
said.

The Power of Music
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Los Angeles’ place in punk history is well established, 
but a large portion of the story is often omitted. 
Alongside the Hollywood scene, and before the 
hardcore Orange County scene, East LA punk bands 
were developing their own sound, fusing Latin 
rhythms and instrumentation into their compositions. 
Crossover into the Hollywood and West LA club circuit 
was minimal, but highly impactful. Alice Bag (born 
Alicia Armedariz to Mexican immigrants) formed The 
Bags – the first LA punk band led by a woman – in 
1976 and was soon a fixture in clubs like The Masque 
and The Troubadour. Her thick, furious, screaming 
vocal style became a mainstay of the LA punk sound.

For the most part, though, East LA bands had 
difficulty getting booked in top LA venues. Closed 
doors didn’t deter the community, however; they took 
matters into their own hands.  Willie Herron, lead 
singer of seminal East LA punk band Los Illegals, 
founded Club Vex in 1980. Held weekly on the second 
floor of Self Help Graphics, Club Vex provided local 
bands with a legitimate venue, and drew musicians 
and audiences from both the East and West sides. 
In addition, a robust backyard circuit evolved that 
is going strong today. Every weekend, hundreds of 
punk fans cram into houses across East LA to hear 
local bands. Promotion is minimal – usually a flurry of 
text messages shortly before the shows. The gigs are 
intense, with mosh pits bigger than most clubs would 
allow. Bands play their sets as quickly as possible, 
in keeping with punk’s traditional breakneck speed, 
but also to get as much of their set in before any 
neighbors can complain. If the gig is shut down, they 
pack up and move somewhere else, often that very 
same night. This is the D.I.Y. ethic so intrinsic to punk 
philosophy, taken to a whole other level.
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Billie Joe, Mike, and Tré are punk rock to their core; the sound, aesthetic, and ideology 
is what made them want to commit their lives to music. But from the beginning of their 
career, they’ve never felt confined by punk conventions. With American Idiot, both the 
album and the stage musical, they pushed themselves beyond their personal limits and 
created something completely new, a hybrid of three genres: punk rock, protest music and 
rock opera.

American Idiot was like nothing anyone had ever heard, and the world went crazy for it. 
Green Day gave voice to an entire generation, this one angry, disenfranchised, demanding 
to be heard, but overloaded by information and extreme emotions. American Idiot did 
more than just defy genre – it shouted at the world for those whose voices had grown 
hoarse, or who had been too numb to know what to shout in the first place. 

American Idiot: 
a punk-protest-rock-opera

Punk \’p nk\
noun	 1. archaic : prostitute; 2. nonsense, foolishness; 
3. a : a young inexperienced person; b : a petty gangster, 
hoodlum, or ruffian; c slang : submissive.
adj.	 1. falling short of a standard; 2. extremely 
unsatisfactory; 3. suffering from a temporary disorder of 
the body.

The word isn’t positive, but nonetheless embraced by 
punk artists, illustrating their “I don’t care what you think 
of me” attitude. 

Punk’s sound is diverse, with countless subgenres and 
fusions. Glam punk, hardcore punk, pop punk, riot grrrl, 
ska punk and skate punk are only a few of the more well 
known.  Along with 2 Tone, Celtic punk, Chicano punk, 
Christian punk, cowpunk, folk punk, horror punk, Nazi 
punk, Oi!, punk blues, Taqwacore (punk Islam), and many 
more, punk rock has the potential to give voice to just 
about anyone.

Punk music does, however, have some defining 
characteristics. The sound is loud, fast and rough. A 
simple drum kit, over-amplified electric guitar and driving 
electric bass, back-up aggressive vocals that are as much 
shouting as they are singing. Topics range from outrage 
to love to boredom and beyond, but underlying it all is 
rebellion, alienation, social discontent, and the rejection 
of conformity. The messages are subversive and anti-
establishment.

“Do It Yourself” (D.I.Y.) is at the heart of punk’s 
philosophy: music isn’t just for people who know how to 
play instruments, or have pretty voices, or have record 
deals; energy counts for as much, if not more, than skill. 
Pick up an instrument. Say what you feel. Anything goes. 
Anyone can form a band.

