ANNE OF GREEN GABLES

How It Came to Be


Anne Shirley, the awkward yet effervescent redhead who has enchanted generations of readers since her creation in 1908, is undeniably one of the celebrities of children’s literature.  We were surprised, therefore, at how rarely Lucy Maud Montgomery’s popular heroine had found her way onto the American musical stage.  As we read and re-read Anne of Green Gables, it became clearer and clearer to us that we had discovered our next project.  

Any story becomes more attractive to children when filtered through a child’s perceptions, and the young narrator of this book has an extraordinary tale to tell; raised in an orphanage and deprived of affection for most of her life, she survives the unacceptable reality that surrounds her by indulging in uplifting flights of imagination.  We were drawn in by Anne’s flair for combining this sort of escapism – even to the point of bestowing a fanciful name on a distinctly not-green house – with the ability to make a genuine impact on those around her.  Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert, the elderly brother and sister with whom Anne comes to stay (although they are expecting a boy to help out around the farm), never truly notice the beauty of the world around them until they witness Anne’s constant delight in nature.  And when gentle Matthew passes away, it is Anne who teaches Marilla that the power of memory and imagination will keep him alive in her heart.

The book is a public domain title, and our artistic director Greg Gunning set to work in creating the adaptation.  Anne’s potent mix of verve, resilience, and wisdom convinced us – and correctly so – that she would appeal to our young audiences.  What we didn’t count on was the extent of her universal charm.  When we took our production to St. Louis’s International Showcase in 1993, audiences received it so well that we were able to book the following season almost completely right there at the showcase.  

Anne of Green Gables, then, has always been a special show for us.  It helped to put ArtsPower on the map, and it remains a perennial audience favorite.  As with many well-loved characters, Anne Shirley has proven that she is at home in the theatre as well as between the pages.

The Set and the Music


When composer Richard DeRosa was experimenting with Anne’s theme – which is entitled “Imagine” – he first set it in 4/4 time.  By taking out one beat per measure, however, he created a waltz-like, dreamy feel that set the tone for much of the show’s music.  Our heroine struggles to make her world as exquisite as the world she envisions, and we tried to represent that tension between imagination and reality by giving some musical numbers a more straight-ahead Broadway feel and others a softer, almost ethereal touch.

The song “Problem Child” stands out in the score as a tour-de-force of exposition and orchestration; within the space of five minutes, it tells the story of Anne’s past and introduces the show’s major characters.  Indeed, the entire production depends heavily on such episodic storytelling to achieve structural success.  Music and dialogue provide comedic and/or dramatic buttons, allowing seamless transitions between scenes.

We made Anne of Green Gables strictly a period piece, setting it in Prince Edward Island near the start of the 20th century.  As in most ArtsPower productions, the set is light, open, and representational; it is done mainly in pastel colors and asks the viewers – just as Anne is able to add pleasing embellishments to her environment – to fill in the details of buggy rides and springtime landscapes. 

Our costumes, on the other hand, were somewhat more ornate.  Women wore authentically detailed dresses with high-buttoned necks, full skirts, and – in the words of another number – “Puffed Sleeves,” completing the look with colorful hats.

Themes


Many children’s stories involve a clear struggle between those who are clearly sympathetic and those who are clearly unsympathetic; Anne of Green Gables, though, simply shows two radically different ways of seeing the world while avoiding confining any character to the role of villain.  Hard-boiled Marilla Cuthbert does not understand why her young orphan charge, whom she is extremely unwilling to take in at all, needs to invent an elaborate fantasy realm.  Anne, for her part, simply cannot comprehend why Marilla insists on perceiving things only as they really are.  Eventually, the audience is shown a way in which these conflicting viewpoints can be reconciled.  Major subplots also address issues such as patience and honesty.  Anne is slighted by Marilla’s friend Rachel Lynde and must come to understand why retaliating with an insult of her own was wrong; at one point she also makes up an elaborate story in order to placate Marilla.

The first signs of a thematic reconciliation come as we witness Anne’s effect on Matthew.  Lonely and adrift, she finds a sympathetic “kindred spirit” in this soft-spoken old man; in turn, her vivid imaginings spark new hope and life in him.  His death devastates both Anne and Marilla.  Yet he returns to the stage and speaks to his sister when Anne finally convinces her that the mind’s eye can provide a unique kind of comfort in time of need.  In this way, we learn the value of a vigorous imagination:  it allows us to contain the past within ourselves while still enjoying the present.


What Matthew tells Marilla in his final scene is also of vital importance:  speaking of Anne, he says, “Maybe we need her more than she needs us.”  Marilla had seen Anne only as a burden, an inconvenience, a superfluity.  Yet her brother’s words reveal to her all that the girl has done.  Anne’s unaffected joy in merely being alive and her capacity to love even those who seem to care nothing for her has allowed the Cuthberts to draw together as a family.  Marilla realizes that Anne has something of infinite value to offer.  


Thus, Anne’s and Marilla’s perspectives are brought together.  The realms of fancy are no substitute for real-life relationships, but they can provide a portal into vast stores of beauty and consolation when we are faced with sorrow.  By the end, then, a satisfying balance is achieved; Anne changes the lives of those she touches while learning many crucial lessons herself.

