BEHIND THE SCENES OF ANASTASIA KRUPNIK

By Gary Blackman and Mark Blackman

Lois Lowry, winner of two Newbery Medals for her books Number the Stars and The Giver, is one of America’s finest authors for young readers. Greg Gunning, ArtsPower’s artistic director, read Lois’s Anastasia Krupnik; he recommended that we do the same. All three of us found so much humor, heart, and warmth in it that we decided to call Lois and her publisher to find out if the dramatic rights were available. Luckily for us, we were able to secure those rights. We are so very proud of this production, of the close working relationship Greg has established with Lois, of the cast, stage manager, and ArtsPower staff that made Lois’s book come to life so beautifully on stage.

Let us digress. When Greg called Lois to start work on the script, he was not sure how she would respond to some of his ideas. He described his vision for this adaptation, explaining that there would only be four actors, a limited set, and an hour to tell the story. The play would focus on Anastasia’s coming of age, highlighting the emotional strength and support of her parents and portraying the way in which she patiently forges a relationship with her ailing grandmother (who is experiencing the onset of Alzheimer’s disease).  Excited by what she heard, Lois gave Greg her full approval as he began writing.


As Greg wrote and rewrote the script (a common practice for him), we discovered that the pace of the show moved along nicely and included some reflective and serious moments. The more traditional musical pieces, Greg thought, would provide many of the play’s more comedic interludes. Other songs in Anastasia Krupnik would not necessarily have traditional endings, but would instead segue seamlessly into dialogue. These ideas, truth to tell, made us a bit uncomfortable. But this somewhat unorthodox musical approach does work quite well for the play and, in retrospect, it challenged us to try something new and different.


At the first reading in New York, we all sensed that the play had a strong emotional subtext that held it together very well. We felt that children would relate well to Anastasia’s outspokenness, and that adults would easily identify with her parents. When the songs were added during the workshop in August of 2001, the show’s overall rhythm was defined by a quicker pulse and stronger drive. Lois attended the workshop performance and felt that the play represented her characters and story in a powerful and emotional way. It was important to us that Lois gave her stamp of approval; as the curtain came down, we could not have been happier with her reaction to the show!