Punk rock emerged in the 1970s, when the world was 
in economic and political turmoil. Like protest music, 
the punk community was responding to what they saw 
as the great problems of their time, but they striped 
away harmony and melody, 
leaving bare instrumentation 
and raw emotion. They were 
striking out against the world 
with their music, and they 
weren’t going to camouflage 
their passion with anything 
pretty. 

Three bands in particular 
would leave their mark 
on punk sound, style and 
image. The Ramones’ self-
titled first release in 1976 
had a raucous, raw, short 
and to-the-point sound 
that resonated with young 

people disillusioned by their government. The Sex Pistols 
and The Clash both released their first albums the next 
year, venting their outrage at the unstable economy and 
rampant unemployment in the United Kingdom. Both 
groups took the Ramones’ frenetic, rough, untrained 
sound, their leather, t-shirt, and torn jeans uniform, and 
added safety pins, spiked hair, radical left-wing politics 
and a nihilistic attitude. 

In the mid-90s, pop punk bands like Green Day and The 
Offspring were embraced by the mainstream in ways the 

punk underground 
never dreamed of. 
Green Day’s first major 
label release, Dookie, 
was one of the most 
popular albums of 
1994, of any genre. 
Every track a major hit, 
Dookie jump-started a 
pop punk revival that 
continues today.

Even Mattel has gone 
punk – Goth Punk 
Barbie sports a lace-
up corset and boots; 
Rockabilly Barbie 
bears an uncanny 
resemblance Patricia 
Day, lead singer of 
Swedish punk band 
HorrorPop, who 

is suing the company for using her likeness without 
permission. 2011’s Tokidoki Barbie dons a short pink bob, 
tiny pink mini-skirt, leopard print tights, and arm, neck, 
chest and back tattoos.

Punk’s mainstream prominence is a major source of 
contention within the punk community. Fierce resistance 
to cooptation naturally leads to suspicion of anything 
and anyone who reaches a certain level of success. It’s a 
vicious cycle: Musicians form a band because they have 
something to say and demand to be heard. They hurl 
their music at a world they feel ignored by. Fellow punks 
listen and support. Then outsiders listen and like what 
they hear. Popularity grows. The musicians are not only 
embraced by the establishment, they dominate it. The 
world is finally listening, but their punk status is called 
into question; the debate is explosive. Is it possible to 
sell millions of records, to sell out large concert venues, 
without selling out?

“for me, punk has always 
been about doing things 
your own way... an 
ultimate freedom and 
sense of individuality. 
which basically becomes a 
metaphor for life and the 
way you want to live it.” 
 —billie joe armstrong

What is the power of music?

Why do we need music in our lives?

What’s your own relationship to music? 

What role does it play in your life?

What style of music best expresses your 
thoughts and feelings?

Have you ever used music to communicate 
something you couldn’t put into words?

“It’s a proven fact 
that music can 

change people.”  

—Billie Joe Armstrong



the members of green day – Billie Joe Armstrong, 
Michael (Pritchard) Dirnt, and Tré Cool (Frank Edwin Wright 
III) – were all born in 1972, to working class families in Northern 
California. 

At 5, Billie Joe began music and voice lessons in his hometown 
of Rodeo. Five years later, his father – a truck driver and part-
time jazz drummer – passed away unexpectedly. His mother, a 
waitress now raising six kids on her own, worked hard to keep-up 
Billie Joe’s musical training, knowing it was the main outlet for his 
grief.

Mike was adopted as an infant. His parents split up when he was 
11; he moved with his 
mom and sister to Rodeo. 
He met Billie Joe that year 
in elementary school. 
They bonded over music 
and family challenges. 
Billie Joe taught Mike how 
to play guitar. It wasn’t 
hard; Mike was a natural. 
In one night he learned 
five complete songs. 
Mike began lessons with 
Billie Joe’s guitar teacher. 
When Mike’s mother 
decided to leave Rodeo, 
instead of breaking up the 
friendship and musical 
partnership, Billie Joe’s 
mom took Mike in.

Tré’s father, a Vietnam 
vet, chose to raise his 
family far from the chaos 
of San Francisco in the wooded hills of Mendocino. Music gave 
Tré an outlet for his hyperactivity and relief from his isolated 
home setting. Tré started out on violin, but had a knack for the 
drums. In 6th grade, he was recruited to play drums for the punk 
band The Lookouts (whose other members were in their late-20s). 
By 12, Tré was a highly respected drummer in the Berkley punk 
scene. 

