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The Peppermint Snake:  

A Children’s Play (1921) 
 

The now-lost The Peppermint Snake was a notorious 1921 

German Expressionist play.  It ran for two shows before being identified by 

authorities as obscene.   

As of 2015, no complete version of the play has been found as the 

few copies owned by my great grandfather and his actors were located and 

burned by authorities.  The cast members surrendered what they had and even 

the playwright chose to destroy the work, ultimately deciding he had “missed 

the mark on that one” (1956 interview).  All that scholars know of the play 

is based on later descriptions by cast members and one summary, reproduced 

below, that was published in the magazine Der Sturm shortly after the play 

was shut down. 

Written by Günter Frankentroff, my great grandfather, The 

Peppermint Snake is considered to be a pioneering, yet ultimately doomed 

attempt to apply Expressionist themes to the subject of Christmas.     

-Ted Frankentroff, Dec 2015 
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One of the few relics from the production: a torn woodcut poster 
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Der Sturm Magazine, 1921  

This horrifying Christmas play presents the viewer with a 

survival scenario in which Santa’s physical and mental states are 

slowly broken down. 

The play starts with a headstrong Santa defying Rudolph’s 

navigational advice and instead attempting a “short cut” through 

a storm that ultimately leads them into a barren wasteland of 

seemingly endless ice.  The audience hears the frantic yelling of 

orders from Santa, as well as shrieking elves and howling winds.  

The theater is completely dark.  The team, which includes his 

reindeer and six ‘helper elves,’ are being forced into a crash 

landing due to the severity of the storm.  The curtain opens on a 

badly damaged sleigh and elves strewn about the overturned 

sleigh.  Beautifully painted wooden reindeers by Walter Röhrig 

are positioned around the stage.   

The team soon finds that their problems have only just 

started. Unable to perform a quick fix on the badly damaged 

sleigh, they are now fighting for survival.  The reindeer become 

weaker and weaker and the team starts to doubt that they will 

have the strength to take off even if they do fix the sleigh.   

After two days, a starving Santa begins contemplating 

how the team will make it through.  He starts making the grim 

calculations in his head and realizes that they will need to 

slaughter a reindeer for nourishment.  Once informed of this 

plan, the horrified elves briefly recoil at the idea but then decide 
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that they need to continue to follow their leader.  Soon they begin 

their dark task.  The reindeer team is slowly, over the course of 

weeks, consumed by the unnerved elves and their unstable leader.  

This section is sped up for the viewers and we were only able to 

gauge time by the continual disappearance of reindeer on the 

stage as well as Santa’s increasingly disheveled appearance and 

incoherent orders. 

When one elf suggests that Santa is eating much more 

than he needs for survival, the team’s façade of order begins to 

break down.  They are nearing the end of their reindeer meat and 

Santa starts to take the mental steps required for him to murder 

and consume an elf.  End of part one. 

Part two: In a state of insanity brought on by hunger, 

Santa wanders away from their camp and believes that he sees a 

peppermint snake (made of a red and white, candy-cane like 

flesh) frozen in a block of ice.  He scratches at the ice, convinced 

that he can eat it, but he soon passes out and finds he has been 

dragged back to the sleigh by the elves.  In a fit of anger at having 

lost the location of the peppermint snake, Santa murders an elf.  

A day later the dead elf is consumed, at which point another 

volunteers to die in the service of Santa’s nourishment.  Two 

more follow. 

It is at this point that their troubles worsen.  They realize 

that they have landed on a dense patch of ice under which there 

lies a body of water.  A crack forms in the ice and the overturned 
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sled (their only form of shelter) begins to fall through.  Shortly 

after this, Santa kills his final elf helper. 

The story ends with an emotionally and physically broken 

Santa cursing at the night sky while waving an elf thighbone in 

the air.   Upon his own nose he has placed Rudolph’s severed 

one.  Brought to a state of animalistic behavior, the unhinged 

Santa starts howling into the night sky like a wolf, laughing madly 

and cursing his role in the world.  

After the horrible night scene the curtain opens and the 

audience sees that it is morning.  Santa is lying, motionless, at the 

edge of the stage.  The sleigh (and all the evidence of 

cannibalism) has fallen through the ice and Santa is being roused 

by a group of fresh-faced elves that have been trying to find the 

lost team.  They are overjoyed at finding Santa, and are covering 

him in blankets.  They are asking him what happened and Santa is 

faced with the dilemma of whether or not he will reveal the 

horrible truth.  The curtain closes. 

 

The author provided “discussion questions” in the form of printed 

leaflets so as to help children navigate the rather dense themes and images.  

Two copies survived and the text is reproduced below: 

 

Thank you, children, for watching The Peppermint Snake.  

Here are a few questions to think about: 
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1. Does an elf have free will?  Were the elves correct to follow 

Santa’s orders, or should they have tried to resist? 

2. Is Santa is a required figure for the holiday of Christmas?  If 

so, does that make his cannibalism a selfless act?  Does Santa 

truly, as he suggests, have the kids of the world in mind when he 

slaughters and eats the elves?  Is he trying to save Christmas or is 

he only thinking of his own survival? 

3. Before the first elf is carved up, another elf, Mr. Jingles, 

suggests to Santa that they remove the parts of the dead elf that 

will remind them of their cannibalism (such as the hands).  Santa 

replies: “And which eyes do you hope to deceive?  The ones in 

front of your feeble brain!?  Perhaps those of your maker!?  No!  

Let our foul deeds rot in the full view of our lord so he might 

better judge us.  There is no shadow dark enough to cover up this 

grim work.”  What do you think Santa mean by this? 

4. The author uses the peppermint snake as a metaphor for 

Santa’s increasing madness.  It is never clear if the frozen snake 

exists in the real world or is a product of his hunger 

hallucinations.  What do you think? 

5. Even though we all like reindeers, were you secretly excited by 

the scene in which Santa murders Blitzen?  Does that excitement 

cause you to feel conflicted?  We eat meat all the time.  Are we 

killers?  I mean, just because we don’t kill the animals doesn’t 

mean we are complicit in their death.  