In 1986, 924 Gilman Street opened – an all-ages, non-profit col-
lective, that championed non-violent, conscientious punk. As 
policy, they would not book any bands that condoned racism, 
sexism, or homophobia. The Gilman became a home-away-from-
home for 14-year-old Billie Joe, Mike, and Tré, planting the seed of 
progressive politics that would surface later in their career. 

At 16, they knew music would be their life. Billie Joe left high 
school to focus full time on songwriting. Mike was committed to 
graduating high school, and he always had a job. But he was rarely 
without his guitar and every free moment was spent practicing 
with Billie Joe. That same year, Tré took the GED and enrolled in 
the local junior college. His day was split between jazz ensemble, 
music theory, and music history classes, a part-time job, playing 
percussions with the local orchestra (where he learned to read 
music), and playing drums with The Lookouts.

In 1990, Tré joined Billie Joe and Mike, and Green Day was of-
ficially born. Billie Joe and Mike had been best friends for half 
their lives, and had an almost telepathic connection when playing 
music. Tré had to find his place, but it wasn’t difficult. His irrever-
ence brought fun into the music, perfectly complimenting Billie 
Joe’s philosophical, poetic nature, and Mike’s pragmatic earnest-
ness. And all three were willing to do the work necessary to create 
great music. 

Everything clicked. In 1990, the day after Mike’s graduation, they 
started their first national tour. The next year they toured Europe, 
playing sixty-four shows in three months. At 21, they set out on 
their second national tour in an old book mobile Tré’s dad both 
converted and drove for them. Those years on the road, in a 
confined space, playing anywhere and everywhere, made their 
friendship stronger and their skills sharper.

Dookie, their groundbreaking first major label release, came out 
in 1994 and was one of the most successful albums of that year. 
Green Day concerts were selling out arenas all over the world, but 
they never forgot the 924 Gilman Street philosophy: accessibility, 
community involvement, doing the right thing. On the Dookie 
tour, Green Day kept ticket prices between $7 and $10 by receiving 

a lower percentage of the box office, cutting back on staging, 
and sleeping and eating on their bus (ultimately losing money 
in the process).

In the spirit of community activism and the tradition of protest 
music, Green Day continued to use their fame to raise aware-
ness and money for social causes. They played benefit shows 
in Oakland for Berkeley and Haight-Ashbury free clinics, the 
San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness, and Food Not 
Bombs. Post-Hurricane Katrina, in collaboration with U2, they 
recorded a cover of “The Saints Are Coming” by Scottish punk 
band The Skids and performed at the reopening of Louisiana 
Superdome.

Post Dookie, Green Day’s 
albums continued to gener-
ate hit singles but they felt 
their work wasn’t connecting 
with audiences in the way 
they knew it could. Their 
music was known for its sil-
liness, insolence, boredom, 
and teen-age insecurity. But 
they weren’t teen-agers any 
more. They were parents 
now, and the emotional cha-
os and information overload 
of post-9/11 life was any-
thing but silly. It confused, 
frightened, and frustrated 
them. They channeled that 
energy into writing 2004’s 
American Idiot, an album 
that articulated the compli-
cated feelings of so many 
Americans. It was an as-

tounding success. They followed-up in 2009 with 21st Century 
Breakdown, this time focusing on an America a decade into a 
bloody but far-away war, an America deeply divided socially, 
politically, and economically. That album was also passionately 
embraced by music fans.

In 2009, the musical adaptation of American Idiot would come 
alive on stage, the first punk-protest-rock-opera-musical. 

After almost thirty years, their friendship and creative 
connection is still powerful and vibrant. 
Who knew when they met as pre-
teens that they were face-to-face 
with the guys they’d change 
the world with?

“not being able to fail in 

front of those closest to 

you is the most difficult 

thing in the world. we 

needed to get to where 

we could look stupid in 

front of each other—

artistically speaking.”

—mike dirnt, green day: a musical biography, pg. 105

green day’s journey 
music and friendships
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Marcos Najera How would you describe your job, Mr. Mayer?

Michael Mayer: My job on American Idiot is a little bit different 
than what a director normally does.  Because I made up the 
story.  And I interpreted this record (American Idiot by Green 
Day) and with Billie Joe Armstrong fashioned a narrative and a 
bunch of characters and very specific journeys for them.  And 
then, I became the director.  I feel like my job is to direct the 
audience.  So it’s not so much I tell the actors where to go and 
how to do their job or tell the other artists what to do, as much 
as I use all of the talented people that I’m fortunate enough to 
work with to help tell the audience where to look, what to listen 
to, where to focus, what to feel, what to understand, what story 
they should be connecting to, what they might learn about 
themselves and other people and help direct them to have the 
most fulfilling experience in the theatre that they can.

That’s amazing. I’ve never heard it described as directing 
specifically for the audience.  

That’s what I do.  That’s exactly how I see my job.  

And for American Idiot, what inspired you to create it?

I loved the record so much.  The record first came out just a 
couple of years after September 11, 2001.  It was in the middle 
of a very challenging time for our country. We were at war for 
the first time in many years.  It was a moment that I felt really 
concerned for the future of—not our country, I knew we would 
survive—but I was very concerned about how the younger 
generation would rebound from what I personally felt was a 
devastating political situation in our country.  So when I heard 
this record, American Idiot, that was honest in its expression 
of frustration and rage and a beautiful illustration of almost 
“wanting to give up - why bother?”  - it was a real moment 
of revelation for me.  That these artists would marshal their 
forces and their prodigious talent to connect and communicate 
to their audience, which is the young people that I was worried 
about.  

When you and Billie Joe started adapting the music from 
Green Day’s album and putting those stories on the stage, 
where did you start?

I started at the beginning.  I started right from the very top.  
And I sat there and meditated and listened and imagined 
and started charting out almost like a sketchbook, an outline, 
and started finding my way.  Trying to interpret what he 
wrote.  What he was writing about spiritually, so that I could 

understand how to open it up in a way that would honor 
the truth, the deep truth of what he was writing.  I really 

learned to appreciate the power of melody and harmony 
and rhythm—everything that is not the text, every 
part of the song that isn’t the lyric.  I used to think, 
“the lyrics tell the story and the music carries the 
emotion.”  But that’s not actually true.  There’s a 
story that is told through the music itself.  And 
there’s emotion that is told through the words. 

The challenge I gave myself was that I would 
basically stage the record.  I wouldn’t turn it into a 
conventional musical but that I’d treat it more like 
an opera, where all of the lyrics became dialogue 
and the music became the underscoring.

If we were in the rehearsal room with you what 
would we hear you talking about with the actors?  
What riddles were you trying to solve?

How to communicate all of the complexity of the 
story in the most concise way possible.  Because 
there is very little time and everything was 
happening on the music and it’s very fast.  When I 
was watching [the film] The Artist, I realized that so 
much of the storytelling that I did off of the lyrics in 

American Idiot really did rely almost on silent movie 
techniques because there is so much juxtaposition 

of action that’s happening while you are hearing 
songs. Everyone’s on stage the whole time, so when 

Johnny is singing one thing, there’s also a story going 

on with Will over 
on the couch.  And 
it’s silent because 
he doesn’t have 
lyrics or dialogue.  
A whole story 
is happening 
between Will and his television set and his beers and his 
girlfriend and his baby and his friends that is off lyric.  So 
there’s a silent movie going on all the time for somebody on 
stage.  

I’m asking a lot of the audience because I’m giving them an 
enormous amount of visual information, as well as musical 
and sonic information.  A real sense of sensory overload and 
I wanted to put that challenge out there because I really do 
think that we live in a world now where—it’s an onslaught of 
information.  

Do you feel you are getting your Poetry, Politics and Popcorn 
into this story?  I read that you started a theatre company 
called “Three-P Productions” with those words as the 
inspiration.

Oh I love that you know that!  You know, it was [playwright] 
Tony Kushner who started that company.  I was part of it.  

For American Idiot the poetry was in all of it.  The poetry is 
the beauty of the music—the literal poetry of the music.  But 
I think the design, the visual, is very poetic.  The way it’s lit, 
the way the costumes are constructed, and the incredible 
space that [the set designer] Christine Jones devised, all of the 
projections and video images that Darrel [Maloney] did, and 
the unbelievable arrangements by [music supervisor] Tom Kitt.  
That’s poetry as far as I’m concerned.  

The politics are very clear.  We understand where we are.  
And we understand we are at war.  We understand that 
every person has a decision to make in their lives that is 
going to have some kind of ramifications, every action has 
consequence.  And those consequences are, because we are 

social people, automatically political.  I do believe that the 
personal is political.  When you make any choice in your life, 
it is going to affect another person or any number of other 
people.  And that becomes a political action because you have 
to take responsibility.  

And taking personal responsibility is not idiotic.

It’s the opposite of idiotic.  And not taking responsibility is also 
political.  

And the popcorn is - you want to entertain.  I want you to 
be swept up in the story and the characters.  And root for 
somebody and see yourself in someone and have an enormous 
amount of fun.  I want that applause at the end to be raucous.  
I want people to stand up and cheer at the end of every show 
that I do.  So popcorn might not be the most nutritious meal, 
but when you have a big bucket of popcorn and you’ve got 
plenty of politics and poetry to go with it, I think you are going 
to be really satisfied.

“pull quote, pull quote, pull quote, 
pull quote, pull quote, pull quote, 
pull quote, pull quote.”
	 —Credit

American Idiot 6 Green Day. photo by eva mueller.
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Center theatre Group education and Community Partnerships

Center theatre Group’s mission is to serve the diverse audiences 
of Los Angeles by producing and presenting theatre of the highest 
caliber, by nurturing new artists, by attracting new audiences, and by 
developing youth outreach and education programs. this mission is 
based on the belief that the art of theatre is a cultural force with the 
capacity to transform the lives of individuals and society at large.

Education and Community Partnerships
theatre is an enduring and powerful tool for communicating ideas, 
stories, emotions and beliefs that fuel the intellect, imagination 
and creative spirit. Center theatre Group believes that stimulating 
awareness, creativity, dialogue and an inquisitive mind is integral to 
the growth and well-being of the individual and the community; and 
that nurturing a life-long appreciation of the arts leads inextricably to 
an engaged and enlightened society.

Center Theatre Group’s education and community partnership 
programs advance the organization’s mission in three key ways:

Audiences: inspiring current and future audiences to discover 
theatre and its connection to their lives;
Artists: investing in the training, support and development 
of emerging young artists and young arts professionals who 
are the future of our field; and
Arts Education Leadership: Contributing to the community-wide 
efforts to improve the quality and scope of arts education in Los 
Angeles. 

JOin OtHer YOunG Artists At
Facebook.com/CtGemergingArtists

Clybourne Park was inspired by the landmark drama, 
A Raisin in the Sun and picks up where that story ends: 
in a Chicago neighborhood in 1959. Act two takes place 
50 years later, in the same house in 2009.

Both the conversation in Act One and Act two center 
around the fate of the house and how what happens 
to the house will impact the larger community. While 
each conversation starts off about real estate, the 
intersection between property and race soon becomes 
impossible for the characters to ignore. norris 
challenges us as an audience to look at race relations 
from both a historical and present day perspective. 
to consider what progress has been made, and what 
changes still need to occur. 

turn the page to learn more about why communities 
change. read an interview with set designer, dan 
Ostling, to discover how the design helps tell this story. 
reflect on the power of humor to explore difficult topics. 
think about the difference a half century has made 
regarding race relations in the united states. Or has it? 

Clybourne Park was awarded the 2011 Pulitzer Prize 
for drama, a prestigious award that recognizes 
extraordinary achievements in journalism, literature, 
and music. 
When it was given the Pulitzer, the  jury described it as 

“a powerful work whose memorable characters speak in 
witty and perceptive ways to America’s sometimes toxic 
struggle with race and class consciousness.”

theatre raises questions and challenges audience 
members to discover their own answers. see what 
questions this information raises for you and what 
questions and answers the performance provides. 
thank you so much for joining us for Clybourne Park. 
We look forward to seeing you at the theatre!

Welcome to Center 
Theatre Group and 
American Idiot

“Do you know  
what’s worth  
fighting for/  

When it’s not  
worth dying for?”

“This is my rage/ This is my love/ 
This is my town/ This is my city/ 
This is my life.”
— American Idiot

March 13–April 22, 2012 • Ahmanson Theatre
Van Hughes, Joshua Kobak and the company of American idiot photo: doug hamilton.
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